

[image: cover-image.jpg]





The Innocent Ones

Table of Contents



	Cover

	Title Page

	Prologue

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Chapter Thirty-Six

	Chapter Thirty-Seven

	Chapter Thirty-Eight

	Chapter Thirty-Nine

	Chapter Forty

	Chapter Forty-One

	Chapter Forty-Two

	Chapter Forty-Three

	Chapter Forty-Four

	Chapter Forty-Five

	Chapter Forty-Six

	Chapter Forty-Seven

	Chapter Forty-Eight

	Chapter Forty-Nine

	Chapter Fifty

	Chapter Fifty-One

	Chapter Fifty-Two

	Chapter Fifty-Three

	Chapter Fifty-Four

	Chapter Fifty-Five

	Chapter Fifty-Six

	Chapter Fifty-Seven

	Chapter Fifty-Eight

	Chapter Fifty-Nine

	Chapter Sixty

	Chapter Sixty-One

	Chapter Sixty-Two

	Chapter Sixty-Three

	Chapter Sixty-Four

	Chapter Sixty-Five

	Chapter Sixty-Six

	Chapter Sixty-Seven

	Chapter Sixty-Eight

	Chapter Sixty-Nine

	Chapter Seventy

	Chapter Seventy-One

	Chapter Seventy-Two

	Chapter Seventy-Three

	Chapter Seventy-Four

	Chapter Seventy-Five

	Chapter Seventy-Six

	Chapter Seventy-Seven

	Chapter Seventy-Eight

	Chapter Seventy-Nine

	Chapter Eighty

	A Letter from Neil

	Acknowledgments

	Copyright





Guide


	Cover

	Start Reading








The Innocent Ones

Neil White



[image: Hera]




Prologue

Three Months Earlier

It was too dark.

He shouldn’t have agreed to wait here. It was too late now though. The meeting had been set up like this, someone wanting to talk to Mark Roberts, ace reporter.

Yeah, right. At least that’s how he’d pitched it, even if the reality was different.

He was in a park on the edge of Highford, high on a hill, a housing estate behind, nothing ahead but the dark silhouettes of the valley sides and the orange glow of the street lights in the valley below. There was a children’s playground at one side, the supports of the swings just skinny outlines, the roundabouts and climbing frames deserted, but the park was mostly about the views and the quiet.

During the day, it provided commanding views, bordered by high moorland slopes, tall chimneys grasping towards the sky like old grey fingers. At night, it was swallowed by the darkness that enveloped the valley sides.

He’d never heard of Highford until a couple of weeks earlier, one of those hidden-away places, a small dot on a northern map. He missed London. He yearned for the noise and the chaos and the pollution and the crowds. In the middle of winter, this felt like a different country. The people huddled. That was the best way he could describe it. From the cold. From the winds. From the rest of the world, it seemed. Trapped between hills so that it felt like no one ever had the chance or the will to leave.

He’d been in Highford for a week and it had dragged.

The people were different. It was hard to pin down why. Friendly, he supposed, and he liked that, wasn’t used to it, most of his life spent as just another face in the crowd, crammed into underground trains or lost in the rush of people always having somewhere else to go. In Highford, it seemed like people paused to say hello, to spend time with each other.

Perhaps that’s what happens when you’ve nothing else to do. You reach out.

That didn’t seem enough though.

He blew into his hands and tried to peer into the shadows in the park, dark and foreboding.

The weather was different up here. The winds blew hard over the barren Pennine landscape, where not even the valley sides offered much protection, Highford just one of a line of towns by a canal that threaded its way to Yorkshire. He’d expected it to be colder, but it was the rawness that took him by surprise, somehow cleaner and sharper, no lines of traffic to warm and pollute it.

He cursed himself for agreeing to the meeting. He would never have agreed to this in London, waiting in a dark and deserted place, but he’d been lulled into believing that nothing ever happens in Highford. Why would he feel threatened? He was the big-city boy from the glamorous south. Street-smart.

This was no ordinary meeting though. He was uncovering long-buried secrets, and that makes people desperate.

He could always bolt through the housing estate behind, accessible through a small alley, or ginnel, as they were known round here.

He clapped his hands together and wiped the dewdrop from his nose. He paced and stamped on the ground. Nine o’clock on a February night was not a time to loiter. The cold penetrated his boots and made him long for somewhere warmer. A small pub with a fire perhaps, one of those country places made up of small, cramped rooms and paintings of fox hunting. The moon caught the glint of a growing frost, the barren hilltops turning silver.

There was a noise.

He went still. It sounded close, but he couldn’t be sure. There’d been cars on the housing estate behind, just light hums, and not long ago a police siren had disturbed the night, a flashing blue light strobing the darkness, but this was different. This was closer.

He swallowed, nervous now. He’d made a mistake. He was too isolated. The ginnel was a trap, not an escape route. If there were other ways, he didn’t know them. He should have suggested somewhere further away, on neutral ground, because secrecy was a must, but had he been wrong-footed? He’d agreed because he’d got lost in his story, excited about his progress. Was he about to pay for that?

Another noise. A small crack, like the snapping of a twig.

He turned, his heart beating faster now, his nerves keener. There was someone there, he was sure of it.

‘Hello?’

He waited for a response. Nothing.

He might have got it wrong. He was in the countryside, which meant animals, and what could he know about how they sounded? It might have been a bird in a tree. He glanced upwards, where the edges of the park were bordered by large black shadows, the winter skeletons of sycamore and horse chestnut.

He looked back towards the ginnel, a small path, no more than twenty yards long with a street light at the other end. He should make for there and disappear into the estate, make an excuse, postpone for another day.

No, he couldn’t do that. He’d waited too long for this meeting. He wanted to run, but he fought the urge. He was there for a reason. He couldn’t back out now.

But why was there no message to explain the lateness?

There was a different noise, and it was closer now, like the quiet slide of footsteps on grass, squeaking under shoes, trying to stay silent.

His skin broke out in goosebumps. He had to get away. Something wasn’t right.

He turned on the spot, trying to track the sounds, because they seemed to be coming from all around him, as if the shadows bounced the noises back.

‘Stop messing around.’ His voice trembled.

Someone appeared in front of him, a dark figure.

He stepped back, yelped in panic.

The figure rushed him.

He started to shout but stumbled backwards, his shoes slippery on the frost. Something moved through the air. An arm, holding something dark and heavy.

He put up his arms to protect himself, but it wasn’t enough.

Something thudded into the side of his head and knocked him to the ground.

All sounds went dull apart from the harshness of his breaths, the fast drum of his pulse. The lights in the valley below swirled as he lifted his head, his body disobeying him as he swayed. He wanted to be down there, in the town, where it was safe, people living ordinary lives.

The lights were blotted out, the shadow there again, standing over him, arms high in the air, an object hanging down.

Before he could shout, there was another huge swing, and this time it seemed to move more slowly, the faint glow of street lights catching the gleam of something wet. His blood? Its arc made him shrink back, but still it continued towards him.

The thud seemed to echo as it crashed into his head, his thoughts scattered like splintering glass, the ground against his body and he couldn’t work out why.

His last thought was how the grass felt cold against his cheeks.

One more swing, one final crash of his skull, and then all the lights went out.




Chapter One

Present Day

Dan Grant rubbed his forehead and gazed towards the desk.

His case had ended and he was waiting for the verdict, a drink-driver who claimed that he hadn’t been driving the car he was twenty yards from, the keys in his pocket, his name on the documents, the engine ticking as it cooled down and he urinated against the wall of a shop.

He was in his local Magistrates’ Court, none of the glitz and gravitas of the Crown Court. The glamour ended at the door.

It was grand from the outside, with steps rising between columns of grey millstone to high wooden doors. Once inside, however, there was just a waiting area filled with rows of plastic chairs, bolted to the floor to stop them being used as weapons, because sometimes the courthouse is where warring factions meet. The courtrooms were at the end of the waiting area, accessed through more wooden doors that clattered when they closed.

When Dan first started out, the court corridor was always busy, people summonsed to court for even the most minor offences. That didn’t happen anymore. There was more pressure to deal with them away from the courtroom, because it was cheaper and they could still be recorded as a win. Now, the court corridor seemed deserted, as always, with the few lawyers still willing to scrap it out for the available clients hovering at one end, like hyenas feasting on a carcass.

Once inside the courtroom, Dan could insulate himself from the quietness outside, because it was the same as always. His skills against a prosecutor’s skills. It was why he did the job: for the conflict, the combat. When he’d first started out twelve years or so earlier, the courts had been like a bear pit, the snarling of wily old practitioners coming up against police officers brought up on the old rules. That was the career his former boss had enjoyed: Pat Molloy, a man who’d thrived on eccentricity. He’d died a year earlier, and it felt sometimes as if he’d abandoned Dan to the wasteland, because it seemed as if the courts were being run dry, kept only for the big cases, until one day they could be closed altogether, everything dealt with by some kind of virtual penalty scheme. Input your reference number and your sentence will be emailed to you.

As he looked around, the courtroom was as jaded as the system. The walls were painted a soft yellow that must have seemed calming when first applied, but it had faded to dirty, with large bubbles in the plaster that sent dust falling to the benches below.

The prosecutor leaned across: Pam Smith, in her forties and formidable, her smart business suit and gleaming dark hair concealing someone who fought hard. ‘What do you think?’

Dan switched on a smile. ‘The case? It will probably go your way. They do most times.’

Pam looked doubtful. ‘The witnesses weren’t good, and these…’ and she gestured towards three empty chairs: the magistrates’ chairs, the three upstanding members of the community who acted as judges in their spare time. ‘They’re too unpredictable. I’ve come across the chairman before. I wouldn’t trust him to judge a flower show.’

‘You win more than you lose.’

‘But we’re supposed to win nearly all of them, because they wouldn’t be in court if they hadn’t done it.’

‘Ah, the wisdom of the righteous.’

Pam smiled. ‘You sound jaded. You’re too young for that.’

‘Do I? I don’t mean to be, but it’s, well, you know, everything’s changed.’

‘Pat Molloy?’

‘He ran the firm, made all the decisions, and now it’s all down to me.’

‘You’re a fine lawyer, Dan.’

‘But now I’m a boss, an administrator, doing all the things I didn’t sign up for when I first started out.’

‘Pat Molloy was a good man, a good lawyer. We don’t get many like him these days.’

‘No one with a brain comes into crime.’

‘Clean up then, if you’re one of the few good ones left. If it gets tough, bail out. We’re always recruiting.’

‘Me, a prosecutor?’ Dan laughed. ‘I can’t quite see that.’

‘Why not? The hours are better for a start.’

‘Because it’s not why I do it, putting away the bad guys.’

‘You think keeping them free is a more noble thing?’

‘No, it’s not that. I don’t mind which way the case goes if it’s the right way, based upon the evidence. Everyone deserves a fair shout though, a chance to defend themselves. If it lets a few guilty ones go free along the way, that’s just the price. It’s a lot better than the innocent ones being locked up.’

‘Innocent ones? Really? I’ve not seen many. There are the guilty ones where the evidence is good, and there are the guilty ones where the evidence isn’t, but they’re still guilty.’

‘You’re not looking hard enough, that’s all.’

‘And your guy today? An innocent one?’

Dan smiled. ‘I don’t think so, but if he gets away with it, doesn’t that make it your fault somehow, not mine?’

Before Pam could respond, the court clerk came back in. She seemed irritated as she said, ‘Can you get your client, Dan?’

‘Why are you so angry?’

The clerk gestured with her hand towards the door to the magistrates’ retiring room, where Dan could hear someone laughing. ‘They’ll believe any old rubbish.’

‘Should I be getting the probation officer as well, in case they want to hear more before sentence?’

‘There won’t be a sentence. It’s not guilty.’

Pam hissed something under her breath and clenched her jaw. She tugged on her jacket as she fastened it, something to occupy her hands to stop her throwing her pen across the desk, not wanting to be scrabbling underneath as the magistrates came back into the courtroom.

Dan headed for the door to get his client, trying hard not to give away that he knew the verdict already.

That’s when he noticed her.

He didn’t know how long she’d been there, but she’d been watching the case. That wasn’t unusual, the seats reserved for the public attracted the curious, but it was the look she gave him as he went to the door, as if he was the focus.

She was close to sixty, elegantly dressed in a blue blazer and cream trousers, her hair in a neat side-parting and dyed a rich chestnut. Pearls hung over a black top and her fingers were adorned with chunky rings. She was too smart to be hanging around a crumbling court building in Highford.

He waved to his client, who’d been sitting on the steps outside the building, joking with his friends, the courtroom appearance just another bad day.

As he went back in, his client behind him, the woman stepped towards him and passed him a note.

He pocketed it and gave her a curious glance as she went back to her seat.

Dan sat back in the lawyers’ benches and listened as the chairman read out the reasons why his client was not guilty, none of it making much sense in a real-world setting, but some magistrates don’t like to convict anyone, and some like to convict everyone. That was the game.

As he listened, he opened the note.


Mr Grant. We need to talk.



As he frowned and looked back to the woman, she nodded and folded her arms.

He put the note back into his pocket. Whatever she wanted, it didn’t look like good news.




Chapter Two

Jayne Brett looked out of her window as she checked her watch. More than an hour before she started work.

She was giving the big-city life a go, living in an apartment not far from the centre of Manchester. It was modern and clean on the inside, the first floor of a bland red-brick building that was part of a cul-de-sac in a cluster of cul-de-sacs, built as part of the regeneration of the city in the sixties, when there was a mass slum clearance and whole communities were bulldozed and replaced with shiny and new. Gone were the long terraces, unbroken lines of houses without bathrooms or indoor toilets, laundry stretched outside and children wrestling in the gutters made filthy by the smoke that belched from the mills and factories.

Fifty years on, they’d turned into small warrens that attracted those who wanted to stay hidden. Broken street lights and dark alleys made it a dangerous place to be. She’d thought living close to the city centre would bring the noise and the mess and vibrancy, but it turned out that she’d ended up in the urban hinterland, caught between the wealthier suburbs and the steel and glass of the city-centre apartment blocks.

She’d got a job in a bar when she’d first arrived but got bored with the drunken leers and the arrogance of those in suits, who either thought she was beneath them or wanted her to be beneath them. To them, she’d been nothing more than tits in a T-shirt or an arse in jeans. Instead, she’d opted for the steady routine of the supermarket, either working on the tills or stacking the shelves. The bills had to be paid somehow.

She put her chin in her hands. It looked like rain again, the Manchester curse. It wasn’t the heady experience she’d been hoping for. She was too close to those who scraped by every day by cheating and stealing, haunted faces loitering in the shadows. Taxis and vans rumbled outside at night, keeping her awake, and glances through the curtains showed young women servicing the drivers, bobbing heads or hands working fast. She’d thought the quiet side street would mean peace. In the city, it meant somewhere for people to do things they’d rather not be caught doing.

She thought back to the few years she’d spent in Highford, living on her own in a small apartment at the top of a crumbling building, surrounded by drinkers and drug users. It hadn’t been so different, just a less dangerous version, even if the passing of time had turned the memories into good ones.

But it had been a hiding place, not a home, because she’d moved to Highford to get away from her past, when she’d been accused of murder. Her boyfriend died from a stab wound that severed his femoral artery, and Jayne had been holding the knife. It had been the final argument, one more piece of abuse that she could no longer tolerate.

It had all ended when he’d pinned her against the wall, his anger spewing spittle into her face, his teeth bared, his knee pushing her legs apart, his hands grabbing at her.

The knife had been nearby. Or had it been in her hand all along? She’d imagined it as panic, some desperate lashing out, no intention behind it, until he was bleeding out on the kitchen floor. All Jayne could do was wrap her arms around her head and try to block out the sound of her own screams.

But as time had gone on, she’d started to question that memory. Had it really happened in a blind panic? Or had she lost her temper and grabbed the knife intending to punish him, her own piece of sweet revenge?

It was how she’d met Dan Grant: she’d been a weeping wreck at a police station, and he was the tall dark stranger there to help. Her lawyer, and then her friend. Dan secured her acquittal and persuaded her to move to Highford, to get away from her boyfriend’s family, who were lashing out with threats she took seriously. He gave her a change of name and a new career as an investigator, where she worked on his cases, a freelancer, doing whatever Dan needed doing to help him win his cases. She was the one who knocked on the worst doors in town as he did the fancy stuff in the courtroom.

For a while, it had been good, but the work became too sporadic and the threats from Jimmy’s family turned out to be words spoken in grief. She left Highford, wanting to start a new life rather than hiding away.

It wasn’t just about the work though. There was something unfulfilled there too. Desire, lust, or even a deeper feeling than that, and she’d kidded herself that he felt it too. But she couldn’t allow herself to be dependent on a man again, because she’d killed the last man she loved.

Thinking of Dan brought down her mood. He was a memory of the dark times, even though they were never far away. The images rushed her at night, keeping her awake.

She’d tried living at home, but she’d been away for too long and acquired her own habits. There’d been too many arguments after she’d rolled in drunk, sometimes found slumped over the kitchen table, or having to sneak a man she hardly knew out of the house, worried that her parents had heard her.

Here she was then, the big city, the first part of the rest of her life.

She stepped away from the window and reached for her bag. It was time for another day of scanning other peoples’ shopping.




Chapter Three

Dan pointed to the entrance doors as he passed the woman who’d been watching him in court. ‘Let’s talk outside.’

She followed his gesture. ‘What’s wrong with in here? Isn’t there a small room we can go to?’

He shook his head. ‘You’ve come looking for me. I don’t know who you are, but I can tell you’re not the usual kind of person who comes to a Magistrates’ Court. That makes me wary, and when I’m wary I want to be where other people can see me.’

‘If you insist,’ she said, and marched ahead, bristling.

The security gate beeped as she went through and headed down steps to the brightness of the street outside. The security guard glanced up from his phone and raised an eyebrow as Dan followed.

She waited for him outside, her arms folded. Dan walked past and made to a bench opposite the court entrance, in a small square between the courthouse and the town library, planters alongside filled with pansies and tulips, the colour breaking up the dark grey stone. She followed.

He sat down and held out his hands. ‘I’m all yours.’

The woman sat further along, one leg crossed over the other, turned away from Dan. ‘My name is Barbara Roberts, and you represent Nick Connor, the man accused of killing my son.’

He almost groaned.

Mark Roberts was found bludgeoned to death in a park three months earlier. The investigation had led to Nick Connor, a regular client of Dan’s, and his trial was just a few days away.

It was one of the perils of being a defence lawyer, because every conflict has two sides, and there were times when he became the brunt of the other side’s anger.

Dan stood and turned to her, his voice lowered. ‘I’m really sorry for your loss, Mrs Roberts, but I shouldn’t be talking to you.’

‘It’s not what you think.’

‘What am I thinking?’

‘That I’m here to cause trouble. I’m not, believe me. I’m here for your help. Or it might be that I’m helping you.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Sit down, Mr Grant, please.’ Her voice had softened, although Dan detected a quiet determination there. ‘It will help your client, and isn’t that what you are here for, to look out for him, to speak up for him?’

Dan thought about leaving, but there was something about her expression that told him it was more than a complaint about how he was representing her son’s alleged killer. And his curiosity was piqued.

He sat down. ‘Make it quick.’

She uncrossed her leg and leaned in to Dan. ‘I don’t think Nick Connor killed my son, and I want to help you to find out who did.’

Dan’s eyes widened. ‘Wow. That’s quite an opening.’

‘I thought you’d be interested.’

Dan held out his hand. ‘You can say what you’ve come here to say, but I might choose not to tell you anything. Are you all right with that?’

‘It’s more than I have.’

He took his Dictaphone from his inside pocket, always with him so that he could catch up on work between cases. ‘I’m going to record this, too. I don’t want anything said here to be misconstrued.’

‘I’m not here to lay traps, Mr Grant.’

‘My client is accused of killing your son. You can’t blame me for being wary.’

‘Do you know what I want out of this case?’

‘Justice for your son?’

‘Exactly, and that means making sure that his murderer spends the rest of his life behind bars.’ Barbara paused for a moment as her eyes moistened, swallowing to take away the tears. ‘Does Nick Connor admit killing my son?’

‘He’s pleaded not guilty.’

‘Don’t take me for a fool, Mr Grant. I’ve an idea how the law works, and pleading not guilty doesn’t mean much, because there are the legal games to play.’

‘I’m just doing my job; but no, he hasn’t, I can tell you that much.’

‘If it isn’t Nick then, you’ll be wanting my help as much as I want yours. Unless you think he is the murderer, that is.’

‘Mrs Roberts, what I think doesn’t matter, but I don’t understand what you’re saying.’

Barbara wiped her eyes before continuing ‘I’ve told you. I don’t believe Nick Connor killed my son, and I want to prove who did. I’m guessing you’d be interested if I could prove that.’

‘Okay, if it wasn’t Nick, who do you think killed him?’

‘I don’t know, but what I do know is that Mark was in Highford for a reason, and it’s connected to his murder, I’m sure of it.’

‘Did he tell you why he was here?’

‘No. My son was a writer, a journalist. He got by on court reporting mostly, but sometimes he’d write a feature that ended up in the nationals. He wanted to write a book too, a true crime one, and that might be why he was here. He was always very secretive about whatever he worked on, but there is one thing strange about this case. There was something in Highford that had attracted his attention, but, if he was here to do research, where’s his laptop?’

Dan frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘The case is that he was mugged in that park, a robbery gone wrong. Wrong place, wrong time. The police told me that much. But if that’s true, why has someone taken his laptop, because there was no laptop in the place he was staying, nor any papers? He wouldn’t have carried it around with him, not to where he was killed.’

‘He might have been mugged for it. You can’t know everything about him.’

‘His papers and his keys too? He’d rented a cottage just outside of town. I’ve spoken to the owner, and he told me that someone had been in and removed things. No one knows what was taken, but there will have been papers. And why would a mugger take keys?’ She wagged her finger. ‘This was no robbery gone wrong, Mr Grant. Nick Connor did not kill Mark, I’m sure of it.’

Dan sat back, his eyes narrowed.

‘Find out who took his laptop and his papers and that’s your killer,’ she said.

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘What do you know about my son?’

Dan flinched. It was a sudden jab of truth, that he didn’t know much. He thought back to the file and realised that Mark had been just a figure described by the police, as if he had been always lifeless, just a name attached to some post-mortem photographs.

‘Not much, I’m sorry.’

‘He’s just the victim, right? He doesn’t matter in your world.’

‘That isn’t how it is.’

‘You sure?’ She waved her hand. ‘I’m not stupid, it makes it easier to do your job, but if you want me to help you, you’ve got to know about my son.’

‘Won’t it be my choice whether I allow you to help? This is, well,’ and he shrugged, ‘unconventional.’

‘If Nick Connor had nothing to do with Mark’s murder, don’t we both want the same thing, for Nick Connor to be out of prison? If I can provide the crucial information, you’d be negligent if you dismissed me.’

‘That’s not quite how it works. I need to speak to Nick first, but I’ve got to hand it to you, Mrs Roberts, you’ve got me interested. Tell me your story, and your son’s, and we’ll take it from there.’

‘Mark grew up in North London, out towards Pinner. It’s a nice part of the city, I know that. Safe, suburban, but Mark was attracted to the dark side of the city. Not that he was a bad boy, but he loved the old gangster tales. Even cockneyed-up his accent, if you know what I mean. He was always good at writing and wanted to do something with it, like a writer or journalist, but he was finding it hard, because newspapers aren’t what they were.’

‘The world changes.’

‘It does, and he was naive, thought that the world was just waiting to hear from him, but it turned out that there were so many other people who thought the same thing. He’d tried everything. Hanging around the courts, always an ear out for the good stories, but the papers don’t pay what they used to, because everyone wants to read for free on the Internet. He tried starting a novel, I know that because he showed me a couple of chapters, but he gave up because he knew he was writing it for the wrong reason.’

‘Which was?’

‘He wanted to earn a living, not because he wanted to tell a story. It felt stilted somehow, because to make people love it, you’ve got to love it too. That’s what I told him, so I talked him into giving up.’ Before Dan could respond, she waved her finger. ‘You’re thinking I should have encouraged him, not put him off, live his dreams, but I didn’t want him to waste his life. He could write stories when he was older, when he had more things to say. His needs were more immediate. His rent was high, but he was too proud to move home, because it would be like failing.’

Barbara paused as her eyes filled with tears. ‘Worrying about silly things like that seems so unimportant now. If I could go back, I’d do it all differently, but we didn’t know what was going to happen. He needed to earn money, so he hit upon this idea of a true crime book, looking at old crimes.’

‘Which ones?’

‘I don’t know. That’s where he was secretive, because he said he was going to write something different, something shocking, and he didn’t want anyone to know, almost as if he thought someone would steal his idea.’

‘And this idea brought him to Highford?’

She smiled, the first one since she and Dan had begun talking. ‘I don’t think people come to this kind of town unless there’s a good reason.’

‘What exactly are you proposing, Mrs Roberts?’

‘We find out why he was here. He must have written things down, done some research. His laptop has gone. I’ve been to his apartment in London and there’s nothing there either. That doesn’t make any sense. He’d been working on this book for a few months. There’d be files of things, because he was always so neat. His phone was gone too. It’s almost as if someone was cleaning up. This is more than a mugging, Mr Grant, and we can prove this. We can find out who really killed my son. Who’d deny a mother that?’

‘There’s a lot of we in this. It makes me wary.’

Barbara looked offended. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘How do I know you’re not trying to interfere, to find things out and somehow make it worse for Nick?’

‘You don’t, Mr Grant, but you’d be a fool to ignore me.’

‘Have you been to the police with this?’

‘Of course, but they just patted me on the hand and told me they had the right man.’

‘Did Mark give any kind of hint about what he was doing?’

‘None at all, but I know where else he’d been. A small town called Brampton, a seaside place in Yorkshire. He spent a couple of weeks there, not long before he died.’

‘Would he have any other reason to be there? A girlfriend? A job?’

‘Mark didn’t have a girlfriend, and I don’t mean to be harsh, but he wasn’t the moving north type. He was a Londoner and wanted to stay that way.’

‘I’ll need to speak to Nick before I do anything. How can I get in touch with you?’

She opened a bag until she could find a pen and piece of paper. She scribbled a number on an old receipt. ‘I’m staying at The Oaks, on the way out of Highford.’

‘I know it.’ He lifted the piece of paper. ‘Thank you. I’ll get in touch tomorrow, once I’ve spoken to Nick.’

‘Thank you, Mr Grant.’

As she got up to go, Dan said, ‘I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs Roberts, I really am. I do what I do because someone has to, but that doesn’t make me any less human.’

‘I know. I can see it in your eyes. You’re a good man.’

Dan watched her go and wondered what the hell he was about to get into. As she disappeared from view, walking briskly, he realised something else: he’d need some help.

He knew just the person.




Chapter Four

Easter 1997

Andrew Porter steamed up the passenger window of the police Transit as he looked towards the crowd on the clifftop.

The mood was changing. The atmosphere had a little more crackle than before, the laughs and shouts more raucous.

He wasn’t surprised, it always did around this time, but he’d hoped this year might be different. The country was filled with optimism, or at least that’s how the papers were pitching it. Tony Blair was challenging the Tory old guard to become prime minister, everyone sick of back-to-basics morality spewed out by politicians living immoral lives. Even the royals were looking like their worst days were behind them; the papers once too full of transcripts of private phone calls, Prince Charles wanting to be Camilla’s tampon, their reputations trashed, but now Diana’s divorce was finalised and everyone was hoping that she’d find love again soon.

Yes, the year was a good year, and Porter reckoned the good times would see the crowd behave.

Easter Monday in Brampton was a tradition going back decades, some thought centuries. Fires burned along the clifftops, sparking rumours that it was an old Viking festival, reminiscent of old Nordic burials. Others speculated that it was a hangover from the Armada, when beacons would be lit along the English coastline, providing advance warnings of an attack by sea. Whatever the origins, Porter doubted those theories. Go back two hundred years and Brampton was nothing more than a cluster of cottages around a fishing harbour, and it was only with the advent of Victorian tourism that it had grown into a town big enough to merit an annual festival.

Whatever its origins, it hadn’t taken long for it to turn into a booze-up and a focal point for the drunks and troublemakers. At least it was early this year, the last day of March, so the cool weather kept many people indoors.

The day had started innocently enough, with a skipping race along the seafront, followed by a fairground on the far tip of the headland, by the pristine white lighthouse, where the noises from the generators bounced between the small coves. As dusk settled in, bonfires were lit along the headland, revellers walked along the clifftops and back towards the town, with villagers offering sweets for the children in each small cove and inlet. The lighthouse sent a beam sweeping across the bay. Four sweeps and then a pause, and then another four, and on it went.

The largest bonfire was nearest the town, on a clifftop, along a wide strip of green, the town glinting further along, the reds and blues of arcade lights shining brightly.

During winter, Brampton stood isolated and cold against the brisk North Sea, its harbour jutting out into the sea. Easter was the time when the town came back to life. The sun got brighter, the sea a little bluer, the flat sands more golden. The water in the long sweeping bay, created by the headland to the north, became dotted with windsurfers and dinghies rather than the cruel white tips of waves that crashed against the sea wall in huge thumps. Seagulls clustered around fishing trawlers and the air was filled with the music and screams of the fairground on the seafront.

Easter Monday always kept the police busy though.

The local children loved the early part of the day, as they munched on candyfloss until the sun started to fade.

It was later that the mood always became more dangerous, when the men who’d been propping up the bars in the town centre made their way to the festival.

Sometimes they were just groups of fishermen spoiling for a fight, those small-town rivalries spilling out over cans of beer and the crackle of burning wood. Other times, it was groups of young men who didn’t know how to limit their exuberance. Those police officers who’d been strolling the crowds and posing for pictures with smiling children retreated to vans and waited for a call to action.

That was the thing with Brampton. It thrived on fighting, and even the pubs had a hierarchy.

Those in the town centre, closest to the harbour, were for the young bucks, those who loved to tumble onto the streets with their fists flailing. In winter, they fought out minor spats, and in summer they banded together to brawl with the groups of men who came over from the working men’s clubs of West Yorkshire.

A young constable spoke up. ‘It seems quiet this year, sir. Do you think it’s because Easter is early?’

Porter looked across. It was John Hodgson, all eager eyes and flushed cheeks, too tall to be squashed behind a steering wheel, the sort of person who felt the need to fill a silence. Someone muttered behind him, four constables itching to join whatever fray erupted. Porter knew they still had the van-door rule in Brampton, something unofficial that said that if they had to open the rear doors, they weren’t closing them again until someone was dragged into it for the short ride to the station.

His presence might change that: no one bends the rules in front of a chief inspector. That’s why he was there. Chief inspectors don’t normally sit in the vans, waiting for the fights to start, but he kept the younger hotheads in check.

If he was honest with himself, he was there because he missed the front line. The winter had been a quiet one and he wanted to do more than shuffle paper back at the station. He’d risen through the ranks at the end of the seventies, before they were sold out by PACE and suspects’ rights. For him, the old rules worked best, because everyone understood them. Yes, sure, some people got a bloody nose, and worse, but no one who didn’t deserve it. But the new rules were the ones they had, so he had to keep order.

Porter turned. ‘You sound disappointed.’

‘Just wondering. It would be good if it passed off peacefully for a change.’

Porter paused before he answered, looking out of the van window towards the flames, sparks caught in the fading sunlight, faces lit up, small children twirling sparklers, writing names in mid-air. ‘The cold might keep some of the idiots inside. Why come up here to drink from cans when they could stay in a warm pub? Leave it to the kids.’

He wasn’t convinced though. He’d worked in Brampton for most of his career and had grown up in the town. He knew what made its heart beat.

There was a commotion ahead. People looking round and then moving to one side, the crowd parting.

Porter leaned forward. ‘What’s going on?’

A man ran towards the police van. Ginger-haired, his face flushed, his eyes wild. Someone in the back gripped the door handle, ready to burst out, but Porter held out his hand.

‘No, wait.’

The man thudded against the van door, his hand banging on the window.

Porter wound it down. ‘Can I help you, sir?’

The man fought to speak, but he was breathing too hard.

‘It’s all right, take your time.’

The man took some deep breaths to calm himself. His voice cracked, and Porter’s routine duty changed when the man said, ‘It’s my son. I can’t find him.’




Chapter Five

Present Day

Jayne was stocking up the tinned tomatoes, making sure the labels were facing the right way, as she had been trained to do when she first started the job. It even had its own description, facing up, as if merely speaking the words make sure they’re facing the right way was insufficient.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. The ringtone was switched off, they weren’t allowed to answer their phones when on the shop floor, but curiosity started to eat at her. She didn’t get many calls, she’d been too much of a loner ever since Jimmy died, so it might be important.

Her manager appeared in the aisle. Just great. That was the part of the job she hated the most, having to suck up to people like him. Cheap black trousers, made shiny through wear, and a corporate shirt and tie. His stomach was too large and his cheeks flushed, and Jayne knew that he watched her whenever she bent over. He stood too close, as if hoping she’d brush against him.

‘Hi, Jayne. How are you getting on?’

‘Oh, you know, filling shelves and all that.’

He watched her as she carried on, her shirt lifting up as she stretched to put tins on the higher shelf. His mouth dropped open as he watched, and he breathed more heavily. She could smell his coffee.

She knew what he would find less alluring.

She grimaced as she turned to him, clutching her stomach. ‘I’m not too good actually. Must be something I ate. I know it’s not my break yet, but can I nip to the ladies?’

He curled his lip and tipped his head towards the door that led to the staff entrance. ‘Just take it off your lunch break.’

Jayne said, ‘Thank you,’ and set off slowly, as if she’d been taken over by a sudden illness, knowing that he was watching her.

Once in the cubicle, she put the lid down and sat with her foot propped on the door handle. She dug her phone out of her jeans and was surprised.

Dan Grant. He’d kept her number.

She tapped her lip with her phone. They hadn’t spoken to each other since she left Highford almost a year earlier, a pact they made because Jayne wanted to change her life and her friendship with Dan would hold her back.

She almost laughed at that. How far had she advanced since she’d left Highford? Living in an inner-city slum and being leered at by an over-promoted slob. Her rise was hardly meteoric.

Her finger hovered over the call button as she wondered whether she should call him back. What did she have to lose?

She stopped herself. No, it would be wrong to go back. That’s what they always say, that it’s never the same, and you discover quickly all the reasons why you left in the first place.

Ignore him, she told herself. She couldn’t expect her new life to be too thrilling straight away. Don’t be impatient.

It might not even be good news. Why would Dan be ringing her? Was it his father? Had something happened to him and Dan was turning to the one person who knew him well?

She shook her head. Dan wouldn’t need to turn to her if it was as awful as that. Ignore the call, get on with her life. Highford was behind her.

Jayne flushed the toilet, just for appearances’ sake, and went back to the shop floor. The pallet containing the tomato tins was still there, with beans and spaghetti tins too. Her manager stood with his hands on his hips, waiting. It wouldn’t have killed him to put a few on the shelf.

Not in his world. Not someone of his rank.

As she got closer, she put up her hand. ‘Thank you, Richard. It must be a bug or something.’

She bent down to pick up some more tins. She felt a hand on her back.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ He moved his hand slowly, caressing.

She gripped the tin and fought the urge to smash it into his face. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

‘Actually, I’m not sure,’ she said, and clamped her hand over mouth, her eyes wide, as if she were about to vomit.

Richard stepped back, alarmed, panic in his eyes. ‘No, no, not here. Go. You’re ill. Go home.’

Jayne held up her hand and ran towards the staff entrance, her free hand slamming against the door as she went.

Once on the other side, she slowed down and moved her hand. As she passed the security room, where there was a guard watching the monitors, another one having a tea break, she said, ‘Can you save the footage from aisle four for the last thirty minutes? I might need it for something.’

The one drinking his tea put his mug down. ‘Why?’

‘Dickie the Groper’s at it again.’

He saluted and said, ‘Will do,’ as she headed for the exit.




Chapter Six

There were papers strewn across Dan’s desk as he looked for a mention of Brampton or any clue he’d missed about why Mark Roberts had died.

Dan’s focus had always been on putting forward Nick Connor’s defence: that he was an innocent passer-by, the murder unexplained. If what Barbara said was correct, though, there might be a way to explain it. Jurors like an alternative theory, because it makes them feel better if they think the person is innocent, but they need something to base it on. The prosecution has to prove the case beyond any reasonable doubt, but in murder cases no one likes to see a killer walk free just because of a clever angle thought up by the defence.

He’d asked the receptionist, Margaret, not to put any calls through. He needed to concentrate. No calls. No clients.

Nick Connor’s file had grown since his arrest. Dan kept it in the corner of the room, like he always did with his bigger cases, so that he was always reminded of it and never let a deadline slip. Even after a guilty verdict, the cases never went away. There were appeals, constant quests to turn them into a miscarriage of justice, the stain of taking someone’s life too hard to bear, even for the guilty. Dan knew that everything he did would be scrutinised in years to come, clients willing to blame anyone for their plight. If he ignored Barbara’s visit, there was a negligence claim waiting to be started.

He threw the papers he was leafing through onto the floor. There was no mention of Brampton or what he’d been doing in Highford. Dan’s mind flashed back to the beginning of the case, when he was called to the police station.

The call came in the afternoon and, as soon as he heard what it was for, Dan knew he’d have to strike everything out of the diary for the next few days. The police take their time on murder cases, able to get all the extensions they need, and Nick’s case was no different. Dan had to be ready whenever the police were.

He knew Nick Connor before that call. Like most of his clients, he’d graduated through the petty stuff, like taking cars and breaking into warehouses, the gateway offences for more serious criminality. Not everyone moved up, but some did, and Nick was one who’d seen crime as a lifestyle choice, stealing from cars and burgling sheds, never quite realising that the rewards never outweighed the risk.

Not that it had stopped him.

Nick wasn’t his usual self when Dan arrived though.

Dan was used to his swagger, his spluttered denials, his kicks at the cell door, enjoying the battles with the police. That day, he was quiet, something else in his eyes, dragged into the police station the afternoon after the murder, Mark’s body discovered by an early-morning jogger.

As Nick was shown through into the small cubicle on the other side of a glass screen, Dan’s notepad rested on a shelf that wasn’t quite wide enough, he looked as if he’d shrunk. His eyes were red, his skin drawn, his tongue darting to his lip, nervous, skittish.

Nick’s usual mantra was that he wasn’t saying anything, and he’d repeat it with a smirk. That day, he leaned into the glass and said, ‘I was just walking past, that’s all.’

‘Walking past what?’

‘The body. What do you think? That’s how they got me.’

‘Where was the body?’

‘Haven’t they told you?’

‘Just that the deceased was murdered in Queensgate Park and that there’s evidence that ties you to the body.’

‘But when? How do they know when he died, and what time I was there? They can do tests, can’t they?’

‘The pathologist won’t do a time of death now. Too many variables.’

‘So how do they know when he died?’

‘That’s easy. Sometime between when he was last seen alive and when he was found dead.’

‘This isn’t funny.’

‘I know, but it’s the truth. You’ve got to tell me where you were and what you were doing.’

Nick sat back, his arms folded, and looked to the ceiling. When he looked down again, he said, ‘I was delivering something.’

‘What were you delivering, and to whom?’

‘Bullshit, I can’t tell them that.’

‘You’re not telling them. You’re telling me. I’ll advise you whether to repeat it.’

Nick thought about that. ‘Some paste. A few thousand quids’ worth, but I’m not saying where I was taking it.’

Dan sighed. That made it difficult. Nick had been acting as a delivery boy, taking amphetamine paste to a drug dealer, a middleman between the rungs. It would make it dangerous to say where he’d been and why.

‘We can skirt around that, keep it simple. Did you go through the park?’

‘I was waiting in there for the all-clear, because where I had to take it was nearby and the police might be around. I didn’t want anyone to see me, so I stayed to the path at the top of the park. Then I felt it.’

‘Felt what?’

‘Something under my foot. I slipped in it. Didn’t go down or nothing, but it was sticky, like a puddle, and I thought someone had spewed. I used my phone to look, wanted to know what was on my trainers. That’s when I saw him.’

‘What did you see?’

‘He was just mush, lying behind the bench, and it was like all his blood and brains had pooled, and I’d stood right in it. Oh man, I almost spewed myself.’

‘What did you do?’

‘At first, nothing. There was a sock next to his head, like a football sock, with rocks in, really heavy. I lifted it and there was blood all over it. That’s when I panicked. I ran.’

‘Where did you go?’

‘Home. I was bricking it. There might be someone waiting in the bushes, and I could be next. But when I got near home, I realised something else: that they’ll think I did it.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Burnt everything. All my clothes, even my trainers. Good ones, too. Vapormax. I’ve got a barrel in my yard that we use to make a fire in summer, sit round and have a few tinnies.’

‘What about your phone? Did you burn that?’

‘No. It was an iPhone. I’m not going to burn that.’

‘Have the police got it?’

‘It’s in my property.’

Dan knew the answer. It would be seized as an exhibit, the data revealing his exact whereabouts.

‘I didn’t do it, Dan.’

‘You’ve given them enough reason to think that you might have done. At the scene. Burning clothes. Burning trainers. Not reporting it.’

Nick nodded, his shoulders slumped. ‘Yeah, I can see that.’

‘Did you take anything from the scene?’

Nick tensed, his lips pursed. ‘What do you mean?’

Dan leaned forward. ‘Whenever I’m in court and someone answers a question with another question, I know they’re just avoiding the answer. What did you take?’

Nick swallowed and let out a long breath. ‘A wallet.’

‘I thought you were feeling sickened, couldn’t wait to run.’

‘It was just there, man, on the floor. It’s not as if he needed it.’

‘What did you do with it?’

‘I took the cash, obviously, but I burnt the wallet.’

‘Cards?’

‘Tried to pass them on, which was stupid, because that’ll be how they got me. Some grass who blabbed when he tried to use them. I’m not stupid enough to use them.’

‘Now’s not the time to talk about whether you’re stupid. What was the wallet made from?’

‘Leather.’

‘That’ll be in with your shoes, charred but recognisable.’

‘I didn’t do it.’

‘Yeah, I get that, but this is how we play it. You make a written statement, saying how you saw the body and panicked. You ran, but you had no part in his murder.’

‘Why don’t I just say nothing?’

‘Because making a written statement stops the jury from thinking your silence makes you guilty. That’s the law.’

‘Will it get that far?’

‘You better hope that they find whoever did this, because right now you look a good fit. I’ll write the statement. You sign it, and don’t say anything else. No comment to everything. Can you do that?’

‘You know I can.’

‘This is different, Nick. It’ll go on for longer. They’ll challenge you harder. You’ll want to persuade them you’re innocent.’

‘Why don’t I just talk then?’

‘Really? You need to ask that? One slip or bad answer and you’re sunk. And your refusal to name where you’d been.’

‘Okay, I get it. I can handle this.’

And that was how it had gone. Interview after interview, putting new scraps of evidence to him. The charred wallet. The burnt trainers that were the same make that had made bloodied footprints. The CCTV showing him running. The police saw it one way, as a robbery gone wrong, and it was easy for them to think that.

As Dan thought about it though, he realised that Barbara was right. Until she’d walked into his office, Mark Roberts had been just a name in a file, a label attached to a body. Knowing more about him made him seem more real somehow.

He lifted out the photographs, all printed off into bound bundles, how they’d be presented to the jury. They didn’t show much humanity. It was a corpse, nothing more, Mark’s face bashed in so much that it was little more than squashed flesh, the features unrecognisable, collapsed into a pool of blood and brains. Mark’s body was less damaged, on his back, his legs straight, but like a mannequin, just body parts.

The victim had turned into a real person, and his client was out of his depth. A petty crook was accused of a murder, and he knew that he wasn’t getting out of prison.

It would be a strange twist if the victim’s mother secured him his release.

Dan hoped she was right, for her sake.




Chapter Seven

Jayne didn’t realise how much she’d missed the countryside until she drove through it.

It was the return to her flat that had sealed her decision. Her landlord had been waiting, twirling his car key on his finger as he chatted to one of the neighbours.

She’d fallen behind on her rent. Only a couple of months, but he’d hinted too many times the options she had to repay it. Payment in kind, he’d called it.

She’d hidden round the corner until he’d gone, then quickly packed a bag.

That had been only thirty minutes earlier, and she was on a road that climbed the hills that separated the sprawl of Greater Manchester from Highford, so that the city receded to a grey haze in her rear-view mirror. She passed fields with grazing sheep and cattle, through small stone villages and alongside reservoirs built high on open moorland.

There hadn’t been a car behind her for more than two miles, much different to the constant snarl of the city. Her exhaust rattled on her blue Fiat Punto, and the wind that rushed through the window that didn’t quite close properly made it hard to hear the radio, but she felt the fumes and stress of her life recede the further she drove.

She hadn’t called ahead. Dan had called her for a reason, she was sure of that, but by not warning him about her arrival she could back out whenever she wanted and go back to her new life.

The road crested the hill and, in the distance, lying in a valley, was Highford.

She pulled over, unsure as to whether she could go ahead, worried it would cancel out all the distance she’d put between that life and what she was doing now. In Manchester, she was Jayne the shopworker. Whenever she was with Dan, she was the acquitted murderer, not the young woman she’d been before Jimmy. She’d gone into her trial as Jade Winstanley. She’d started her new life as Jayne Brett, meaning that she wouldn’t be found in any Internet search. That had been Dan’s suggestion. New friends wouldn’t discover her secret and Jimmy’s family wouldn’t find her.

She turned off the engine and lowered the window. All she could hear outside was the faint rustle of leaves on a nearby bush. Pure and peaceful.

That settled it. She wanted a break from the city, and why not renew an old acquaintance? Nothing wrong with a short break. It wasn’t as if she was going to stay there.

She set off again, taking in the town as she drove past buildings and landmarks she thought she’d never see again. Grand Victorian houses turned into apartment buildings. The old railway station, it’s high entrance too ornate for a station that dealt with two trains an hour. She drove over the canal, fed into Highford by an aqueduct and then curved around the town centre, high on the side of the valley. Old wharf buildings lined the water, some derelict mills further along, grass growing out of the high capped chimneys. In some places, the cotton mills had been knocked down, the gaps either filled in by modern shops and garages, garish neon blemishes, or else allowed to be consumed by nature, grass growing through cracked and crumbling concrete.

She knew the town, even though she’d only been there for a couple of years. As a private investigator she’d seen its seedier side, although her life had been more about serving court papers than sexy private eye work.

She checked her watch. Mid-afternoon. Dan might be at court, but she didn’t want to go there. Leave Dan to his theatre. She wanted to see the office instead. She knew there’d be changes, because Dan was his own boss now. Would that have changed him?

Dan’s office was close to the main street, on a corner and overlooking a nightclub and a taxi office. Jayne pulled up opposite and looked across.

The firm’s name, Molloys, was still written on the glass in gold leaf. It might be Dan’s firm now, but his old boss lived on in name. Dan had kept his promise.

She could see Margaret behind her reception desk. Pushing seventy, she’d been at the firm for more than two decades and kept on working because it stopped her from stagnating at home. She was one hell of a gatekeeper, ready to rebuke any clients who got too rowdy or angry because they couldn’t see Dan at their convenience.

It was a strange feeling, being back. There was that pang for something familiar, for a place that had made her happy. And the weirdness of seeing that life had gone on as before. She didn’t know why, but she’d expected change. Like always, things just carry on.

Her attention was caught by movement in the window on the floor above.

Dan Grant, pacing in his room, looking through papers, his top button undone on his shirt, his tie loose.

She couldn’t help her grin. She owed him her life, because what he’d done for her had kept her from languishing in a prison cell, forever haunted by what she’d become.

She watched him for a few minutes, wondering what would happen if he looked across and saw her. This was it, she thought, her last chance to back out. She could drive away and he’d never know, and perhaps put down her silence to a changed phone number.

But she hadn’t driven to Highford to go all the way back again for more encounters with Dickie the Groper.

She reached for her door handle.



Dan threw his papers on the desk and exhaled loudly. He’d gone through the whole file and it had come to nothing. No hint at all about what Mark Roberts had been looking into during his time in Highford, nor what he had been researching before he arrived. Now what should he do?

He could ignore Barbara, that was one option. After all, she was an unusual ally.

He shook his head, frustrated. That wasn’t an option. What if she was the key to his defence? His failure to investigate it would come back to bite him at some point.

But did he have the time? He had a law firm to run, and cases to manage, and just too many damn things he had to do.

He checked his phone. No reply from Jayne.

That shouldn’t be a surprise. She’d made it clear that she had to move on in her life. He couldn’t blame her. Getting her to move to Highford after her acquittal had helped her recover from her murder case, but staying too long had meant that she was forever in its shadow.

He missed her though. He loved her chat, her fun, and that little bit of chaos she brought into his life. Without her, Dan felt like he’d succumbed to greyness. He worked all day, spent nights and weekends at the police station, and any spare time was spent on doing his accounts or other bits of office administration. He needed her brightness back in his life.

They’d made a pact, though, that they wouldn’t contact each other and Jayne would make a new life for herself. He’d broken that promise and he was angry with himself. Because he knew that whatever he thought about needing her for the case, that wasn’t what had made him call her. The case had been an excuse.

He remembered how she’d been when they’d first met. Jayne was being booked into the police station, her clothes bloodstained, not yet removed. She was scared, distressed, sobbing as she gave her name, the sound raw. Dan had been at the station for someone else and he’d watched out of morbid curiosity. When she was asked if she wanted legal advice, she’d looked to Dan, fear etched on her face, and asked him to be her lawyer.

That had been the start of everything, but it had been complicated. He’d wanted her to be more than just a client or a friend so many times, but he couldn’t allow that to happen. She’d been his client. It shifted the power balance, and exploiting that didn’t feel right.

His phone rang. He’d asked Margaret not to disturb him. He picked it up and put it back in its cradle, cutting off the call.

It rang again, so he repeated the procedure. He gave Margaret a silent apology, but he knew whatever it was, it would distract him and he needed to decide what to do about Barbara.

There were footsteps on the stairs. Not Margaret, too quick, too soft.

Before he had chance to object, his door flew open and Jayne stood there, grinning.

He laughed, taken aback. He had an urge to rush to her, hold her, but he held back. Instead, he confined himself to returning a grin, filled with a flush of excitement. ‘I thought you were ignoring me.’

She pulled a face. ‘I’ve only come here to stop you harassing me.’

‘You look really well,’ he said, before he had the chance to stop himself.

He meant it though. Her hair was shorter, barely onto her shoulders, but otherwise she looked just the same. Still in jeans and army jacket, pumps on her feet, tall and slim; it was as if she’d stepped out of the previous year. There seemed more bounce to her mood though, more life in her eyes.

‘And you look like you need a good night out,’ she said.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You look pale, too much time indoors. Don’t worry though, I’m here now, to shake things up a bit.’ And her eyes twinkled with mischief.

‘Don’t make me regret calling you.’

She came into the room and perched on the edge of his desk, her arms folded. ‘I know you’re all business, but you can hug me, you know. It’s been a long time and, well, we were close.’

‘We were.’ He went to her, and he laughed as she wrapped her arms around his back and put her head against his chest. ‘It’s really great to see you.’

She pulled away. ‘Right, that’s the hug out of the way. Why did you call?’

‘Do you want some work?’ He gestured towards the papers strewn across his desk.

She followed his gesture. ‘Don’t make it sound like you’re doing me a favour. It looks like you need me, not the other way around.’

He sighed. ‘You’re right. Well, do you?’

‘I have a job. Jayne Brett Investigations has been closed down. For the moment, anyway.’

‘What are you doing now?’

‘I’m working in a supermarket, working the tills and stacking the shelves. And before you say anything, it’s just until I find something better.’

‘Dust down your private eye skills then and help me out. Don’t you miss your old job?’

‘Some of it. I liked the freedom, being my own boss, but not always the hours.’ Jayne turned to look at the papers and leafed through. ‘What is it?’

‘Mark Roberts was a journalist who was putting together a true crime book and ended up in Highford. His stay wasn’t a long one though.’ Dan reached for the bundle of photographs he’d been looking at not long before Jayne arrived. ‘He ended up in a park with his head bashed in, found by a jogger in the morning.’

Jayne grimaced as she flicked through. ‘And you represent his alleged killer?’

‘Yes. Nick Connor. Just some local loser who’s spent his life thieving, but that’s the thing. This isn’t his style. He’s a thief and a burglar, but he isn’t violent. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

‘How wrong?’

‘He was the first to find the body, except he didn’t tell anyone. Instead, he took the guy’s wallet and went home, leaving behind bloodied footprints and traces all over his flat.’

‘You’re asking the jury to accept the word of a man who has spent his life being dishonest, who has stolen from a corpse?’

Dan shrugged. ‘You make it sound weak, but yes.’

Jayne put the photographs back on the desk. ‘Why do you need me?’

‘The victim’s mother thinks Nick Connor is innocent.’

Jayne’s eyes widened. ‘Whoa, that’s a strange twist.’

‘It surprised me. She sought me out today, thinks it’s connected with whatever her son was writing about, except no one knows what it is.’

‘And you want me to find that out?’

‘You’d be great at it.’

‘When does the trial start?’

Dan grimaced. ‘Monday.’

‘Shit, Dan! Don’t you ever do things in time?’

‘I think she’s come to me because she was getting desperate, because if Nick Connor goes to prison, the real killer is still free, which isn’t justice.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘First of all, check Barbara out. I’ve never met her before, so I don’t know if I can trust her. Follow her, see where she goes.’

‘Where does she live?’

‘For now, at The Oaks hotel.’

‘Do I get a room there too? I’ve brought a bag of clothes.’

He blushed when he said, ‘You could always stay at mine.’

‘Won’t I get in the way of any women in your life?’

‘There are no women in my life. Although, of course, if there’s a boyfriend who’d be jealous about it?’

She raised her hand. ‘No boyfriend. Is it the usual arrangement?’

‘Wine and takeaways? Of course.’

She glanced towards the window and her car parked outside. Manchester waited for her, if she still wanted it. Along with Dickie the Groper, and the overdue rent.

She laughed. ‘Oh, what the hell. I know I’ll regret this, but I’m in. Tell me what I’m looking out for.’

‘Is Barbara all she seems? My job is to look out for Nick. She’s right, that if she holds the key to what happened to her son, I can’t ignore her, but it’s too neat. A mother wants to get involved in the case of the man accused of her son’s murder? If that doesn’t sound wrong, I don’t know what does, and sometimes, well, things just sound wrong because they are.’




Chapter Eight

Easter 1997

Chief Inspector Porter climbed out of the police van, gesturing to the other officers inside to stay there. The man who’d banged on the window was pacing, one hand on his head, his eyes wide with fear. He was young, late twenties, in jeans and a ragged jumper.

Porter took the man to one side and placed his hand on his arm, tried to calm him down.

‘What do you mean, you can’t find your son?’

The man gulped some deep breaths. ‘Like I said. He was here, just here, and now?’ He held his arms out, tears running down his cheeks.

‘How old is he?’

‘Six.’

Porter let out a breath. He looked around. The crowd had swelled to over a couple of thousand, with a few hundred grouped around the bonfire and others still making their way along the clifftops, sparklers twirling, torches blinking, lining the way ahead, the whole headland a mass of bobbing heads and flashing lights.

‘All right, stay calm, we need to know more.’

‘Stay calm? You’re kidding?’ The man turned on the spot, his hand clasped to his forehead, his eyes frantic.

‘Please, sir, you have to be calm for the sake of your son. When was the last time you saw him?’

‘Thirty minutes, maybe more. I’ve been looking for him since then. I’ve been everywhere.’

‘Was he just with you?’

‘It was my contact day.’ He closed his eyes at that. ‘We argued over it; she wanted to bring him here because he likes it, but I put my foot down, said it was my turn because she had Christmas. I had to fight to see him, like really fight, but now? She’ll never let me see him again.’

Porter put his hand out. ‘It’s not about you, it’s about your boy. What’s he called?’

‘William.’

‘What does he look like?’

‘Like a six-year-old. What do you expect me to say?’

‘Hair colour? Small for his age or tall? Skin colour? Clothes?’

‘I’ve got a picture.’ He took his wallet from his jeans and pulled out a crumpled photograph that showed a small boy with ginger hair and freckles across his nose, a school photograph, nervous in a blue sweatshirt against a mock-cloud background. He passed it to Porter. ‘That was last year, his first school photo.’

‘What’s he wearing today?’

‘Blue jeans. A blue shiny jacket. I didn’t like him wearing it so close to the fire, scared that he’d go up like a firework, but it’s what she sent him in.’

Porter forced himself to avoid rebuking the man for making it about his dispute with William’s mother. ‘Where did you last see him?’

The man pointed towards a cluster of food vans, brightly lit, all in a line against a fence. ‘He wanted a hot dog. I gave him the money and he went to get one.’

‘And where were you?’

‘I stayed by the fire. I was talking to someone and William’s a good kid, streetwise and all that, so I knew he’d be okay.’

Porter detected the faint whiff of alcohol and he guessed the story. He wanted his son for the day but didn’t want him to disrupt his own social life, so he’d stayed with his friends and his beer as William ran off into the dark crowd.

Porter went to the van and said to PC Hodgson, ‘Alert everyone. We’ll be going into the crowd in a moment, but I want the officers down there to stick to the edges. If we find anything, we can contain the crowd.’

Hodgson climbed out. ‘Are we closing it down?’

‘No, not yet. He might have just wandered off, or playing a stupid game, or perhaps his mother has come up here and taken him home.’

The man appeared on his shoulder. ‘Yeah, she’d do that.’

‘Have you called her?’

‘What, and tell her that I’ve lost him? If William is just sitting in the dark somewhere, eating food, and I let her know, she won’t let me have him again.’

‘I don’t care about that. Call her now.’

The man pursed his lips for a moment before pulling out a Motorola clamshell.

The officers from the van clambered out as the man spoke into his phone and Porter briefed them, giving them orders to work their way through the crowd, looking out for a small ginger‑haired boy in a blue jacket.

As they went, the man jabbed at the off button on his phone. ‘Yeah, told you. He’s not there and all she could do was scream at me.’

‘Come with me, let’s go looking.’

The murmurs grew louder as they got nearer the bonfire and the officers streamed through the crowd, the news rippling outward that there was a missing child. The drunks calmed down and the focus changed to a community working together, small groups heading off to the darker corners, scouring bushes and hedgerows, some heading for the cliff edge, to look out for a small body on the pebbles below, splayed and broken.

Most people avoided Porter, the boy’s father alongside, all clutching the hands of their own children a little tighter, just thankful that they weren’t him. A few came forward, those who knew him, most carrying lager cans, but no one with any sightings. Some children danced around, curious about the adventure. One girl said that he might be in a gulley behind one of the pillboxes that dotted the coast, concrete structures used to monitor the sea during the Second World War, but Porter shooed her away. Someone else said that he might have gone to the beach and wandered into the sea, bringing a wail from William’s father. Others suggested new searching places as the focus of the festival became finding William. Someone turned off the music and the crowds disappeared from in front of the food vendors, the torches once used to light the way now being used to search the coastline.

William’s father left Porter and instead wandered up and down with no real purpose, shouting his name, people avoiding him now, not wanting any part of the heartbreak they knew was on its way.

A growing unease spread through Porter. The longer William couldn’t be found, the more likely it was that this wouldn’t have a happy ending. Town festivals like this attracted the sort of people who liked big crowds in dark places. The perverts, the molesters. Some cars had left earlier in the evening. Had William been in one, an abductor using the noise of the crowd to take him, presumed to be just another father dragging away a child who wanted to stay with the bright lights? Porter’s hope was that William had become aware of the trouble he was in and was hiding somewhere, or run home, scared of what his father will say when he discovers him.

There was a shout.

Porter turned. There was someone at the top of the steps that ran down a small gap in the cliffs and to the beach below, all white pebbles and rock pools, away from the smooth sand nearer the town. It was a woman in a scarf and woollen hat, and she was waving with both arms, trying to attract attention.

The crowd turned towards her, and William’s father started running.

‘Shit.’ Porter ran too, wanting to get there before anyone else, but William’s father beat him to it, stumbling down the steps, his hand skimming down the metal rail, Porter a few paces behind, everyone hanging back, preferring to peer over the cliff edge.

There was a cluster of people at the bottom of the steps, by a concrete pillbox, a solid structure with slits for windows and one room inside. It had once been built against the cliff face but erosion had made the cliff behind it collapse, so that it stood alone, just chalk and mud around it. Those at the bottom stood back as William’s father got close, their hands over their mouths.

Porter saw what had attracted the shout. There was something in the mud behind the pillbox, a splash of shiny fabric underneath some seaweed. Except seaweed shouldn’t be that high: it was too far from the water.

William’s father wailed and sank to his knees. Porter rushed down the steps and past him, to scramble onto the mud and stones and pull at the seaweed. He knew what he’d find but he couldn’t worry about the crime scene. Preservation of life came before anything else. But as he pulled the last piece away, he knew there was nothing to save.

William was lying still, his face gleaming from the torchlights being shone from above, blood over his face, cuts on his neck, his head misshapen, his skull crushed.

He searched for a pulse, but there was nothing.

Porter looked upwards, his mind working quickly and wondering whether he had merely fallen, and saw just heads craning outwards, desperate for a glimpse of something they didn’t really want to see. No, it couldn’t be that. The body was covered. It had been hidden.

He went to his knees. He looked back to William’s father and shook his head. There was nothing they could do. William was dead.




Chapter Nine

Present Day

Jayne drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. This felt strange. Really strange. Almost a year since she’d left, and here she was again, the monotony of keeping watch.

She was outside The Oaks, the hotel where Barbara was staying.

This had been the worst part of her old job. The waiting.

There had many other unpleasant parts, like serving injunctions on violent partners, making sure they got the piece of paper but with enough space behind her to run if she needed to. Private investigating had a glamorous ring, but the reality was much different. It was as mundane as most jobs get to be in the end, and it was part of the reason she’d moved to Manchester. There had to be more to her life.

She’d been a psychology undergraduate once, but she’d dropped out as Jimmy enveloped her. That seemed like a long time in the past now. Her memories were of carefree student parties, everyone excited at the hopes and dreams of the future. Then it became about giving excuses why she couldn’t make the parties or the pub crawls, until people stopped asking her. It had become the easiest choice: the questions about who she’d been talking to ended up making the thought of going out unbearable.

She found it hard to believe she was the same woman, but she knew for certain that she would never again be the person she’d been before Jimmy.

She glanced towards the hotel to try to push away the dark thoughts that always seemed to be close by. There was no sign of movement.

Dan had given her a description of Barbara. Middle-aged, dark side-parting, slacks and pearls, her voice plummy, out of keeping with the northern bluntness she was used to.

The Oaks was one of those hotels that had once been the grandest place in town but now survived on weddings and those people who thought it might have retained some old charm.

She stepped out of her car. She wanted a closer look.

Some of the old charm was still there. In the reception, by the bar, there was a large fire, and the look was dark wood and patterned carpets, paintings on the wall and low lighting. The luxury was faded though. The doors were coated in peeling paint and there was a worn track along the floor, darkened by years of footsteps and spilled drinks.

Jayne slid onto a bar stool. The barman sidled over, wearing the standard hotel uniform of a waistcoat, white shirt and thin black tie.

As he poured a beer, he asked, ‘Are you a guest?’

‘Meeting one. He hasn’t booked in yet though. Will he get a room?’

‘Here? Tonight?’ He laughed. ‘He could have any room he wanted. Almost empty.’

She raised her glass. ‘I’ll take a seat by the fire, just so I can look out for him.’

Her seat gave her a good view into the lobby and right through the restaurant, the stairs at the end. She didn’t have to wait long. A woman sauntered through, elegant, confident, of the right age, but it was the pearl necklace that gave her away. She came into the bar and ordered a gin, before she sought out a secluded corner. Jayne had been able to make out her accent as she spoke to the barman. That was all she needed.



More than an hour passed before anything happened, and Jayne had become resigned to a long evening pretending to be waiting for someone, all the time watching, until the woman slammed the paper down and rushed towards the car park at the rear of the hotel.

Jayne sat upright and muttered, ‘Shit,’ to herself, before heading through a different door and to her own car, parked at the front. She switched on her engine and got ready to follow, smiling when she heard an engine through her open car window and the glow of rear lights cast a red glow around the edge of the hotel wall.

Jayne leaned forward, her fingers gripping the steering wheel, waiting for Barbara to appear from the side of the hotel, heading for the exit just ahead.

Barbara didn’t head out that way. Instead, the red glow faded, the engine noise too. Jayne was confused.

She waited a few minutes, in case Barbara emerged, not wanting to meet her in the narrow entrance, but there was no sign of her. Jayne had no choice but to go into the car park. She drove along the narrow drive towards the hotel.

The driveway opened out and took her to the rear of the hotel, where Barbara had parked, but, as she got there, Jayne groaned. There was another exit, arrows pointing towards a lane that ran between hawthorn hedges and led to a narrow country road. The hotel had a one-way system.

She’d lost her.

Jayne slammed her steering wheel in annoyance. Her first day back in her old life and it had gone wrong already.

She set off for the exit, cursing herself, not paying attention, when someone stepped in front of her car.

Jayne slammed on the brakes, the tyres crunching on the gravel.

It was Barbara.

Jayne thought about reversing, but as Barbara walked towards her window she knew there was no point.

Jayne wound down her window and gave an embarrassed, ‘Hi.’

‘Why are you watching me?’

‘I’m just waiting for someone.’

‘Please, young lady, don’t show yourself up. I saw you in the hotel, and now you’re out here.’ She leaned in. ‘My son was murdered in this town. Now, you’re spying on me. Do you think I wouldn’t be looking out for someone just like you?’

Jayne sighed. ‘It’s not what you think.’

‘You don’t know what I think. Do you know something about my son’s murder?’

‘No, no, it’s not that.’

‘What is it then?’

Jayne thought about what she could say, until she realised that the truth was probably the best version. ‘Dan Grant wanted to check that you were on the level, because he doesn’t normally get the parents of victims calling on him.’

‘This case is unusual, that’s the point. You just haven’t got the intelligence to see it.’

With that, Barbara walked to her car, parked further along the lane.

Jayne didn’t have the heart to follow. Her words stung, and there’d be little point now. Barbara knew she was being followed.

She set off, giving Barbara a wave as she went past, some lame effort at an apology, and headed away from the hotel.




Chapter Ten

Dan sat down on the bench in the park, at the spot where Mark Roberts had died, bludgeoned to death a long way from home.

Dan had visited before, he always did, because a site visit opened up new possibilities. Knowing the locations of the street lights, or the possibility of new eyewitnesses from overlooking windows, or even just to make what had happened seem more real.

Barbara’s arrival had made him want to visit it again, to see if a new mystery made him see it differently.

The park was small and overlooked the town. There was a housing estate behind, accessed through a small ginnel, but ahead was just grass and trees, with a children’s playground on one side, a cracked tarmac path cutting across. It was bordered by high metal railings, because on the other side was a slope, with brambles and nettles, too steep to walk safely, until it came to a stop by a railway line. The wooden bench was shielded from the houses by the bushes behind it, the wood old and flaking.

The prosecution case was that Mark Roberts had been murdered because he had walked through somewhere dark, a mugging victim in a part of Highford where most people wouldn’t have walked at night: someone from out of town who ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Nick’s defence was simple, that he had come across a body and panicked. That remained the same, whether or not Barbara was right in her suspicions that Mark’s murder had been targeted, not random, because if Nick didn’t do it, someone else did.

Could it be more than a mugging gone too far? Was the darkness the reason for Mark being there, to meet someone, the shadows the whole point? This was a park that wasn’t a cut-through to anywhere, and where Mark died was secluded, set as far back into the park as possible, by a bench. And benches are for sitting on. For waiting.

He smiled. Barbara had given the case a twist.

The journey back to his apartment wasn’t long, and as he turned into the cobbled yard there was a familiar old blue Punto there, dented and ragged, Jayne in the driver’s seat, staring blankly ahead. She looked up as he pulled alongside her.

He wound down his window. ‘This feels strange, you being here.’

‘Good strange, or weird strange?’

‘Good, of course.’

They went into his apartment together, on the top floor of an old wharf building by the canal, four storeys of grey millstone with painted wooden canopies on either side, to protect the cotton once loaded from the canal on one side and winched into the yard on the other, before being transported to the mills that once blighted the skyline.

The mills were gone, huge stone blocks that once dominated the town and spewed out smoke that filled the valley, only the high chimneys poking through the gloom. They’d either been left to decay or demolished to make way for new industry. Dan’s apartment was part of an attempt to make the town grow, attract a few young professionals, in the hope that it became a commuter town for cities like Manchester. It hadn’t worked so far. The town was hidden in the hills, so that it became an almost forgotten part of the north.

Dan went straight to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of wine. There was always wine somewhere. ‘I’m guessing you want one.’

‘I always want one.’ Jayne put her bag on the floor and sat down with a slump. ‘What are we eating?’

‘I didn’t say it was anything fancy.’ He pulled out two ready meals from a bag he’d taken to the apartment earlier. ‘Chinese or Indian?’

‘Indian.’

As he jabbed the film lid with a fork, making loud smacks, Jayne said, ‘Barbara rumbled me, confronted me.’

‘Your following skills not as good as they used to be then?’

As the microwave whirred, he poured her a glass.

Jayne took a drink, sighing and closing her eyes, ‘The Oaks has got an exit round the back and I thought she’d gone that way.’

‘Avoiding you?’

‘So I thought, but she was waiting for me to follow.’

‘That’s unusual. If she saw you, she was being careful, so why?’

‘Her son came to Highford and ended up beaten to death in a park. She’s bound to be wary.’

‘Fair enough. Did she go anywhere else?’

‘I don’t know where she’d been before I saw her. She read the newspaper in the bar for an hour or so and caught me watching.’ She sat forward, putting her glass on the coffee table. ‘What next?’

‘I’m going to see Nick tomorrow. It might give him some renewed hope.’

The microwave pinged. As Dan poured the contents onto a plate, she said, ‘What do you think of his case? Do you think he did it?’

Dan thought about that. ‘The evidence is good. Robbery gone wrong? That involves violence, and Nick isn’t violent, but he is a thief who doesn’t care about his victims. It’s not a huge step to a street robbery, but to kill someone? That’s a leap, not a new step. But he takes drugs, we know that. Did something click inside his head if Mark fought back? Possibly. I can see the jury thinking that. He tried to cover his tracks and that always looks suspicious. If he had any morality, he’d have called the police. He didn’t. Instead, he stole a wallet. Does it get much more callous than that? It’ll win him few friends on the jury. Barbara might give us something extra, but we’re going to have to disclose it all to the prosecution if we follow her theory.’

‘Why?’

‘Barbara thinks there is a bigger conspiracy going on, that her son was about to uncover something, and whatever it was, it was enough to get him killed. If she’s right, and there are bad people involved, we might need to get information from the police. If we hold it back and spring some wild conspiracy theory as a surprise, what if they have evidence to rebut it? There’ll be no chance of Nick being believed then. No, we can only pursue it if it might be true, and we achieve that by giving the prosecution the chance to rebut it and failing.’

‘How long do you need me?’

He jabbed at the film lid over his own food. ‘How are you about being back here?’

‘What, you want me to tell you how I can’t get by without your company?’

He turned on the microwave and spoke over the whirr. ‘Highford isn’t all good memories. You came here to get away from Jimmy’s family and, well, your time here wasn’t always peaceful. I wondered whether it brought back bad memories.’

She stirred her food with her fork and kept her eyes on her plate. ‘My life is filled with bad memories, Dan. They don’t go away just because I’ve moved to the big city.’ She heaved a large sigh and raised her head. ‘You didn’t answer my question. How long?’

‘For as long as you want to be here, but the trial is next week. At least until then. Can you spare the time?’

‘I reckon so.’ She raised her glass. ‘It’s good to see you again.’

‘Eat,’ he said, and he grinned as he clinked his glass against hers. ‘Once again, we’re a team.’

And Nick Connor needed them both, he thought.




Chapter Eleven

May Day 1997

The sun was bright as DCI Porter walked across the rugby pitch, the crowds gathering for the club’s end-of-season fundraiser, always held on the May Day holiday. Despite the onset of summer, he carried the shadow of William’s death with him. Not the discovery, even though that was bad enough, with visions of his small body coming back to him whenever he was alone. Memories of his own children growing up gave the visions an extra sting.

No, it was the lack of progress since that plagued him. It had been five weeks and they’d unearthed no evidence that had led to any suspects. No child’s death should go unpunished.

They’d done the usual stuff, knocking on the doors of known paedophiles, and the town had enough of those, the family fun of the seaside acting like a magnet, the molesters hovering around the arcade machines, offering cigarettes and drink. It had never been about the scenery.

He’d visited the ones they knew about, and most had been on the clifftop that day. None had cracked though, even when they’d been taken on one of those long drives that used to work in the old days, two large officers crowding him in the back, their hands gripping his knees, just a threat of pain, enough to make most of them start talking. These people hunted in packs, Porter knew that, sharing stories and pictures, but no one knew anything. It was as if the town was moving on, leaving William behind as the skies got bluer and the days got warmer.

This was the town’s first major event since then, the three rugby pitches in a large park in the middle of town given over to bouncy castles and small rides, a way for the club to make some money for the next season. There’d been talk of cancelling it because of William’s murder, but Porter had promised a stronger police presence, particularly as the focus was on the children. There was a maypole in the centre of the main pitch, local children skipping with the ribbons, the girls in pretty yellow dresses, the boys in black trousers and white shirts, music distorted by a loudspeaker. Morris dancers gathered at one end of the field, some banging their sticks together, pints in their hand, some with their faces painted, bright blue above long beards.

The crowd wasn’t as large as for the bonfire, and it didn’t attract the drunks. There was the rugby team, of course, but they were in the bar, happy to spend the afternoon singing songs and doing whatever men do when left alone for a few hours. Outdoors, it was mainly families with small children who’d spotted a cheap afternoon, but Porter was still conscious of the crowd. Vigilant, wary.

The post-mortem on William had confirmed that his death was a crime, not an accident. There were cuts on William’s body, hints of torture, small regular slice marks on his chest and neck. His head had been bashed in with a piece of loose concrete, dust and shards embedded in his skull. There’d been no sign of any sexual assault, which had surprised him the most. If there was no sexual motive, what was the reason behind it?

They’d looked at William’s father at first, wondering whether his despair was all a ruse and he’d attacked his own son to get back at his mother, but there was no evidence of blood on his clothes or hands.

Revenge was another possibility, because William’s father was a petty crook, getting by on scams and dodges, like fiddling benefits and doing bad repairs on pensioners’ chimney stacks and overcharging them. That gave him enemies.

Porter didn’t go with that theory. He’d upset a few people, but they’d go for the father, not the son. What sort of person would target a six-year-old boy for something like that?

Porter’s own theory was a sexual motive, and, for whatever reason, the attacker couldn’t finish the job. Was William struggling too much? Was he about to escape, a quick bolt up the steps and into the crowds, showing his cuts and crying and jabbing his finger down the steps, drawing the attention of the mob? It was dark on the beach, and the steady crash of the tide would have obliterated the sounds of someone escaping along the pebbles.

It was the only theory that made sense, but it hadn’t got beyond a theory. No one had seen William go off with a stranger. No reports of a reluctant child trying to get away from an adult. No tips from anyone who’d heard rumours. The forensic trail hadn’t revealed anything apart from some white fibres underneath William’s fingernails. From a shirt was Porter’s guess, which at least narrowed any search down to someone dressed in smart clothes.

Porter meandered through the crowds, past small children with dripping ice creams and to the background noise of roundabouts and those small cars that rock backwards and forwards when a coin is inserted. It was wholesome summer fun.

Or so it seemed. As he looked, he thought the parents were staying closer to their children than the year before, their eyes focused, always looking out for the stranger amongst them.

Perhaps the town hadn’t moved on after all. The local weekly paper updates had dwindled to mentions of nothing to report, but people in the town knew the threat was still there. There were officers patrolling the perimeter, keeping an eye on everyone who left, discreet, not wanting to alarm anyone.

A scream broke the peace. Porter whirled round, trying to place it, his heart racing, butit was followed by laughter. Just teenagers messing around, throwing water at each other. He thought about going over and asking them to stop, but it was the kind of behaviour he needed to hear. Unrestrained fun. Kids being kids.

Then he spotted her.

A woman was rushing around, shouting into the bushes that edged the park, other people joining her. Murmurs spread through the crowd.

He started to run, the panic in the woman’s expression telling him what was happening before he got there. As he got close, someone grabbed his arm.

‘She can’t find her girl.’

Porter brushed her off and carried on to the woman, who was looking around, her hands clasped to her head, her fingers in her hair.

‘Madam, what’s happening?’ Porter tried to keep his voice calm, but he knew the answer.

‘I can’t find her. She’s gone.’

‘Who’s gone?’

‘My daughter, Ruby. She’s only seven. She was just here with me, but she wanted to go on the bouncy castle. I watched her go and then I was talking, and when I looked round, she was gone.’ She burst into tears. ‘Please find her. Please.’

Porter got on his radio. Every nerve in his body told him what was happening, but that didn’t stop him praying, no, please not again.




Chapter Twelve

Present Day

Dan rubbed his eyes as he waited for the prosecutor to answer her phone.

He used to like early mornings. Any plans defence lawyers have for the day are always ruined by the chaotic lives their clients lead, getting arrested at inconvenient times, or by court hearings dragging on much later than expected. The time before nine o’clock was preciously quiet, with no interruptions, just the office in silence, allowing him to catch up on all the various bits of paperwork that make up the less glamorous side of criminal law.

He’d been in his office since seven o’clock, but he was tired, not energised. Nick Connor’s case had kept him awake, a nagging feeling that he wasn’t seeing the whole picture. It had snapped him alert at six o’clock, and any thoughts of a restful start to the day disappeared.

He’d left Jayne asleep in his spare room. There wasn’t much she could do this early, and he guessed she wanted the sleep. They’d sunk two bottles of wine and reminisced. She’d reminded him that he didn’t laugh enough, as they caught up on their lives since they’d last seen each other.

But it was morning now and back to business. Another read of the file might reveal something for her to investigate, so he’d read the file again, until it felt like he knew it almost verbatim. The day had got brighter outside, the low sun reflecting back from the shop windows on the other side of the street, starting to get back its normal rhythms, with the rumble of stop‑start traffic and the clip-clop of heels.

He’d recalled something Barbara had said, and that had driven him into work so early. Since then, he’d been checking his watch and the time was crawling forward. It was time now, he was sure of it.

He had the prosecutor’s direct dial.

It rang out a few times, and he wondered whether he’d called too early, but then it was answered with a breathless, ‘Hello, Zoe Slater.’

‘It’s Dan Grant, calling about the Nick Connor case.’

‘You’re bright and early.’

‘And I was up late, too. Can you talk?’

‘Yeah, sure. I was about to make a drink, but it’s too busy in the kitchen anyway. Sometimes it feels like people don’t have breakfast at home. They bring it into work.’

‘The joys of flexitime. Why dine in your own time when you can do it in someone else’s?’

‘What about Nick Connor? Make me start my day with a smile by telling me he’s pleading guilty.’

‘That’s not going to happen, but I want to know about the place Mark Roberts was renting. Some small holiday rental. Have I got that right?’

‘He was staying at a small cottage on the edge of town. Why?’

‘I want to know about the search.’

‘I thought Connor’s defence was that he was just a curious passer-by, nothing more. Why does a search of the victim’s holiday rental become relevant?’

‘If Nick Connor is telling the truth, someone else did it, and there might be a good reason.’

‘Isn’t this all a bit last minute? The trial’s next week.’

‘It’s just a quick question. What’s on his laptop?’

‘Laptop?’

‘Mark Roberts was a writer researching a book. He’ll have had a laptop, and there might be something on it.’

‘What like?’

‘A lead, a clue.’

‘And you think the police ignored it? A team of detectives trying to track his murderer, and they didn’t bother following an obvious lead?’

‘Come on, Zoe, you know how it works. Once they had Nick, they stopped looking.’

‘You’re fishing, Dan.’

‘And won’t the jury love it when I ask DCI Hogg what leads they pursued from it?’

Dan listened as she drummed her fingernails on the desktop before responding, ‘Give me a few minutes.’

‘And if the police seized it, we’ll want to examine it.’

‘I’m sure you will. Keep clawing in desperation.’ She hung up.

Dan went to the kitchen to make a drink, the office still quiet. As he returned to his office, his mug in his hand, his phone rang. It was Zoe.

‘That was quick,’ he said.

‘It was easy, because there was no laptop seized. They didn’t find one.’

‘Interesting. A journalist is in the north, pursuing a story, and you don’t find a laptop. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?’

‘His stuff was taken. His wallet. His phone. Maybe a laptop too.’

‘You think he’d have loitered in the park with his laptop? Have you ever been there? It’s not on the way to anywhere. He was waiting for someone.’

‘People do strange things. Sorry, Dan, but you’ve hit a dead end.’

As she put the phone down, Dan wondered for a moment whether Zoe was right. His job was to create doubt, to show that the clear story set out by the prosecution was a little murkier than it seemed. If he could find something to send the jurors on a guessing game, he was on his way to freeing Nick.

As he put aside the thought of whether that was the right thing to do, he was disturbed by the sound of someone shouting his name from outside. When he looked out of the window, it was Jayne.

When he went downstairs to let her in, she said, ‘I forgot you like an early start,’ and went upstairs to his office. She threw her jacket onto the sofa in the corner of Dan’s room, kept there for the occasional sleep when he was doing a police station all-nighter and he needed to catch up between interviews. She picked up Dan’s mug, it was still warm, and took a drink. ‘I needed that. I’d been expecting breakfast together, but when I got up, you’d gone.’

‘I was thinking about Nick’s case. I’ve just called the prosecutor and she said no laptop was recovered from where he was staying.’

‘Unusual, for a journalist.’

‘That’s what I thought. But if it seems unusual to us, why didn’t the police think that too?’

‘But if it’s a mugging gone wrong, wouldn’t Nick take that as well?’

‘That’s what the prosecutor said. We need to speak to Nick, try to get him to open up more. I’ll sort out a legal visit for today.’

‘Anything else, boss?’

‘Get hold of the owner of the cottage. See what he has to say.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘And cut out the boss bit.’

Before Jayne could reply, there was some banging on the front door. ‘Have you got an early appointment?’

Dan went to the window and looked down. ‘It’s Barbara. Whatever happened last night, she wants to carry on the fight.’

Dan went downstairs, Jayne behind.

Barbara was all smiles when he opened the door. ‘Good morning, Mr Grant. I know it’s early, but there was something I had to say.’ She moved past him before he had chance to object, noticing Jayne, who was standing in the doorway at the bottom of the stairs. ‘And that I was sorry.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Yes, to your assistant.’

‘Investigator?’

‘What?’

‘She’s not my assistant. Jayne is an investigator, her own boss.’

Her smile became more forced as she looked around Dan to speak directly to Jayne. ‘I questioned your ability. I’m sorry. You’ve got to understand how this is for me. You were following me and it made me angry, because it made it seem as if I was the person who’d done something wrong.’ She turned back to Dan. ‘I know you’d sent her to watch me, and I understand why. I turned up and started interfering. You’re bound to be suspicious. I took it out on her last night.’

‘She’s called Jayne.’

‘Of course, yes, I’m sorry.’ She looked back to Jayne. ‘I’m sorry, Jayne, I really am.’

Jayne shrugged. ‘That was last night. This is today. Apology accepted.’

‘Oh good. That means we can carry on working together. And I thought this might interest you.’ She handed Dan a piece of paper with a telephone number on it.

‘What is it?’

‘I found it when clearing Mark’s London flat, pinned to a corkboard, so I thought it must be something important.’

‘It might just be an ex-girlfriend or a taxi firm or something.’

‘Mr Grant, do you really think I didn’t call it? It was someone called Andrew Porter. A retired police officer in Brampton. I told you Mark had spent a couple of weeks there not long before he came to Highford.’

‘What did Mr Porter say?’

‘Not much. Didn’t want to talk to me, but I know Mark had spoken to him, because as soon as I mentioned his name, he hung up.’

‘How do you know it’s got anything to do with his investigation though?’

‘What else can it be? Why would Mark go to some small Yorkshire seaside town and then come here? And I found this as well.’ She handed over a receipt. ‘It’s for a hotel on the harbour. Waves. Yes, very original, but they might remember him. It has to be connected, just has to be.’

Dan couldn’t help but agree. ‘Can I take them?’

‘I brought them for you.’

She headed for the door but turned to Jayne before she went. ‘Don’t think badly of me. Losing Mark was a shock. It makes me determined to make sure his killer pays. I’m on your side. I want Nick Connor out of prison.’

‘Thank you,’ Jayne said, but stayed in the doorway as Barbara left.

Once they were alone again, Dan said, ‘Let me speak to the ex-cop. You never know, you might end up with a trip to the seaside.’




Chapter Thirteen

The cottage where Mark Roberts had been staying was along a narrow lane that ended in a farmyard. It was one of four joined together, with views away from Highford, in a valley that twisted around bracken-topped spurs, so that whoever was staying there could imagine they were in some remote idyll. Jayne was sure it looked great in the brochure, although she suspected that they didn’t show pictures of the approach, past the broken windows of an old factory that was awaiting demolition.

The cottage was a country cliché, with roses around a wooden trestle that surrounded the door, a modern one mocked up to look like a stable door, and flowers grew out of an old milk churn.

Jayne had called ahead. There was a man pacing outside, not much older than thirty. In his pinstripe suit and pink tie, he didn’t look like he was from the countryside.

As Jayne pulled over and got out, he said, ‘Is it Jayne?’ He lifted his arm to display his watch. ‘I’ve got to be somewhere, that’s all.’ His tone was brusque but friendly, but it was obvious he regarded meeting her as a great inconvenience. He gestured towards her clothes. ‘You said you’re from a law firm.’

‘I’m an investigator working a case for them, but I won’t keep you. Do you remember Mark Roberts, the man who rented your cottage earlier this year?’

‘Of course. It’s not every day I’ve got to deal with stuff like that.’

‘Like what?’

‘Just the things that are unimportant but seem insensitive. Like, where do I send the security deposit he left? Or do I send it back at all, because the police made a mess when they went searching the place? I had to pay the cleaners extra to make it ready for the next guest.’ He held his hands up in apology. ‘I know, small change when compared to what he suffered, but it means I can’t forget it.’

She looked towards the house. ‘Can I look inside?’

‘Why? It’s just a holiday cottage?’

‘Just to get a feel for his last days.’

He shrugged as he turned to unlock the door and went inside. Jayne followed.

The cottage was pleasant enough, with a sofa on a deep carpet and in front of a wood‑burning stove, the fireplace ringed by coloured tiles. There were pictures on the wall, but it was chain-store stuff, picked up for a tenner to give it the feel of a home. There were some books in a bookcase against the wall, a random collection of romance and thrillers, perhaps left behind by previous guests.

Jayne went to a round table by a window, with a view towards the farm further down. Was this where Mark had planned out his book, his laptop there, before he set out for his fatal meeting?

She became aware of the owner behind her. She turned. ‘Did you meet Mark?’

‘Just when he came to collect the keys.’

‘How was he?’

‘Pleasant enough, but I was only showing him around. Made all the right noises, like he understood how to use the dishwasher and not to light a fire if he was going out. If he hadn’t been murdered, I don’t think I’d have remembered him.’

‘Did he say why he was visiting Highford?’

He shook his head. ‘I can’t remember if he did or not, and I don’t ask. Some people come to walk the hills. Others because they have family nearby but don’t want to stay with them. If they don’t want to tell me, that’s fine too. As long as they pay the rent and look after the place, they can do what they want.’

‘Did he leave anything behind?’

‘What, like his clothes?’

‘Anything really.’

He thought back. ‘The police looked through his stuff but told me there was nothing there of any use. Just his clothes and toiletries.’

‘What about a laptop? He was a journalist, and I bet this was his desk.’

‘If they took one, they didn’t tell me, and I don’t remember one.’

‘What happened to his stuff?’

‘A woman came for it. An older woman. His mother, she said, but that was after the police had been here.’

Jayne thanked him and was about to leave when she thought of something. ‘When I called you before, and mentioned his name, what came to mind?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Memories rely on triggers, like the way a song can take you back to a specific time. What image popped into your head when I mentioned his name?’

He thought about that. ‘A tall man. Green coat and scarf. A holdall and a bag over his shoulder, just coming in through the door. It was his accent. Southern, in some way, although I couldn’t say where.’

‘The bag on his shoulder. A slim one?’

‘Like a laptop bag? You mentioned a laptop before.’ He frowned. ‘Yes, just like one. I remember him clunking it onto the table as he came in.’

‘Thank you,’ Jayne said. ‘That’s really helpful.’

Just as she was about to leave, he said, ‘I was sad to hear about him. It felt weird, seeing his stuff here, and a young bloke, too. A shame.’

She looked back around the room, once more seeing the view he’d enjoyed as he researched his book, no idea what was awaiting him. An image of Jimmy flashed into her mind, him laughing, the times they’d spent before she killed him, those moments where he was the man she’d believed him to be when they first started out. So young, so full of promise.

She’d brought that to an end, all right.

‘Yeah, a young death is the hardest,’ she said, and closed the door behind her as she went back to her car.




Chapter Fourteen

Dan was in court but he wasn’t paying attention to his client, his mind on the phone number handed over by Barbara. Andrew Porter from Brampton. He needed to call him, but he couldn’t with his client on his shoulder, telling him how badly the case would affect him. Dan wasn’t interested in listening to him, but that wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

His client was a respectable middle-aged man who enjoyed gardening in the nude. Most often, it was confined to his back garden, but on a sunny day at the end of the previous summer he’d pruned his bushes that bordered the pavement outside his house. An old lady across the road had taken exception, as had the young mother returning to her home with her children.

Dan put his hand out. ‘Look, I’ve told you to calm down. You won’t help yourself if you go in there agitated. Yes, the law matters, and it’s on your side, but sometimes it can be just about the magistrates liking you.’

‘They’ve accused me of a sex crime, Mr Grant, like I’m a pervert. How can it be perverted to be seen as the good Lord intended?’

‘And that’s what we’re saying, don’t worry. The prosecution has picked the wrong charge: exposure. The law is our friend. Don’t make the magistrates your enemy.’

‘I would never expose myself in that way, like some cheap flasher. It was a warm day, and I enjoy being natural. Where’s the harm?’

‘No offence, but some people don’t want to see all you’ve got. Let me speak to the prosecutor.’

The courtroom was quiet, the prosecutor was at the front, Pam Smith again, scrolling through the contents of her laptop. She was the only person in the courtroom and controlled the local Magistrates’ Court like her own personal fiefdom.

‘Morning, Pam. You ready for the fight?’

She looked round and smiled. ‘Hi, Dan. It should be fun. What’s he like though? Will he make my mouth water as I imagine him all naked, his body glistening in the sun?’

Dan grimaced. ‘Put it this way, he’ll never make a calendar.’

‘Shame.’

‘Are you sure you’re running it though? How can you prove he intended to cause distress?’

‘He did a shimmy with his hips when he saw the neighbours were watching.’

Dan grinned. ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it.’

‘Some things are best kept bagged up.’ She sighed. ‘It’s going to run. If he’s acquitted, that’s just how it goes. Do you know what test I apply?’

‘Go on.’

‘Would I rather be the prosecuting lawyer or the defence lawyer? Today, it’s the prosecutor.’

Dan looked back towards the door. Through the glass panel, he could see his client glaring at him. ‘I could do without this. He paid me yesterday, even though I’ve been telling him since his case started that I don’t work for free, which means I’ve done no preparation.’

‘Ah, the satisfaction curve.’

‘That’s the one. If I lose the case, he won’t pay me a bean. Get the money up front, it’s the only way.’

‘You might just keep him satisfied. If I’m going to lose it, just make me laugh along the way. Sometimes, that’s the only joy.’

Dan agreed and then stared to the front, his mind drifting back to Nick’s case. The phone number Barbara dropped off was tucked into his wallet. He could make the call before the case started.

‘Give me a moment,’ he said and went to the back of the courtroom. He rummaged for the scrap of paper and dialled the number. A man answered.

‘Andrew Porter?’

‘Who’s speaking please?’

‘My name is Dan Grant. I’m a lawyer representing Nick Connor and—’

‘Hang on, let me stop you right there. Has that crazy woman put you on to me?’

‘Barbara Roberts?’

‘That’s her.’

‘She gave me your number.’ Dan could sense his hesitancy, so he lowered his voice to sound conspiratorial, ‘I know what you mean about crazy though. Whatever grief she gave you, she’s bugging me now. My client is accused of killing her son. What the hell does she expect me to do? Just help me out here, so I can get rid of her.’

Porter went silent for a few seconds, and then said, ‘She’s got herself fixated that her son’s death had something to do with an old murder case of mine. That’s why her son was here, bugging me about it, some book he was working on. I’m sorry he’s been killed, but he was chasing dead ends.’

‘What was the case?’ Before Porter could say anything, he added, ‘I can ask her, so I’ll find out.’

‘You ask her then, because I’m not taking part in this.’ And then he hung up.

Dan was staring at his phone, intrigued, when there was a noise at the front of the courtroom. As he looked up, the magistrates were walking in, all suits and earrings.

As Dan made his way to the front, bowing his greeting, he thought back on the conversation. Curiosity began to tickle him. Barbara might be right, because whatever her son had been excited by, no one had been able to discover what it was.

Dan remembered the old police maxim in a murder case: you should always start with the victim. Jayne might just have got herself that trip to the seaside.

First, they had a prisoner to visit.




Chapter Fifteen

1997

Porter stared through his windscreen, the sick feeling in his stomach telling him the answer even before he got out of his car.

It had been nine days since Ruby had gone missing, and now he was staring at a crime scene. A white tent and scenes of crime officers in forensic suits, in stark contrast to the dark shadows of the woodlands. He prayed that it wasn’t Ruby, just so he could cling on to the hope that she could still be found, but he knew that hope dwindled with every passing day.

They’d got the call from a shopkeeper, panicked by what she was being told by some travellers who’d lived along a narrow country lane ever since the New-Age thing had been popular ten years before. The travellers didn’t have access to a phone, so they’d sent one of them on a horse, no saddle, part of their dream of Olde England, and stopped outside the first shop he’d come to. He was shaking, and as soon as he’d told the shopkeeper why he was there, the police had been called.

The call resulted in a police turnout around six miles from Brampton, along a lane that disappeared into woodland, so that the tarmac eventually became a rutted track and then nothing. The travellers had been tolerated by the nearest village, with some regarding them as a local oddity, taking them food and sometimes staying to enjoy wine around the fire. They were on public land, living in old wooden caravans in a copse by the lane, and got by on growing their own food and keeping chickens, sometimes venturing into town to load up on sacks of stale bread, donated by the local bakers, and cans of food, always smelling of woodsmoke.

They were left alone. They’d opted out and bothered no one.

Above all else, Porter couldn’t remember them at either the Easter festival on the clifftop or the May Day fair at the rugby club. They weren’t suspects. If his fears turned out to be correct, he guessed that it was the remote location that had been the attraction. Not far from the town, so the killer avoided the risk of an accident or being away for too long, but quiet enough so they wouldn’t be disturbed. Most people avoided the area because of the travellers, which meant that whatever people did here, they could do it without being seen.

Porter got out of his car and wandered towards the scene. Police cars clogged the lane until fluttering yellow crime scene tape stopped them progressing any further. Another police car nearer to Brampton was blocking the road, to keep away the ghoulish and curious, but the travellers had refused to move. The police could have insisted, but Porter thought it was worth losing the argument because he wanted to keep their co-operation, and anyway, anything of forensic value from their camp would have been trampled into the ground a long time before.

The travellers were sitting on the steps of their caravans, the women in leggings and long jumpers, the men with dreadlocks and beads twirled into their beards.

As Porter walked over to them, the children were shooed into one of the caravans. The man closest to him stood up as he got near.

‘Don’t mind them,’ he said, although there was some hostility in his tone. ‘Before we settled here, it was the men in uniforms who smashed our windows and beat us, and we’ve told them the stories.’

Porter held up his hand. ‘Not around here. Don’t judge us all by the actions of the few.’

The man thought about that for a few seconds and then his tone softened. ‘No, I’ll give you that. This town has been good to us.’ He held out his hand. ‘I’m Astral.’

Porter doubted it was his real name, but he shook anyway. He tried not to think of the dirt and whatever else was embedded in Astral’s palm. ‘What do you know?’

‘About a week ago, we heard a car. Nothing strange about that, but usually they keep on going. Some people come here to abuse us, they slow down and shout, sometimes throw stuff, but they never stop. There’s a turning just down there that takes you back to the main road. The ones who go straight past and don’t bother us are heading for where the lane gets really dark, down by those trees. There’s nothing down there, so it’s good for people who want to, you know, have some fun in cars.’

‘Does that happen much?’

‘At weekends, sometimes. Provided they don’t bother us, we don’t bother them. Free living, that’s what we’re into.’

‘You told the shopkeeper about a car that stood out. Why do you remember it?’

‘Because someone got out. Normally, they stay in the car and just get it rocking, if you know what I mean. This guy was different, but it didn’t mean that much at the time, not enough to report it, but it stuck in my mind. This person was on his own. That’s why it was different.’

‘A man?’

‘Definitely. He was doing something suspicious, but we thought, what’s it got to do with us? People don’t bother us and we won’t bother them, but then, well, what we found…’ He paused to compose himself, before letting out a long breath. ‘We were building a new latrine. We alternate. Dig ditches and use them and move on, so it all gets made natural again. We moved into the field over there and, as we were about to dig, we saw where someone else had been digging. I remembered the man from before, so we dug there, curious.’ He stopped again, and tears jumped into his eyes. His voice cracked when he said, ‘We came across a leg first. A small one. A child. That’s when we stopped and I rode into town.’

Porter put his hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘Thank you.’

The man swallowed and looked down. He made small circles in the mud with a gnarled old branch that had been hand-carved into a large cane. ‘Is it the girl? The one who went missing? We hear things on the radio.’

Porter looked towards the forensic tent. ‘I don’t know. I hope not, because I want to find her alive, but if it’s not her…’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know if it makes it better or worse, because it’s still a dead child.’

‘It’s got to you, this, I can hear it in your voice.’

‘It’s kids, Astral. Brampton should be safe for them. It isn’t any longer.’

They both watched the forensic activity for a while, Porter clean-shaven and in a suit, navy and double-breasted, with a white shirt; Astral next to him, grubby and in clothes that were faded and ragged, his hair matted.

Porter turned to him. ‘What kind of car was it?’

Astral thought back as he rested his chin on his cane. ‘Bright white, that’s what I remember. I don’t know what kind, I don’t keep up on car models, but it looked new.’

‘What size though? Big, small? Hatchback or estate? A jeep?’

‘Medium size, but not a hatchback. Just like a normal-sized car with a boot. And the badge on the back was oval and blue. I remember that much.’

‘A Ford?’

Astral considered that and said, ‘Yeah, a Ford.’

Porter looked along the line of police cars, some unmarked, and set off walking. ‘Follow me.’

Astral’s footsteps were heavy, his boots large and with a thick tread.

As Porter got halfway along the line, he said, ‘Like this, but in white?’

Astral stared at the car for a few seconds before he said, ‘Yeah, that’s it, man. The logo is right, and it was that kind of shape. All modern and sloped.’

Porter made a mental note. A white Ford Mondeo. ‘And where did it stop?’

Astral pointed ahead. ‘See where there’s a gap in the trees? Just there.’

‘Time?’

‘We don’t go by time. We go by the sun and the stars. The children were in bed, I remember that, and it was a good night, a clear sky. I was having a drink and a smoke when it came along.’

Porter smiled. ‘Thank you.’

He went as if to walk towards the crime scene tape for an update when Astral grabbed his sleeve. ‘If it’s her, the little girl, tell her parents I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry? Why?’

‘I could have stopped him. She might have still been alive. Even if she was dead then, their torture would have been over.’

‘It’s not over. Just a different kind of torture.’

Astral nodded. ‘Yeah, I get that. Thanks, man.’

As Astral went back to his family, one of the officers by the tape came towards Porter.

He knew what he was about to be told by the urgency in his eyes. ‘Go on, say it.’

‘It’s a little girl, sir, about the right age.’

‘Is she wearing clothes?’

‘A pink Spice Girls T-shirt.’

Porter closed his eyes and let out a long breath. It was her. Ruby.




Chapter Sixteen

Present Day

Jayne sat with her arms folded, staring ahead, trying not to think too hard about where she was. Langford Prison, where Nick Connor was being held on remand.

The memories of her own time on remand flooded back though, however much she tried to keep them away.

The first court appearance had been the worst thing. In the police station, it had been part of a process, questions and answers, a rest in her cell, food, but she knew it would end, that the process would move on and she’d move with it. The court appearance had made it seem more final.

It was the powerlessness of it all.

She’d been brought into the glass-lined dock from the cell corridor underneath, so that she blinked hard at the harsh courtroom lights, like a specimen in a jar. Jimmy’s family had been waiting for her, glaring from the public gallery. Her parents had been there too, sitting further away, but they shared her shock and fear. She’d been shaking so much she could hardly give her name and, as she stared forward, her focus had been on Dan, who’d turned to her and smiled, the only person in the room who showed her any warmth.

From there, it was a ride in the secure van to the prison, her first night spent in disbelief, hardly able to understand how she’d ended up there. Just a few days earlier, it had been just another day, and then it had been prison.

Once she’d settled into a routine, though, it became bearable, but that had been her worry, that the four months she spent remanded before her trial would become normal. Her fellow inmates were good to her, none had much of a problem with the death of her abusive boyfriend, but her fear was that the cell would become her life, that the years would stretch ahead in a monotonous blur. Her acquittal got her life back, and she was only just getting used to not feeling guilty about it.

It was the loud bang of the doors that brought everything back, the way that everything echoed. That’s what had stayed in her mind the most: the echoes. Women crying, laughing, shouting, arguing. A prison never goes quiet.

During the day, music was the main distraction, blasting out from cells, all competing against each other. In the evenings, it was about conversation, shouts along the wing, just anything to relieve the boredom, all bouncing around the steelwork of the building.

On the first night of her release, it was the silence she struggled with the most. She’d had the hugs from her family, and it had been good to be in her old bedroom again, like a time capsule of innocence, but a moment came when she was alone and all there had been was silence. That was the loneliest night of her life.

She took a deep breath and tried to put her memories away. That’s how she coped. She put everything in mental boxes and imagined closing the lids.

Jayne sat back and straightened her shoulders. Her past was part of her, but it was down to her to come out stronger for it.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Dan said. ‘This is taking you back.’

She gave a small laugh. ‘Is it that obvious?’

‘You’re quiet, and it isn’t like you.’

The room was large, tables and chairs spaced out evenly, prison officers at both ends and a camera in each corner. Although they were there for a legal visit, the security was just as tight. Lawyers had been caught smuggling phones inside, so the guards were just as watchful.

‘Tell me how your trial went,’ she said. ‘Distract me.’

‘The naked gardener? Found not guilty. Eccentric. Ought to rethink his gardening habits. A flasher? No.’

‘Did he get out the main exhibit?’

‘Thankfully, no.’

She laughed. The courts were often the venue for the absurd, and she enjoyed Dan’s war stories.

The sounds of conversation drifted into the room as the small huddle of prisoners got closer, led in by a guard who watched them walk to their respective tables.

Nick saw Dan and made his way over with a swagger, his grey sweatshirt obscured by a red bib. He sat down opposite and slapped his arms on the table. The hallmark of an experienced con, a display of arrogance and his arms kept in plain sight.

Jayne hadn’t known what to expect. Perhaps that sunken junkie look, skin pale and grey, a film of sweat on his forehead, his eyes wide and darting. If he was ever like that, prison suited him. He looked healthy, his cheeks filled out, his body too, as if he spent his days using the prison weights.

Jayne wasn’t sure it helped him. The jurors would understand a desperate drug addict making off with a phone and wallet, even if there was a corpse close by. But they’d find it even easier to imagine the muscled six-footer murdering Mark Roberts, because he had the physical strength.

He cocked his head and smirked. ‘I like your new staff member, Mr Grant, although next time ask her to wear something more showy.’

Dan was about to say something, but Jayne put her hand up as if to silence him and said, ‘Showy?’

‘You know, a bit more skin. It gets pretty intense in here, and sometimes you’ve just got to take yourself away from it, if you know what I mean. Some of the other firms do it.’

‘Do what?’

He flicked his hand towards the other tables, where legal clerks were waiting for their clients, mostly young and glamorous – some respite for the prisoners, a deliberate ploy.

‘Get themselves pretty young clerks like you and arrange weekly visits. Short skirt, tight blouse. It keeps them happy. Keeps them as clients.’

Jayne took a deep breath. ‘I’m not here for you to wank over. Dan has got some news about your case. Do you want it or not, or are just interested in whatever you can drop into a tissue?’

Dan leaned forward. ‘That’s why we’re here, for your case. Be respectful. Jayne’s here to help.’

His eyes narrowed, his jaw set. ‘How will she do that?’

‘The victim’s mother wants to help you out. She thinks you’re a patsy for a big cover-up.’

‘Patsy?’

It was Jayne’s turn for the smirk. ‘Here’s a tip. Don’t wank over a woman with more brains than you. You’ll wilt. Patsy means that you’re the fall guy, the mug who takes the hit.’

‘What did this woman want then?’ His voice had turned sulky.

‘She doesn’t think you did it, so wants to see the real killer caught.’

‘Fair enough. Is she called Barbara?’

‘You know her?’

‘She came to see me a couple of weeks ago. She wrote to me at first, asking to see me. I thought, yeah, why not. She can’t get to me in here. When she came, she didn’t make much sense, just jabbered on, wanted to know more. What could I say to her? I found her son dead and nicked his wallet. I thought she’d hate me, but she just talked about wanting to see the whites of my eyes.’

‘Whatever she thinks of you, she hates the real killer more. Tell us about the laptop.’

‘What laptop?’

‘The laptop you took.’

‘I didn’t take a laptop. There was no laptop there. I’d have taken it if I’d seen it, but it wasn’t there.’

‘Are you sure about that?’

‘I’ve told you what I did. What have I got to gain by lying about a laptop?’

‘Okay, good point. Nick, we’re going to look into this. We’ll carry on with your defence, that you’re a thief, nothing more. There’s an extra angle though, and it might complicate things.’

He frowned. ‘What’s it all about?’

‘An old case from a seaside town. Mark Roberts was looking into it, which led him to Highford. From a place called Brampton. Ever heard of it?’

‘No. What was the case he was all excited about?’

‘We don’t know. But I don’t think we should ignore it. Do you want us to look into it?’

He turned to Jayne. ‘What do you think?’

‘You’d be stupid to ignore it.’

He thought about that before nodding his agreement. ‘If you both say yes, then I say yes too.’

‘Good,’ Dan said. ‘We’ll keep you informed.’

‘What, that’s it?’

‘What are you expecting?’

‘I don’t know. Some company.’

‘We’ve got your case to sort out. We’ll have a drink at your release party.’

As they stood to go, he said to Jayne, ‘Next time, a bit more, you know.’

‘Skin?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Not a chance. See you soon.’ She indicated to one of the guards that the meeting was over.

They were shown out by a guard who wasn’t interested in conversation, and once back on the street, their personal items collected, Dan said, ‘Fancy a trip to the seaside?’

‘Both of us?’

He laughed. ‘I wish. No, just you, see what you can find out.’

‘Why not? After all, what’s the worst that could happen.’

Dan chose not to answer that.



Barbara was waiting at Dan’s office when he returned, her handbag on her knees, staring straight ahead. Dan sensed the awkwardness as he rushed in, Margaret’s pinched expression as she sorted out letters into envelopes giving away her thoughts, the silence heavy.

Barbara stood. ‘Any news?’

‘I’ve been to the prison to see Nick.’

‘And?’

‘You didn’t mention that you’d been to see him.’

‘I had to know, Mr Grant. Whatever I thought, I had to hear him answer, to see the truth in his eyes. It gave me the strength to speak to you, to do this.’

‘And?’

‘A pathetic man, hard to like, but a murderer? Not a chance. So, what can you tell me?’

‘Not much,’ Dan said.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Nick Connor is my client. Whatever he said is confidential.’ When Barbara pursed her lips and redness flushed into her cheeks, he added, ‘I appreciate everything you are doing, but I must never forget that I’m working for Nick and Nick alone. We want the same thing, but that doesn’t give you access to all that I know.’

Dan paused as Barbara stiffened. He had to remember that Barbara was grieving. All he was doing was his job.

‘We’re taking it seriously,’ he said, his tone softer. ‘Jayne is going to Brampton today, to find out more about whatever Mark uncovered.’

Before he could add anything further, Jayne pulled up in her car.

‘Excuse me,’ Dan said and went outside.

Jayne lowered her window and smiled. ‘Are you sure you don’t fancy coming with me? A couple of days away, some sea air, a small seaside town. It will be Highford with a crisper wind.’

‘I’ve got work to do here. Crime doesn’t stop just because I do, and there’s no one to fill in for me if I’m messing around near a beach.’

‘Don’t become all about work, Dan. There’s some fun in you somewhere.’

‘I’ll be having fun. It’s just that for me, fun means getting people out of prison or arguing at a police station.’

She shook her head and sighed. ‘That’s just what I mean.’

‘Go,’ he said. ‘Leave me here.’

‘With Barbara?’ And she raised an eyebrow and glanced towards the office window Barbara was looking through. ‘You need to be careful.’

‘About what?’

‘Isn’t this all a bit too convenient? Nick’s trial is next week and Barbara turns up with snippets of information, making you drop everything to help her. I see something different in Nick than you. There was no outrage at being wrongly accused. Just the usual sulk of someone caught doing something bad. We’re like a hungry dog following a biscuit trail, except sometimes it’s just a trap.’

‘But I can’t ignore what might be important, and I’ve got to look out for Nick. People like Nick Connor live their lives on the wrong end of everything. This isn’t anything new for him. And I don’t have to worry about his innocence. I’ve freed guilty people before and I’ll do it again. It’s about Nick Connor getting a fair hearing, nothing more.’

‘Okay, I get it, Mr Lawyer.’

‘I’m not helping Barbara. I’m helping Nick Connor. If it doesn’t advance his case, I won’t use it.’

‘What if it goes the opposite way? How do you know we won’t uncover something showing his guilt?’

‘I don’t, but I’m not obliged to tell anyone else. Just make sure you report back to me. Barbara will find out what I want her to know, nothing more.’

‘Does she realise that?’

‘Does it matter? She’s not my client. Now go. We’ll talk later.’

‘If I make it there,’ she said, banging her steering wheel and laughing before she set off, her arm out of the window, waving.

He watched her go before he turned to head back into the office. As he went inside, Barbara was standing there, her arms folded.

‘Do you think she’ll find anything out?’ she said. ‘She seems awfully young.’

‘Jayne will do just fine. I wouldn’t trust her with the job if I didn’t think that.’

Barbara smiled, but it was icy. ‘Of course. After all, it’s Nick Connor’s case, not mine. You’ll do your best for him.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘The windows aren’t as thick as you think, Mr Grant.’

‘We want the same thing,’ Dan said. ‘We just have different reasons for it.’

‘At least do me the courtesy of not treating me like a fool.’ And with that she went through the door and marched towards her car.

Margaret gave a tut of disapproval as she went. ‘Grieving mother or not, that lady needs to learn some manners.’

Dan didn’t respond. Instead, he listened to the fast clicks of her footsteps, growing faint all the time, before turning to go upstairs to his room.




Chapter Seventeen

1997

Porter smacked the door hard as he went into the station, through the public area and towards another door on the other side.

He’d been to Ruby’s home to break the news, a younger officer with him, Louise, to soften the effect of the hard-bitten old cop.

Louise trotted to keep up. ‘Everything all right, sir? You’ve been quiet.’

‘Just showing my human side.’

‘Young Ruby? I know, it was awful, but I’d have thought you’d be used to it.’

‘The day it doesn’t affect me is the day I’ve been in the job too long. It’ll pass.’

It was just a front. He’d seen a lot of death during his time in the police, but it was mostly accidental or neglect, or the occasional suicide. Car crashes. People falling from the cliffs. Old people discovered when the letters started to pile up on the other side of the door. Murders were rare in Brampton. It wasn’t that kind of town. It was a tough place, violent in its own way, but that was just Saturday-night pub brawls. Brampton had always been a place where people felt safe walking the streets or leaving their doors open.

Or letting their children play at annual fairs.

Most deaths he’d visited had been about feeling squeamish. The grey wetness of brains spilling out of a gleaming white skull, cracked open after a car crash, thrown through the windscreen and smashed against a tree. The nauseating smell of a body left in a warm flat for a few days, like a mix of dirty toilet and rotting meat. The way their shit rolled out of their mouths when they were moved, their muscles no longer working, the bloating of the body pushing their bowel contents to whichever was the easiest route. That was all about keeping his dinner down.

This had been different, because the emotion hit much deeper than a churning stomach. That could be made good again by a joke amongst colleagues, laughing at the new cop throwing up on the pavement, or something life-affirming, like junk food or a walk along the beach. A dead child was a whole other evil. It hit harder and took something away from him each time, and not all of it was ever put back.

People came out with the usual trite comments about hugging their own a little tighter, as if the depths of sorrow could be somehow restricted to parents. You didn’t need to have children to feel grief at all the hope snuffed out, a life that would never get lived, and everyone was looking to him to catch the killer. And to make sure it never happened again.

William’s death had been bad, battered and twisted, and then dragged out from behind the old concrete pillbox and ending up on the metal table of the mortuary, in the cellar in the old hospital. There was talk of a new one, some modern place on the edge of the town, but until then the old building was still being used, with its high ceilings and clanking radiators, long corridors painted yellow that echoed with shouts and cries and the squeaking wheels of trolleys.

Ruby’s body was worse, because she had started to lose some of her humanity. Decomposition had begun, left in the ground for nine days, her skin green and bloated. She was no longer the perfect little girl that her parents had dreamed of being found. Instead, her body had started to devour itself, the bacteria eating through the cells with nothing to stop it, breaking down her organs, turning everything into liquids and gases.

The soil had slowed it down, but not enough. The grave had been too shallow, the soil too loose. Air had got in, water too.

The visit to her parents had been as hard as he’d expected, although the slow drag of his feet along the garden path had given away the news before they’d knocked on the door. As Ruby’s mother, Angela, opened the door, Louise tilted her head and gave a smile filled with regret, sharing her pain as Angela gripped the door jamb and the colour disappeared from her cheeks.

It was four words from Louise, softly spoken, that took away any last hope. ‘Can we come inside?’

Angela’s eyes had rolled and she sank to her knees, Louise rushing to catch her.

Porter carried on through to the public waiting area. He loved his job. He hated his job.

They’d been able to keep the discovery secret for the moment, no local radio station willing to risk broadcasting anything, but he didn’t know how long it would last. He knew he could cajole and bully the local journalists, but the nationals wouldn’t care about upsetting a small‑town copper like him.

As they went through the secure door and towards the offices at the back, all commandeered for an Incident Room, everyone looked round. Twelve officers. Four of them were detectives, two brought in from the bigger town further along the coast, but the rest were constables drafted in from the uniformed section, those who could be trusted to write legible statements and keep good notes.

As Porter shook his head but said nothing, everyone nodded their understanding and went back to their piles of paperwork, all glad they hadn’t been given the job of telling the family.

He went to his desk, where slips of papers had been piled, all with messages to call people back. One was from the force’s media officer. He knew what that would be about. Wanting to know when they could broadcast the news and whether he was ready for a press conference.

There was one man who seemed apart from everyone else.

He was standing by the radiator, his helmet under his arm as if he were on parade. Young, early twenties, no signs of stubble, his cheeks flushed.

As Porter carried on flicking through the messages, he walked over and said, ‘Sir, can I have a word?’

Porter looked up. ‘I’m all yours.’

The young constable looked round the room, as if nervous about spilling whatever evidential morsel was troubling him. Everyone was pretending to read their paperwork, but Porter could tell they were waiting to see whether the young constable was about to make a fool of himself.

Porter wasn’t in the mood for the sport. He needed information, and if the constable had some, Porter wanted it more than he wanted the collective amusement.

‘Follow me,’ he said, and then to Louise. ‘You too.’

They walked along a narrow corridor, past frosted-glass doors to a room at the end that Porter used for his office, although he spent more time in the Incident Room, wanting to hear whatever was going on with the investigation rather than relying on what was filtered up to him.

Once in the room, the constable said, ‘I heard Ruby has been found along the old road.’

Porter’s eyes narrowed. The old road was the local name for the country track that led to where Ruby had been found. ‘Go on.’

The constable swallowed before he spoke. ‘I stopped someone, sir, coming along the old road on the night Ruby went missing.’

Porter tried to keep his rising temper in check. ‘Tell me.’

‘You asked us to keep a look out for suspicious vehicles, and to stop people on the way out of town. I’d stationed myself near the end of the old road, thinking that if someone wanted to leave town they might take the old road rather than one of the main roads. I saw him. I hadn’t been there long, perhaps ten minutes or so, when I stopped him. He was going too quick. That’s what drew my attention.’

‘How quick?’

‘I can’t say exactly, but he was in a rush. His headlights were bouncing. I flicked on the blues and he pulled over.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He just apologised, said the road was quiet so he was enjoying the night. I looked in his car, but I don’t remember anything in it. He was on his own and I let him go on, but I heard about the body being found and it came back to me. I remember thinking back then how skittish he was, nervous, not really listening to me, but I couldn’t lock him up because of that.’

Porter stepped closer to him. ‘Why am I finding out now?’

‘We were monitoring people leaving town. He was coming back in, not leaving.’

The constable was staring ahead, trying not to focus on the flush in Porter’s cheeks.

‘Can you remember the car?’

‘A white Mondeo.’

Porter kicked the nearest desk, making the young officer flinch. ‘That’s him! It makes him local, too, because he’d taken her away and was coming back into town. We need to know everything. Description. Details of the car. Can you remember what he looked like?’

‘I can do better than that, sir. I gave him a producer. I checked the book. He brought in his insurance and licence two days later.’ He handed over a scrap of paper he’d been holding in his hand. ‘His name is Rodney Walker.’

Porter took it from him and read it, before his smile started to spread.

He turned to Louise – ‘Come on, we’ve got something’ – and headed for the door.




Chapter Eighteen

Present Day

Dan locked his office. Margaret had gone home a long time before and the whole place was silent. It still felt strange to be his own boss. And more than that, being the boss to other people, the person who decided on wages and holidays and where they should have the Christmas party.

He’d worried about fees before, but that was only because he had a target. Three times his salary, that was the norm, so that there was enough to pay his secretary, his own wages and running costs, and a little bit extra for Pat Molloy. Now, it felt like he was chasing all the money he could, so that his job felt different.

His mind went back to earlier in the day, when his client was acquitted, the magistrates deciding that it wasn’t illegal to prune your bushes naked, provided that you kept your hands on the secateurs and didn’t look like you were enjoying it too much. His client was ecstatic and spoke of looking forward to the warm weather ahead.

Dan had advised him to proceed with caution, but he wasn’t sure his client was listening. He was too busy pumping his hand with delight, promising to get Dan a present, asking whether Dan would prefer wine or whisky. Dan took some heat out of his pleasure by suggesting that he paid the rest of his bill promptly.

His client made the appropriate promises and headed into a pub close by.

That was the problem with cases like his, Dan thought, as he’d watched him go. He’d had his own sweet victory, but he lived on the same street as those people who came to court to give evidence against him. They won’t forget it, nor forgive him. There will be peace for now, but it will be short-lived, no doubt broken by some drunken gloating by Dan’s ecstatic client.

And then Dan would get some more work. There was no point in hiding from it. Dan knew that for his own bills to be paid, he needed other people’s lives to take a turn for the worse.

But that was why he did the job. The drama, the excitement, the small storms. This, the administration, the stress, had never been part of it.

He let out a long sigh and looked up at the sky, fancying the cool pleasure of a glass of wine. Perhaps even the bottle. The evenings were getting longer as winter became spring, but the day was starting to lose its shine. The western fringes were turning deep blue and the eastern edge of the town was starting to burn red, promising some sunshine for the next day.

Dan turned away for the short walk home. He left his car there more and more, preferring his slow unwind as he walked. Another day finished, one more small drama played out in a decaying courtroom, Jayne on the other side of the country researching another. The shops were all closed, only the taxi rank open.

He was looking down as he passed it, his briefcase swinging in his hand.

Someone jumped out in front of him.

Dan gasped, surprised, and stepped back.

The man was short, his physique young and lithe, lost in over-baggy jeans and a black coat, his face obscured by a bandana pulled up and over his face, his hair covered by a black baseball cap. It was the lout uniform, worn by so many of his young clients, but this was no cry for help. This was a threat.

The man produced a knife from his jacket pocket. It was small but glinted in the fading daylight. He jabbed it forward.

Dan felt the blood drain from his face. His mind raced through all the scenarios he’d ever gone through whenever he thought about what he’d do if confronted by a knife attacker. Rush him. Hit him. Stand up to him. Brazen it out.

None of them made any sense when facing the threat of a shining blade being thrust towards him. All he felt was the paralysis of fear, not knowing if he was seconds away from the end of his life.

Dan held up his hands. ‘What’s going on?’ His mouth was dry. ‘You want money? I’ll get my wallet. Calm down.’

‘It’s not about money.’ He raised the knife. Dan could see his threat in the gleam in his eyes. ‘It’s about Nick Connor.’

Dan was confused. He lowered his hands. ‘I don’t understand?’

The man came closer. ‘It’s a message, so listen carefully. Stop what you’re doing. Stick to what Nick has told you. Don’t go hunting.’

Dan tried to summon up all his nerve. This felt like it was on his turf, about his case. ‘And if I don’t?’

The man stepped forward and pressed the blade against Dan’s cheek.

Dan went still. The blade was warm from being in the man’s pocket. It was sharp against his skin.

‘Use your imagination,’ the man said. ‘The same goes for your pretty assistant.’

Before Dan could respond, the man turned and jogged away. Message delivered.

Dan swallowed and closed his eyes. He bent over and sucked in gulps of air. He held out his hand. It was shaking.




Chapter Nineteen

1997

Rodney Walker’s house was suburban and ordinary. A red-brick semi with a tarmac drive leading to a concrete garage decorated by shingle. Porter knew not to be beguiled by that. The one thing he’d learned from his police career was that real menace came quietly. Everyone thinks they can spot the threats, like the unkempt man mumbling to himself by the school gates, or those who talk brash and loud in the town centre bars. But they were wrong. Those people were easy to avoid, because their danger shone like a warning beacon.

The real threat lay in people like Rodney Walker, who hid behind quiet respectability and revelled in their anonymity. They could operate undetected, but in their minds they lived behind enemy lines, always ready to strike.

The white Mondeo was there, gleaming, as if it had just been through a car wash. The young constable might have thought he was doing the right thing today, but he should have done it a week earlier, when there was a chance of forensic traces. He’d taken his orders too literally. Police talent needs more creative thinking.

That didn’t mean there’d be no evidence to be found, because people forget the trail. Walker might have vacuumed the boot, but did he get rid of the vacuum bag? And where would he have put the contents? In the bin?

It made it more painstaking, searching for that stray hair, but a murdered child made it worthwhile.

Louise turned to him. ‘What’s our brief? Arrest him?’

That made Porter smile as he realised that he’d fallen into that other habit developed through a long police career: he assumed everyone was guilty. ‘Let’s see how it plays out. The custody clock will start ticking if we bring him in, and we don’t know how long it will take to get any evidence. But let’s see what happens when he feels the pressure.’

No one was watching them as they approached the front door. There was the sound of children playing somewhere, laughs and giggles, but the street had the suburban calm of a neighbourhood that was safe. People who worked hard and looked after their gardens.

He banged hard.

The door was opened by a tall man with thinning dark hair, wearing stonewashed jeans and a grey V-neck that was tight to his body. His eyes darted between Porter and Louise. ‘Yes?’ His tone was defiant, but there was a slight tremble to his voice.

Porter made a mental tick in the something to hide column.

They identified themselves and Porter asked if they could have a talk inside.

For a second, he seemed as if he was about to object, insist on his right to refuse, but whatever mental fight was taking place resolved itself by a decision to not raise suspicions.

He stepped to one side. ‘Come in.’

The living room was the first door off a carpeted hallway, a large space with a bay window and a fireplace that looked dated, with small green tiles. The room carried through to a dining area with a view to a window beyond. There were two children playing in the back garden, a small boy running around an older dark-haired girl, her hair cut short, scowling as he teased and poked her before running around the lawn, as if he was trying to goad her into a game of chase.

Rodney must have spotted him looking, because he invited Porter to sit in a chair with his back to the window.

‘No, thank you, I’ll stay standing. I don’t think I’ll be here long.’

Rodney pursed his lips.

‘You were stopped driving along the old road on May Day, late in the evening.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘What about it?’

‘Where had you been?’

‘Do I have to answer that?’

‘No, but you’ll make me wonder why you don’t want to.’

‘I can live with your unsatisfied curiosity.’

Porter adopted a more conciliatory tone. ‘Mr Walker, help us out here. We’re looking for whoever snatched a young girl and buried her in a shallow grave in some woodland along the old road.’

Walker flinched. Was it because it had become more serious than whatever he thought was behind their visit? Or because he’d just realised the body had been discovered?

‘We need to eliminate you if you’re not involved. Whatever you were doing up there, we don’t need to tell anyone else. Mrs Walker will never find out.’

Walker glanced towards his children outside. Porter could see the calculations going on in his head, wondering whether to bluff them or refuse to co-operate. ‘There is no Mrs Walker.’

‘There’s no need to be coy then.’

Porter looked towards Louise and gave a slight nod to the children, before he sat down.

Louise left the room.

‘Where’s she going?’

‘Oh, she’s a sucker for cute kids, and they look adorable.’

‘She’s no right to talk to them.’

‘Why, what will they say? About how you leave them alone in the house whenever you go out at night, for drives along the old road?’

Louise appeared in the back garden. Both children went quiet. Louise crouched down and began to talk. The small boy was talking to her and pointing towards the garage.

Rodney had been watching her and he became more animated, his eyes wide. ‘I want you both to leave.’

‘I will, if that’s what you want, but I’ll need to talk to my colleague first. She won’t hear me through the window.’

He pulled out his phone from his pocket, a small Nokia. He tutted as he tried to find his contacts, using keys to navigate that were too small for his thick fingers, before finding the number he was looking for.

Louise began to scramble in her pocket, pulling out a thick black handset. ‘Hello?’ Porter heard her voice with a microsecond delay after seeing her mouth it through the window, enough to be noticeable.

‘Mr Walker wants us to leave, but you’re having such fun. The little boy was pointing towards the garage. Does he want to show you something? Call it community engagement.’

Walker jumped to his feet and pointed towards the door. ‘Get out, now.’

Porter moved the phone. ‘What are you scared of, Mr Walker?’

‘I’ve asked you to leave.’

‘And do you think anyone will know that? The neighbours will have seen you let us in, and my statement will say how you let us look around, always the genial host.’ He put his phone back to his ear. ‘Mr Walker says you can look in his garage.’

Porter clicked off and sat back, a smirk on his lips.

Walker looked paralysed, his mouth open, taking deep breaths.

Porter didn’t move or say anything. Silences are meant to be filled, and guilty people always overfill them.

Walker stayed quiet, but his tension was obvious from the tight clench of his fists.

More than ten minutes passed, Walker glaring at him all the time, before Louise appeared on the other side of the window, something dangling from the pen she was holding up.

It was a belt, red plastic. A child’s belt, judging from the size.

As Porter’s mind flew back to Ruby, in white jeans and a red belt, pop group T-shirt, Walker closed his eyes and swallowed.

Porter gripped his wrist. ‘Rodney Walker. It’s over.’




Chapter Twenty

Present Day

Jayne buttoned her coat as she looked out over the harbour. It was sunny, but she was right about the wind. It was crueller than back in Highford, sharper and cleaner. Gulls wheeled and cried, and men shouted as plastic crates were stacked up nearby. The aroma of fishing boats was strong, old and cloying and oily, and the saltiness in the air made her lick her lips.

She was staying in the same hotel used by Mark Roberts: Waves, a small red building on the harbour. The drive had been long though, nearly three hours, over the barren moorland of the Pennine ridge before it turned into industrial West Yorkshire, old coal mining towns now centred on out-of-town retail parks. This had given way to wide open countryside, the road twisting and turning, sometimes her car the only one for miles, except for when queues built up behind tractors that spewed mud over the road. She needed a rest.

There wasn’t time to relax though. The investigation had to get moving and she didn’t know how long Dan would tolerate her swanning around seaside hotels at the firm’s expense.

Her room was acceptable, just about, none of the corporate finishes of the chain hotels, but she wasn’t the one footing the bill, which eased the discomfort. A stained kettle sat on a Formica tray, a chipped mug alongside, and her bed covering was nylon and crackled with static every time she touched it. She thought about a shower, but the mould collected at the bottom of the shower curtain put her off.

Instead, she unpacked her bag and headed out.

Her first stop was the hotel owner, an austere woman in her fifties with hair that was swept back but close to her head, the light caramel hue giving away the dye, who’d introduced herself as Glenys and handed over the room key as if she thought Jayne was about to trash the place.

There was no one around the reception desk, so Jayne had to knock on it to attract her attention. Glenys appeared after the second knock, although Jayne was convinced she’d only been through the doorway, well within earshot.

‘Is everything all right with your room?’

Jayne resisted the temptation to present a list and instead brought up a picture of Mark Roberts on her phone, taken from a newspaper report of Nick Connor’s arrest. ‘I’m here looking into an old guest of yours. Do you remember him?’

Glenys took the picture and peered through glasses that had been hanging on a chain. She pulled a face and shook her head. ‘I don’t know him. Why are you asking?’

‘I work for a law firm. It’s connected to a court case.’

Her gaze darkened. ‘Is this an insurance scam? This hotel has a good record of—’

‘No, it’s not connected to the hotel. He’s a murder victim. He stayed here before coming to my town, so we’re working our way backwards, seeing what we can find out.’

‘Murder?’ Glenys’s eyes acquired a new keenness.

‘Yes, in Lancashire. Are you sure you don’t remember him? We’re trying to find out why he was in Brampton late January, early February.’

Glenys’s face showed her excitement, Jayne’s visit turning into something interesting, so she concentrated a little harder but eventually shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, no. Sometimes guests don’t talk to us much, and we don’t have a bar, so there’s nowhere for them to relax with us.’

‘We know he stayed here because we found the bill. Wasn’t it quiet in January?’

‘That doesn’t mean I remember him.’

‘All right, thank you. If anything does come back, you know how to find me.’

Jayne left the hotel and called the number she’d been given by Barbara. It rang out for a while, and she wondered whether the retired detective was going to answer, but eventually a voice said, ‘Hello?’

‘Andrew Porter?’ When he grunted in the affirmative, she introduced herself. He started to bluster his objections, so she interjected, ‘I’ve come to Brampton to speak to you. The quicker you talk, the quicker we’ll leave you alone.’

There was a curse, before he said, ‘I’ll be on the north cliffs walking my dog in fifteen minutes. If you’re serious about this, you’ll be there too,’ and then he hung up.

Jayne smiled. She hadn’t expected progress this quickly. She ducked back into the hotel. ‘How far on foot to the north cliffs?’

‘It’s not far. Easy to find. Just head north and follow the sea.’

She thanked Glenys and set off walking.

There was something about Brampton she liked.

The harbour jutted out into the bay, grey stone piers battered by the sea on both sides, the North Sea slamming hard against the walls and sending spray over the windows of a small hut selling fishing tackle. Trawlers lined one pier, yachts in the middle, with the usual seaside collection of stalls and shops selling burgers and candyfloss and decorated shells lining the other side.

Most of the harbour trade was done for the day and, as she followed the path round, she saw that most of the town looked as if it was closing down. Guest houses with flaking paint, fairground rides covered in tarpaulin, an open promenade home to empty crisp packets and cans blown along by the wind. Amusement arcades blinked and flashed, but there was no one in them.

As she put the harbour behind her, the long sweep of the bay towards a distant headland was impressive, the chalk cliffs high.

The walk was a lot longer than she’d been led to believe, the grassy slope leading to the clifftops some distance away, at the end of the long stretch of seafront tarmac and metal railings painted white.

She picked up the pace, her walk turning into a slow jog, even though she wasn’t dressed for it, in jeans and pumps. The town centre was soon behind her and she was passing bowling greens and rows of houses built in high elegant curves, remnants of the first Victorian seaside boom.

She was panting hard as the tarmac gave way to grass and she rushed up the slope that ended on the clifftops.

As she reached them, she noticed a man with a dog further along. A metal lead swung from one hand, and in the other he was carrying a red plastic stick, one of those things that hurl a ball far, the spaniel with him running in tight circles around his legs.

He launched the ball skywards and Jayne watched as it sailed towards her, the dog bolting for it, not looking where it was going. She had to jump to one side as the ball landed just behind her and the spaniel attacked it on the floor, its tail wagging hard, making small growls as he played with it.

The man didn’t apologise for nearly hitting her with the ball.

As she got closer, she said, ‘Mr Porter?’

‘Aye. I thought it was you.’

The spaniel ran past her and brushed against her leg, almost knocking her over. Porter patted his leg to bring the dog to heel, and he sat down next to him and wagged his tail, panting hard.

‘You know why I’m here then.’

‘Of course I do. The same as that idiotic reporter.’

‘The idiotic dead one, you mean?’

‘Well, yes, and I’m sorry about that, but seeing as though you represent his murderer, I don’t suppose you’re the one I should be saying sorry to.’

‘Alleged murderer.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, let’s play that game and all pretend.’

‘Look, I get it. You’re a retired cop and don’t like the defence, but the sooner we get this done, the sooner I’m back to civilisation.’

He looked surprised. ‘You don’t like Brampton?’

‘It’s too sleepy and forgotten for me.’

‘Turn around.’

‘What, why?’

‘Just do it.’

She frowned, but then did as she was asked.

‘Look at that town,’ he said. ‘The sun rises over the sea, making everything cold blue, but now the sky has that beautiful orange to it. The harbour juts out but is brave to the North Sea winds. You don’t know how hard it blows in winter, so cold that it cuts your cheeks, so when summer comes it’s like a blessed relief. The people brace themselves to get through winter. Huddle up in coats, don’t go out as much, spend days watching the gales throw sea spray against their windows.’

Jayne turned back. ‘Is there a point to this?’

‘Yes, there is, because the case Mark Roberts was looking into soiled this town.’

‘Tell me about it then. Let me see it your way.’

‘Are you serious that you know nothing about it?’

‘Absolutely.’

He looked as if he was about to walk away, but his tone softened as he said, ‘You have to go back more than twenty years. The worst and best case I was ever involved with.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Worst because two children were murdered. Snatched and killed, just a few weeks apart. The best, because we caught the bastard before he could kill any more, and he’s still rotting away in a cell somewhere. That thought keeps me warm at night, because every time I pour myself a single malt and look out of my window, I imagine him settling in for the night in a bare cell, on a wing with the other perverts, the rest of the prison desperate to get to him.’

‘I haven’t heard about these murders.’

‘Well, no, but you’re too young, I suppose. The first one was William Clegg. A sweet little boy who went missing when they had the annual bonfire here, up on these cliffs. It’s some festival they invented fifty years ago or more, made it out to be an old Viking festival, just to get the visitors in and kick-start the season. It became a big event, with drinking and bonfires and cliff walks. Poor little William, six years old. He’d got away from his father, who’d been more attentive over his drink than his little boy. We all looked for him and found him by the old pillbox down there.’

‘Pillbox?’

‘Follow me.’ He set off walking to the cliff edge.

Jayne followed, getting more nervous as she got closer, the sea filling her view, the grassy edge ragged and uneven.

He pointed. ‘Down there.’

Jayne edged towards it, always keeping an eye on Porter, and leaned over, her breath tight in her chest, ready to jump backwards if he made any move towards her. As she looked down, she saw a large concrete block, broken up into three pieces, dark and brooding against the white pebbles on the beach.

‘Built during the war,’ Porter said. ‘They have them up and down the coast, put there to watch out for an invasion. The sea has broken it up, but twenty years ago it was still mostly complete. William was found in a small gap between the cliff and the pillbox.’

‘He could have fallen.’

Porter raised an eyebrow. ‘The pathologist could tell the difference.’

Jayne stepped back from the edge. ‘You mentioned two.’

‘Yes. A May Day festival on the rugby club fields, just a few weeks later. The same as before, except the body wasn’t found nearby. A seven-year-old girl, Ruby, became separated from her mother, but it was over a week before we found her. It felt like the town was on lockdown, until she was found in a small grave a few miles out of town.’

‘How did she die?’

‘Strangled and bludgeoned. That’s the only way to describe it.’

‘Who did you get for it?’

‘A local man called Rodney Walker. He’d been stopped by a patrol monitoring traffic, everyone looking out for whoever took her, but left to go on his way. Once Ruby was found, we went back to him and traces of her blood were found in his boot. Turned out he lived next to the rugby club, and there were traces of her blood in his garage too, along with Ruby’s belt. That’s where he killed her, after enticing her in there, then drove her out to dump her like she was old rubbish.’

‘What about William?’

‘Blood again. His DNA was found on the rear seat belt and the lock, where Rodney had fastened his kids in.’

‘He’d taken his children with him when he went out killing kids?’

‘We don’t know that. He might have left them somewhere else and picked them up afterwards. But it was enough.’

Jayne blew out. This was serious stuff. ‘Did he deny it?’

‘He didn’t say anything. Not during his interviews or at court. It was almost as if he enjoyed torturing the families even more, by not letting them know what he’d done to them before they died. He went to prison and the town moved on. The bonfire the year after was a strange one, because everyone remembered and there weren’t as many families there. The rugby club cancelled the May Day event and haven’t held it since. People moved on though, until Mark Roberts came to town and started to ask questions, digging it all up.’

‘What kind of questions was he asking?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘He ended up dead, in Highford, so yes, it seems like it does.’

Porter stared out to the sea for a few seconds, before saying, ‘Just because wounds are old doesn’t mean they’re not raw.’ He shouted his dog over, who’d gone sniffing after something in long grass on the other side of the clifftops. ‘Just be careful what you do here.’

‘Where did he live, this Rodney Walker?’

Jayne could tell Porter was thinking about not answering, but then realised that it would be easy for her to find out. ‘Mayfield Crescent, number 15.’

‘And what about the girl’s parents, and the parents of the first child, William.’

Porter shook his head. ‘You don’t go bothering them. They’ve suffered enough.’

And with that, Porter set off walking. As she watched him go, she wondered what wounds she’d be reopening. And if doing that had led to Mark Roberts’s death, how much danger would she be in?




Chapter Twenty-One

As Dan made his way through the rest home where his father lived, fresh from the confrontation with the man wielding the knife, anger had replaced shock.

An old trade unionist, his father had been one of the town’s fierier campaigners, until years of formulating battle plans in pubs had ended with a stroke and he’d been forced to give up independent living for a small apartment in residential care. It had its own kitchen and living room, more than just a bedroom and a toilet, but the place had rules and regulations and all the care assistants had free access. It confined him, made him angry, not that it took much.

That’s how Dan remembered him as a child, angry, spewing his views as the factories and mills closed down, all the time shouting at the television whenever Margaret Thatcher came on. By the time Dan had finished school, the coal mines had gone, as had the mills. The valleys were no longer shrouded in smoke and no one lost limbs like they used to, but Highford lost some of its soul and became just one more empty northern shell.

Those firebrand days were gone. His father passed his time drinking cider and watching television. Drinking beer aggravated his gout, so he’d discovered that cider was better somehow. He didn’t slow down. He changed his tipple.

The rest home was too warm, as always, Dan’s footsteps silenced by carpets that were thick and spongy as he passed residents who shuffled along, the peace broken only by the steady click of metal canes or the slow creak of walking frames.

Sometimes, Dan stopped to say hello. He represented people in court who saw people like these as targets, the one part of the job he hated the most, how his clients didn’t care what people had done before they became vulnerable. The wars they’d fought in or the families they’d raised counted for nothing for his clients. They were just someone to con or rob. Spending time with them eased his conscience.

But he wasn’t in the mood for it today. He ignored the passing resident as he knocked on his father’s door and waited for the buzz to let him in.

He thought for a moment about turning to leave, wondering why he’d come here. His relationship with his father was cordial but distant.

The loud electronic buzz ended his doubts and he went inside.

His father was watching a football game, some rerun from the night before. There was a glass filled with orange liquid next to him. He turned and gestured at the screen. ‘Don’t tell me the score.’

That made Dan smile. No big welcome. He held up the bag containing cider bottles, the usual admission price. ‘Usual place?’

‘As long as they can’t see them, the staff don’t mind.’

‘Except when you’ve had too much and you get angry over something.’

He waved his good hand in dismissal. His other was curled up like a claw and rested in his lap. ‘I’m calming down as I get older. What brings you here?’

‘Just passing.’

‘You always say that. You can admit you like to spend a bit of time with your old man,’ and he cackled. ‘In these mellow years, I’ve become all, what’s the word?’

‘Avuncular?’

‘You didn’t inherit your fancy words from me, but that sounds like it. Avuncular.’ His eyes narrowed as his smile faded. ‘What’s on your mind, son?’

Dan shook his head. ‘Nothing.’

‘You’re lying to me. I can see fear in your eyes, and I know that look. I’ve seen it so often with people who think they’re about to lose everything and not sure if they’ve got enough fight in them. What is it? Your business going wrong? A case?’

Dan wondered whether his father was the man to confide in about the threat with the knife, but as he thought about what to say he realised that he hadn’t ended up here by accident.

Once he’d hidden the cider, he sat down and asked, ‘Back in the old days, when there were still industries to save, what did you say to those who didn’t see the point in fighting?’

‘I told them that it’s not about the size of the fight, or whether you’ll win, but about how you’ll feel if you just give in and let them win.’

‘Whatever the risk?’

‘Exactly that. The people I used to stand alongside often had nothing to lose. The factories were going to close anyway, or the pay rises were never going to happen. During the miners’ strike, do you think we ever really thought we would win? Not a chance. But it meant we could look our children and grandchildren in the eye, when they had no future, no community, and say that we did our best. It’s always better to fight and lose than just accept the loss.’

Dan smiled. ‘I never took you for the homespun-wisdom type.’

‘Oh yes you did, because it’s why you come here. You’re bloody-minded, won’t admit a weakness. You get that from me, I suppose, but at least it means you can learn from my mistakes.’

‘And what mistakes have you made?’

‘I regret the fights I didn’t have more than the ones I did.’

‘What if it feels dangerous?’

‘When you win, those are the fights that feel the best of all.’

Dan stood and patted his father on his shoulder. ‘Thank you.’

‘Not staying for the game?’ He pointed at the television.

‘I know the score.’

His father winked. ‘Thanks for the cider. All I’ve got is my memories, and you. The least I can do is share what I have.’

That closed Dan’s throat and made him swallow.

He went for the door, needing to get outside. Just as he got there, his father shouted out, ‘Just be careful.’

Dan shouted back, ‘As always,’ before returning to the corridor, the warmth even more cloying than before.



Mayfield Avenue was a long street of red-brick semi-detached houses with bay windows and brick walls that protected small front gardens, roses round many of the porches. There were no cars on the street, the driveways wide enough to accommodate them, all safely behind gates. One side backed on to a street of identical houses, whereas the other had the rugby fields behind it, green and open, the white posts visible behind.

As she approached number fifteen, Jayne saw how it was different from the rest.

At the end of every driveway there was a garage. Some were in better condition than others, and some nothing more than dilapidated workshops. At the end of the driveway for number fifteen, however, there was open garden, the memory erased of whatever happened there more than twenty years earlier.

Jayne wasn’t convinced it had worked. Rather than scrubbing away the memory, it highlighted it, conspicuous by its absence.

There was no point knocking on the door of Rodney Walker’s old house. Jayne presumed that the owner had bought it after Rodney had been incarcerated, either unwittingly or at a knockdown price and prepared to overlook the past. It was the neighbours who would provide the answers.

She started at number seventeen.

A bright new porch had been built on the front. After a few seconds of pressing the bell, an old man with salt-and-pepper hair in a tight blue jumper appeared, his stomach protruding over his belt. ‘Yes?’

‘I’m here about next door,’ and she jabbed her finger towards Rodney’s old house.

‘Are they out? I can see their car.’

‘No. I mean the man who lived here twenty years ago.’

The man straightened and folded his arms. ‘What’s all the sudden interest?’

‘Do you mean the reporter, a few months ago?’

‘Aye. Some southern chap. Asking a lot of questions and upsetting people.’

‘Why upsetting them?’

‘Because he thought Rodney didn’t kill those kids.’

‘Really? That’s what he said?’

‘He tried to, but I told him straight, no more of that talk. One of those kids was killed in his damn garage. That reporter was just another fool looking for a headline.’

‘Did you know he was dead?’

‘Rodney? Good. Keeping him alive served nothing.’

‘No, the reporter. He was called Mark Roberts.’

The old man unfolded his arms and looked surprised. ‘Dead, how?’

‘Murdered.’

He shook his head, his anger melting, before stepping aside. ‘Come on in. Sorry for my rudeness.’

Jayne went past him and into a house that was too warm, ushered into a living room where the television was loud. A woman sat in a chair opposite, old and heavily built, a cardigan straining across her midriff. Her ankles were thick over her slippers and an empty mug rested against the chair arm.

‘Irene, this is,’ and he frowned, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’

‘I’m Jayne.’ She sat down without waiting for the offer.

‘Are you a reporter too?’

‘No. I work for the law firm representing the man accused of Mark Roberts’s murder, so we’re trying to find out more about Mark. What he was doing here. What he’d found out.’

Irene looked away from the television. ‘Did you say murder?’

‘I’m Peter,’ the man said, and to Irene, ‘That reporter is dead. Murdered. You know, the one who came here a few months ago to ask about Rodney.’

As Irene gasped, Jayne asked, ‘How much did he tell you?’

It was Peter who spoke. ‘I didn’t give him chance. There was too much press back then, after those poor little kiddies were found, but at least people were reporting the right things.’

‘Which was?’

‘That Rodney was a murdering bastard.’ He held up his hand. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t swear in front of ladies, but it gets me angry. Now, there’s people like that reporter, God rest his soul, coming along and saying that Rodney didn’t do it, but it’s only to put their own name in lights. No one cares about the ones left behind. We see her, you know, the dead boy’s mother.’

‘Where?’

‘Just out and about. She hasn’t amounted to much, but how could she, with her little boy taken away like that?’

‘Do you know where she lives?’

‘On the South Meadow estate somewhere.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘What about Rodney? What does he say? Is he campaigning for his release, because if he is, he’d better stay away from Brampton. This is a quiet town. A good town. Somewhere safe for people to bring up their children or come here to retire. They don’t need reminders, and they want to keep their children safe.’

‘I don’t know what Rodney is saying,’ Jayne said. ‘We’re just trying to find out why Mark Roberts was killed, because we don’t think our client had anything to do with it. And if he didn’t, someone else did.’

‘Come with me, young lady.’

Peter left the front room and walked down the hallway.

Irene rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t set him off. He’ll be up and down all night now. But you better follow him.’

Jayne went to the hallway. Peter was waiting in the kitchen, his hands on his hips. Jayne went towards him, dropping down a step into a long kitchen filled with white cupboards that had yellowed with age.

He pointed to a window that overlooked the driveway. ‘It’s gone now, the garage, but can you imagine what it was like to see it for all those years, knowing what Rodney did in there, before the new buyers had the sense to pull it down. I felt guilty too, that perhaps if I’d been more vigilant I could have stopped him.’ He stepped closer, his teeth bared. ‘How many more? That’s what the reporter should have looked for. Discover that number. That’s the real story.’

‘Are there more missing children from Brampton from around that time?’

‘Ask the police, but people like him don’t do it just twice.’

‘What sort of man was he?’

‘Does it matter? He seemed a quiet family man from the outside, but he killed two children. With men like that, I reckon you never truly know what drives them.’

As Jayne looked out of the window, at the solar lights twinkling where there had been once a structure, she wondered what the hell she was getting into.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Porter slammed his front door as he went into the house, a four-bedroomed detached box, part of an estate that was built on what was once a farmer’s field, lines of barley that swayed in summer breezes replaced by the curves and crescents of modern houses. His life had been good there, his home filled with noise and laughter, but his three children had grown up and moved away. Two to university and then on to careers elsewhere, and the eldest to a job as a tour rep in Ibiza. Everyone either leaves Brampton or wonders why they stay.

His dog scampered into the kitchen away from him. The television was blaring in the living room, Linda no doubt getting ready for another night in front of whatever shows she enjoyed watching.

He thought about going in, faking nonchalance, making as if it had been just another walk with the dog.

He closed his eyes. He couldn’t do that. Linda was intuitive. She’d spot his distraction straight away.

He went upstairs instead, to his study.

It used to be his eldest son’s bedroom, but the posters and dirty clothes and everyday grubbiness of a teenager had been replaced by a desk and a computer, surrounded by framed snapshots of his career. Newspaper clippings or posing with dignitaries, glory walls that reminded him of how he once saw himself. It was the room where he came to reflect.

He sat in his chair, a green leather cushion on a beechwood frame. He closed his eyes as it creaked and leaned back. The view through the window was over his garden and towards the houses that looked over his own. It was suburban, respectable.

If only they knew.

He’d retired from the police, but the images never left him. The two small children on the autopsy table, their bodies sliced open, their faces so vulnerable. The images choked him. The inhumanity of it all.

That’s what Linda could never understand, because she thought that when the job ended, so would his nightmares. It was partly his own fault, because he’d never told her about the things he’d seen. They’d keep her awake too, but that didn’t make it easier to deal with.

He opened his eyes when he heard the soft creak of the floorboards outside his room, and Linda stepped inside. She looked at his clothes and said, ‘What are you doing?’

‘Nothing.’ He reached across to turn on the computer. ‘I was going to have a look at some online newspapers. I could hear you were watching something.’

‘You’re still wearing your coat.’

He looked down. ‘Not warmed up enough yet.’

She folded her arms. ‘Something’s going on.’

‘It isn’t. Everything is just fine.’

Linda considered him for a few seconds more. ‘If you say so.’ And then she left the room.

There’d be questions now. She knew how he was tormented, from the way he lay awake at night or went quiet whenever they walked on the clifftops. But she’d never known why.

That was the easy part for him, because whenever he was alone, the faces came back to him. The children. Smiling, laughing, innocent. Dead.

He tried to blot them out, but he couldn’t, no matter how hard he tried. They came to him when he was asleep and as soon as he woke. He wanted to tell Linda, but he couldn’t. No, he had to stay silent. That was his penance. He would suffer it for Linda, to make sure she kept her own peace of mind.

He would keep the storm to himself. As always.



Jayne was nervous as she waited for someone to answer the door.

She was outside a house clad in grey pebble-dash and hidden behind an out-of-control privet hedge. Cars made the crescent streets hard to get around, the whole estate a slalom course, camper vans blocking some parts, the driveways overgrown.

It hadn’t taken long to find where William’s mother lived. She was the woman people whispered about, everyone knowing her pain but not wanting to get close to it. A group of youths loitering around a bench had given Jayne the address.

There was a click and the door opened. Jayne recognised William’s mother from the pictures she’d found online. Mel Templeton, in her forties now, the photographs from twenty years earlier and some simple mathematics told Jayne that much, but time hadn’t been kind to her. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, dyed too black, and her cheeks were hollow. When she spoke, her teeth looked browned by decay.

‘Yeah?’

‘Hi, I’m Jayne. I work for a law firm in Lancashire.’

Mel furrowed her brow. ‘What do you want me for?’

‘Mark Roberts. He was a reporter who was here a few months ago, writing a piece about your son. Did he speak to you?’

She thought about her answer before saying, ‘There’s always someone calling me. Not as much as a few years back, but it’s like some people just can’t leave us alone.’ She frowned. ‘Tall, skinny bloke?’

Jayne didn’t know enough about Mark Roberts’s appearance, but she gambled on agreeing. ‘That’s him.’

‘Yeah, I remember him. Bit of a pain in the arse, to be honest, getting himself excited about the case. What about him?’

‘He’s dead.’

‘Dead?’

‘Murdered, and we think it might be somehow connected to your son’s death.’

Her eyes clouded. ‘Hang on there, what are you saying? You saying I had something to do with his murder?’

Jayne stayed calm. She’d been hoping for a reaction, because she’d worked out that she might have to shake some trees to see what fell to the ground. She felt a pang of guilt though, a mother’s grief being used just to help with a case. ‘I just want to know what he was talking to you about.’

Mel clenched her jaw. ‘Will I have to go to court?’

‘No.’ It was a lie, because Jayne didn’t know enough to make any promises, but she could deal with that later.

‘Come in then.’ Mel turned to go into the house.

Jayne followed her along a hall that had no carpet, just bare glossy tiles, and into a kitchen at the back.

Mel sat on a chair in front of a scarred pine table and reached into her pocket for a cigarette. She held one out. ‘You want a ciggie?’

Jayne shook her head.

‘Wise words.’ She coughed as she lit it, shrouding her face in smoke. ‘Yeah, that reporter. I thought he was okay at first. I’d got sick of the press back when Willie was killed, because it was all about how Sean could let him go on his own to get a hot dog, that we were bad parents. Kids wander off though, because they’re curious, or…’ She took another long pull on her cigarette. ‘Or because a grown-up tells them to go with them. I’d told him to be careful of strangers, but children don’t always listen. I was a good mum back then, but that never came out in the papers.’

‘And what about Sean? How was he as a father?’

‘He was a dickhead, right, but I knew that when I slept with him, because that was how it was back then. There’s nothing to do in this town except drink and fuck, because we’re too far from everywhere for any factory to be interested, and the tourist stuff has died out. Having Willie gave me something, but it did for Sean as well. Willie took his name and gave him a purpose. Yes, he’s an arsehole, but he loved little Willie, I knew that.’

‘It must have been hard for you both. I’m sorry.’

‘What about this reporter then?’

‘He was found dead in a park in Lancashire, bludgeoned and his stuff stolen.’

‘Mugged, by the sound of it.’

‘That’s what the police think, but his mother isn’t convinced. Mark was here in Brampton just before he died, and there’s no trace of what he was writing about, because his laptop was stolen.’

‘And you think it means it’s somehow connected?’

‘Just looking at a theory.’

‘Why is a law firm involved?’

‘We represent the man accused of murdering him.’

Mel stabbed her cigarette out in the ashtray and jabbed her finger towards Jayne. ‘I knew it. I bloody knew it. You’re just like all the rest, wanting to use what happened to my son for your own ends. I’m just a pawn in your game. You don’t care what happened to him, but he doesn’t half make a convenient excuse.’

‘No, no, it’s not like that. It was the reporter’s mother who approached us. It’s her theory, not ours, but we’ve got to check it out.’

‘And what if it’s just guesswork, some wild idea?’

‘We’ll ignore it without proof, because it will make us look desperate, and that isn’t good.’

Mel thought about that, before she said, ‘The reporter thought Rodney Walker didn’t kill Willie, or the other girl, Ruby. He didn’t say why, but he wanted to know how we’d react if he was right.’

Jayne feigned surprise, remembering what Rodney’s neighbour had said. ‘That’s quite a claim.’

‘Yeah, isn’t it just.’

‘What evidence did he have?’

‘He didn’t say. He wanted a couple of quotes, that’s all, was trying to wind me up.’

‘Did it?’

‘’Course it did, because I know how these campaigns work. Someone decides to make a name for themselves by latching on to a famous murderer and trying to prove they didn’t do it, but it’s almost like no murderer is guilty, that the police get it wrong every time. That’s bullshit, and I told him that. He didn’t care about Willie or Ruby or Rodney Walker. He cared about himself and making a name for himself, no one else, and maybe someone got sick of him. I know I did.’

‘What about Sean?’

‘Yeah, him too.’

‘Angry?’

‘Come on, I’m not stupid. You’re not blaming him. He’s a snapper, but he’s no killer, and he wouldn’t travel miles and miles to do it.’

Jayne sat back. ‘Okay, fair enough. I want to speak to him though.’

‘You don’t want that. He doesn’t like being bothered. Do you know what it’s like for him, everyone blaming him on the quiet? Even I did too, at first, until Rodney killed that girl, because that was another child he took. From then, it was about Rodney, not Sean. But people look at him and whisper things, say how they would never have let their children out of their sight, and it drags him down.’

‘I understand, but I still need to speak to him. The reporter might have said something important.’

Mel shook her head before reaching for her phone. She scrolled through her contacts before she found his number, reading it out.

Once Jayne had put it into her own phone, she thanked her and went to leave.

As she got to the door, Mel gripped her arm. ‘Just be careful, right. I can tell you’re not a bad person, but emotions run high. And think about us too. About Willie’s memory.’

‘I will. I understand.’

As the door closed, Jayne wondered how much of that was true.




Chapter Twenty-Three

Barbara was drinking alone in the bar when Dan walked in.

He’d driven to her hotel when he’d left his father, his advice still ringing in his head, that it is better to fight and lose than not fight at all. And he reckoned the answers lay with Barbara. She had been in Highford for just a couple of days and already Nick’s defence was being disrupted and Dan had been threatened. That made him suspicious.

She seemed surprised as he marched over towards her. The bar was quiet, not much demand for an executive hotel in Highford, the only other person there being a bored-looking barman replacing some spirits bottles and tidying up the shelves. There was a grand old fireplace, a painting of a winter scene over it, snow-covered hills, but it was an affectation. The heat was created by metal radiators that were throwing out too much heat.

‘Mr Grant?’

Dan sat down opposite. The barman looked over and raised his eyebrows and a glass, but Dan shook his head. He wasn’t there to socialise. He turned to Barbara. ‘I want to know what’s going on, whether there is another agenda.’

She frowned. ‘Why do you have an attitude?’

‘Because I’ve a right to be suspicious. You’ve shaken things up and I can’t work out how, because all I get is the wide-eyed Barbara, the quiet stranger in town. I wondered at first whether your real intention was purely to be disruptive, to distract us so that Nick is convicted, his defence a mess, chasing false leads. That changed today though.’

‘How so?’

‘I was threatened. Some young goon with a knife ordered me to stop looking into whatever Mark was looking into. Run Nick’s case as it always has been, that was the message.’

Barbara leaned forward, her eyes showing her excitement. ‘That’s good, isn’t it? It means that we’re right, that there is more to it. What are people scared of?’

‘That’s the wrong question,’ Dan said, bringing a scowl from Barbara. ‘The real question is how do they know? Who else you have spoken to?’

‘In Highford? Just you. You may have noticed that I don’t have any ties here. I’m just here to see that justice is done. I need to know who killed my son, Mr Grant, and why, so for God’s sake have a heart.’

‘Your son died three months ago. Whatever he was investigating, it’s long forgotten, the secrets buried. Whoever was holding that knife knew we were looking into it, but how? I haven’t spoken to anyone, and I’ve had Nick’s case for three months without any problems. That leaves you, Barbara.’

She clenched her jaw and her eyes glassed over. For a moment, Dan felt bad for upsetting her, for making it sound like her son didn’t matter.

‘Or was he a put-up job today?’ Dan continued. ‘You don’t think I’m taking you seriously, so you get someone to make it look even more suspicious. Who wouldn’t be persuaded by that?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I can’t believe you’d think that.’

‘Who else have you spoken to then? I don’t believe you’ve spent all your time here, watching the television in your room.’

Barbara swirled the drink in her glass for a few seconds before she answered. ‘Please go now, Mr Grant.’

‘Why won’t you tell me?’

She slammed the glass down on the table. ‘Because there’s nothing to tell you. Don’t you understand? Do you really think if I wanted to see Nick Connor convicted of my son’s murder, I’d do it this way? I thought you were better than that. Clearly, I was mistaken. Please go now.’

Dan wondered whether to stay and extract more from her, but the way she stared at the table and pursed her lips, he could tell that the conversation had ended.

‘As you wish,’ he said, and left the hotel.

As he pulled away from the car park, he glanced towards the hotel window. Barbara was visible inside, still at her table. She was no longer still and silent though. She was talking on her phone, her face animated, her finger jabbing at the air as she spoke.

Dan turned away. He’d been threatened and told to ignore whatever Barbara was dredging up. There was no way he was going to do that. His father was right. Don’t turn away from the fight.

But he could do it without Barbara.



Jayne shivered.

The seafront was cold and dark. During the day, it had seemed long and bright and open, the gleaming sea beyond. At night, it became more dangerous, the shelters just dark holes that housed threats, impossible to see inside. The only point of brightness was the moonbeam that trailed along a shifting black sea, illuminating the white spray as waves thumped onto the sand.

It hadn’t been Jayne’s idea to meet there. She’d called Sean, William’s father, but he’d been somewhere noisy and didn’t want to be overheard. Mel had told him to expect a call, so he knew who she was. She’d thought about refusing, but he’d said he couldn’t meet her where he’d be seen because people talked about him. He just wanted to be left alone, and he didn’t want to spark any new rumours.

She’d agreed, worried that it might be the only way, and then told herself that it was a good idea, that she’d only been there a few hours and was already making some progress.

As the night turned dark and silent, she wondered about the wisdom of her decision.

The lighthouse on the headland in the far distance swept a beam across the sea. There were some tiny lights from boats close to the horizon. She looked up and was struck by the blackness of the sky and the brightness of the stars. So many more of them than when at home, the city lights obliterating the beauty of the night sky. The Brampton skyscape seemed more unspoiled, a vast glittering display.

There was a noise. The sound of movement, feet on concrete.

She turned, expected to see him, but it was too dark to make anyone out. ‘Hello?’

No answer.

She peered harder into the shelters along the seafront, trying to see whoever was there. All she saw was an all-consuming blackness.

She looked along both ways. A long dark strip, rising to the cliffs at one end, and the shimmering lights of the arcades at the other. Her hotel was that way. People were that way.

Another noise. The sound of clothes rustling. A coat against a wall, but moving slowly, creeping up on her.

Jayne pushed herself away from the railings, her eyes straining to see someone.

‘Sean?’

No reply.

She scrambled in her pocket for her phone and took a photo, hoping to see someone in the flash. The shelters were opened out by the light, but she didn’t have time to examine the picture. She dialled Sean’s number. His phone was switched off.

It wasn’t safe. He’d invited her to trap her.

She set off walking. A slow pace at first, her hands thrust into pockets, listening out, looking round, trying to work out from where the danger would come. It was too hard to hear though, over the slap of her pumps on the tarmac and the steady crash of the sea. Her breaths came quick. She glanced back. No one there, but most of it was in darkness. Anyone following her could track her from there.

She quickened her pace, the lights from the arcades closer now, twinkling multi-colours promising slots and games and fun. A voice drifted through the night, a bingo caller.

Another noise behind her. Someone stumbling, a shout.

She ran, aiming for the streets, the lights, any place that would offer her protection.

The seafront ended with a slope and she bolted for it, sprinting onto the pavement, a pedestrianised strip in front of the arcades.

She doubled over and sucked in air, her hands shaking, sweat sticking her fringe to her forehead.

It had been a mistake to meet him there. What would she have achieved?

A man was watching her from the entrance to one of the arcades, in tight trousers and a short-sleeved shirt, keys hanging from his belt.

‘You all right, love?’ He drew on a cigarette.

‘Yes, fine, just scared myself in the dark.’

He threw his cigarette to the floor and went back inside. She shook her head and straightened, tried to take some deep breaths. From her few hours there, she’d worked out that he fitted the town, that it seemed outwardly pleasant but there was a more sinister undercurrent.

She’d had enough.

She reached for her phone again and dialled Dan. As she listened to the ringtone, she set off past the arcade, heading into the town centre to make her way back towards her hotel. The streets were quiet.

He answered on the third ring. ‘Hey, I thought you’d disappeared. How’s the seaside?’

‘Just finding my way around.’

‘And?’

‘Pretty, in its own way, but cold and derelict too.’

She glanced into a pub, wondering if a drink might make the night go better, but the seats were empty, the only person in there a barman staring outwards.

‘What have you found out?’

‘Mark was upsetting people. This true crime book of his? One of the chapters must have been about some child murderer, a guy called Rodney Walker who murdered two young children, a boy and a girl. Mark seemed to have got the idea that Rodney was innocent, which didn’t make him any friends, but if they were going to kill him because of that, they’d have done it here. Do you know how far this place is from anywhere? Miles of countryside and a whole bloody sea to dump a body in. No, they wouldn’t have gone to somewhere unfamiliar like Highford.’

‘If Mark was right, though, the real killer won’t be happy with him. Keep looking.’

‘Will do.’ A pause, and then, ‘What about you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘This evening. What have you been doing?’

‘Are you all right? You don’t normally make idle chat like this. It sounds like you’re trying to keep me on the phone.’

Jayne put the phone against her chest. She wanted to tell the truth, that the hotel was another ten minutes through town, past a taxi rank with cars standing idle and dark shopfronts, and she was scared. There weren’t any of the chains she saw in other town centres. Just local enterprises or shops selling things for a pound. Others were boarded up, as if the trading heart was slowly dying.

But Dan was too far away to help her.

‘Just on my own in a strange place. Wanted to hear a friendly voice.’

‘If you’re sure.’

‘I am. Good night,’ and she clicked off.

She sped up, unnerved by the quietness of the town, with little traffic and only the occasional gull for company. She was relieved to see her hotel, which surprised her, but in that moment, she craved the security of a locked door and a few hours to plan her next move.

As she headed down the cobbled slope towards the harbour, she laughed to herself. Her imagination had got the better of her.

The laugh choked in her throat as someone stepped in front of her. A man.

Jayne didn’t have time to scream or shout or run. He grabbed her neck and pulled her towards the wall of the hotel, her feet kicking out as she was dragged out of sight of the reception area and the nearby street. He banged her head against the brickwork and tightened his hand around her throat.

She couldn’t make him out, his face in shadow, but she could smell his booze and his anger. She tried to punch him, claw at him, but his arms were too long, so her efforts were just wild flails.

With his free hand, he slapped her. ‘Leave town.’

She winced and kicked out at him, catching him on his shin. He yelped and hit her again, harder this time, his fist clenched.

The sounds went muffled as she was pushed against the wall, lights dancing in her vision. He pressed himself against her, his knee pushing between her legs, the brickwork digging into her scalp.

‘Stop struggling and listen.’ His voice was an angry hiss.

Jayne kicked out again, but it was ineffective, so he pushed himself harder against her. Memories flooded back. Being pushed against a wall, someone between her legs. She could feel his arousal, but was that from her past or was it now?

She lashed out with her fist. It caught him on his jaw, but it wasn’t strong enough to make him lose his grip.

It enraged him.

He let go of her neck and began to rain blows on her, hard punches knocking her head back against the wall. Everything blurred. The black of his clothes. Something silver. She lifted her arms to protect herself and his knee found her ribs, knocking the air out of her.

She slid down the wall, gasping on the floor. She raised her hand in surrender, breathing hard, her ribs screaming pain, blood and sweat coating her lip. Her shirt was torn, the buttons popped, showing her bra, wet and dirty.

He didn’t say anything, so she looked up.

All that she saw was his fist travelling towards her. There was a moment of crashing pain as it thudded into the side of her face, and then it went black.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Porter was awake before his alarm sounded, lying back as he watched the curtains brighten.

His sleep had been fitful, a memory jolting him in his sleep. For a few minutes he tried to reclaim it, wanting to know if it was something important that had always been buried in his subconscious, an answer in plain sight but ignored by him.

Nothing came, but it cost him his sleep.

It was how he’d been throughout his career and it had got worse once he’d retired. There weren’t many murders in Brampton, but he’d rarely felt a success whenever he locked someone up. For every win, there came a lost life, so he was just piggybacking misery.

The ones where there’d been no resolution haunted him the most. The late-night reveller found in a pool of his own blood on the seafront one morning. The woman found stripped and strangled in a park. The pensioner found beaten on his living room floor, whatever valuables he had left plundered. He walked past the homes of their loved ones sometimes, consumed by memories of their distress as he sat, helpless, unable to find answers, offering merely unfulfilled promises that he would catch whoever did it.

That was all he ever sought to do: provide answers. Give them a villain, a figure to hate. There was the cliché about needing closure, but it was true. They needed to know, because they needed to target their anger and sorrow somewhere.

His mind went to her. Jayne Brett, she said she was called. First Mark Roberts. Now her. What would she uncover? He needed to know more. He could call in favours, find out more about her.

Linda stirred, lifting her head, one eye open, bleary-eyed, her dark hair across her face. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Thinking, that’s all.’

She flopped her head back onto the pillow. ‘It’s too early. What do you have to think about?’

He didn’t respond. It was his own fault, because he’d never shared his job when he came home. The blood and the sadness stayed locked away in the police station. Or so he made out.

He threw back the covers and made his way to the landing, stopping to collect some clothes, blinking as he turned on the light. ‘I’ll take Freddie out.’

He closed the door and headed downstairs, the house coming alive to the sound of claws on a wooden hallway, excited pants at an earlier walk than normal.

Once outside, he yawned and stretched. He needed the solitude of an early morning. The air was crisp and the sky blue.

Freddie ran ahead as he made his way to the clifftop, his usual walk, and his mind drifted back more than twenty years, to the day when he’d brought in Rodney.




Chapter Twenty-Five

1997

Rodney’s eyes were wide with fear as he entered the custody area. Porter tried to contain his disgust, and only the presence of witnesses stopped him from digging his knuckles into his back and sending him sprawling into the custody desk.

The custody suite was busy, which was unusual for Brampton, but it was as if every copper on duty had found a reason to be there. They all stared as Rodney approached the desk. The sergeant glared at him over his spectacles before reaching behind for a clipboard holding a paper custody record, still empty.

As the sergeant filled out the forms, Rodney looked around, as if trying to get a fix on his new surroundings. It was the lack of windows that would strike him the most, Porter knew that. The cells were in the basement of the old police station, the custody desk at one end, the only light artificial, no way of knowing whether it was day or night. It played on people’s minds when they were locked up, so minutes stretched into hours and prisoners became more anxious to get out.

Rodney’s voice was quiet as he answered the questions, nervous and timid. Porter clenched his fists into his pocket, desperate to smash Rodney’s face into the desk and scream at him about the dead children, whether they had met their fates timid and quiet, or whether they had cried for their mothers as they died.

He stayed calm. The cries of the parents filled his thoughts. He’d hardly slept since the first murder. Everything about the case haunted him. The way people had talked about the parents, or the sight of the twisted young body, and the slur on Brampton. His town. He patrolled these streets. He’d grown up here and wanted to die here, and for over a month the town had been nothing but the centre of media talk.

As Rodney moved away from the desk, the sergeant leading the way, a key in his hand, Porter leaned forward and whispered, ‘Enjoy the silence. It won’t be the same when you get to prison.’

Rodney blinked, before he turned away and looked at the floor, right up until the moment the sergeant opened the cell door and stood to one side so that Rodney could shuffle in.

Porter was annoyed with himself. He should have been more professional, but he was still a human being, with emotions. He didn’t want to lose that and turn into a form-filling robot. No, his emotions drove him, even though he never displayed them. His fingernails dug into his palms as he clenched his fist.

As the sergeant slammed the cell door, making the heavy metallic clang echo along the corridor, he said, ‘Is he the man then, or is this some game, hoping he’s got information?’

‘He’s the man. I know it. Any innocent would be protesting. Not him. He came along like a condemned man.’

The sergeant scowled. ‘I was tempted to let him keep his belt, just so he could do us all a favour and make his own lights go out.’

Porter shook his head. ‘Let him suffer for every one of the days he has left. The fear will kill him more slowly, and I want it to be slow.’

The sergeant headed back along the corridor, jangling his keys.

Porter dropped the hatch so that he could peer into the cell.

It was a small square with walls painted grey, a light concealed into the ceiling and a steel toilet in one corner.

The toilet will break him, Porter thought. The stink from it, years of piss and shit and vomit, splashed and then bleached away, will get into every pore, take days to wash away, so he’ll get more desperate not to be locked up.

Rodney was sitting on a plastic mattress, his head down, his body slumped. Defeated.

Porter closed the hatch, pleased with what he saw, before he was distracted by a noise by the custody desk. The arrival of a lawyer. He could tell from the booming voice and the rasp of heavy breathing.

Ken Goodman. A small-town lawyer who dealt in all areas of law. He sorted out house sales and divorces and sued the council when people tripped over loose paving stones. He was all the lawyer anyone needed. Or, at least, so he thought.

Ken Goodman was a copper’s lawyer. He leaked secrets and made friends with everyone, playing the part of the colourful leader of the community, known by all, liked by most. For Ken, being a lawyer in Brampton was about keeping the town happy. Those who’d done wrong said sorry, and those who’d been wronged were never slighted.

If Porter ever needed a lawyer, Ken Goodman would be the last one he’d choose. He was too cosy with the local coppers, enjoying the golf club and the lunches, taking out other inspectors and higher, sorting out tickets for football matches, all in the name of ‘corporate hospitality’. The hospitality was visible in the movement of his stomach, rotund and flabby and always seeming to swing the opposite way to the rest of his torso.

Porter was relieved to see him though. Whenever one of the bigger city firms came along, which wasn’t often, they advised silence and didn’t make any effort to see the police side.

‘Mr Goodman, so good to see you,’ Porter said, as he went back into the open area near the custody desk.

Ken turned and grinned. ‘Chief Inspector Porter, I’m charmed.’ He mopped his brow and then his unshaven jowls with a red handkerchief he pulled from his pocket, leaving small bits of red fluff on his cheeks, snagged by the stubble. ‘Is this going to be all night?’

‘Have you been told it’s a murder? The two children killed in the last month.’

Ken’s face lost some of its brightness. ‘Yes, so I understand.’ He took a deep breath, his heavy frame shifting, bulging over his trousers and forcing them down his hips. ‘Show me to him, let’s see what he has to say.’

The sergeant led him along the corridor, the long-trodden route, and let Ken into the cell, Porter just behind him.

There’d been talk of a new police station, with proper facilities, so they could stop lawyers using the cells as interview rooms, sitting next to their clients on the plastic mattress and relying on a red buzzer and the speed of a custody sergeant to rescue them if the client ever became aggressive.

Porter turned away as the cell door closed again. Worrying about defence lawyers did not come high on the list of priorities for the local police budget.

Half an hour later, Ken sounded the buzzer. Two short bursts. No long urgent blast. He was let out and his client followed as Porter led them to the interview room.

The silence continued.

Porter wouldn’t normally conduct a suspect interview. His role was to supervise and direct, but he couldn’t do that cocooned in an interview room. He wanted to hear his first account though.

He didn’t get to hear anything. He sat with a junior detective on one side of a small wooden table, Ken Goodman and Rodney on the other, a black tape deck with two slots between them. Rodney gave his name and nodded when asked if he understood the police caution, then gave a loud, ‘Yes,’ when told that the microphones wouldn’t pick up a nod. He stared at the tapes as they whirred, and then down at the table as Porter struggled to control his temper.

Rodney didn’t answer any questions, each one met with a monotone, ‘No comment.’

Porter let someone else take over from him, but Rodney kept it up through another five interviews. Each piece of evidence was put to him, to give him the chance to respond, but he maintained his two-word mantra. No comment.

When Rodney was charged, Porter watched him, exhausted from a mixture of frustration and spent adrenaline, waiting for a flicker of something, anything, to explain why he’d done it.

Before he was taken back to his cell to await his first court appearance, the only words he said were, ‘What will happen to my children?’

Porter snarled, ‘They’ll stay alive, which doesn’t seem like a bad deal when I think of William and Ruby.’

Rodney didn’t respond. Instead, he trudged back to his cell and, once the cell door clanged shut again, fell into silence once more.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Present Day

The sound of her phone ringing filtered into Jayne’s consciousness.

She was lying on her back on her bed, still fully dressed. She tried to lift her head, but the room swam, as sharp jabs of pain flashed across her brain. She closed her eyes and groaned.

After a few seconds, the room seemed to stabilise, so she opened her eyes again. She reached out with her hand in the general direction of the ringing sound until her fingers closed around her phone. She squinted as she looked at the screen. It was Dan.

She answered. ‘Yes?’ Her voice came out muffled. Her lips were sticky.

‘Jayne, are you all right? You tried to call me, but when I picked up you weren’t saying anything. Just groaning.’

She swung her legs out of the bed, swallowing back the pain as she took a breath. Her ribs felt like they were on fire. She caught her reflection in the mirror on the wall.

Jayne couldn’t remember getting back to her room. She recalled pulling herself up and stumbling towards the hotel entrance, the whole place moving, her feet not finding steady ground, but everything else was a blur. As she looked at the mirror, she could see why. One eye was swollen and bloodied, her lip was fat and red, and a bruise was developing across her cheek. Blood caked her nose, and as she peered closer, she was sure it was less straight than before. Her clothes were torn and blood-soaked.

She hung her head. For a moment, she felt despair, stuck in some small-town hotel after a beating, alone, no friends nearby.

She couldn’t think like that. Don’t weaken.

She forced herself to sit upright and blink back the tears.

There was a clock on the wall. Just after seven.

‘Sorry, Dan. I must have pocket-dialled you.’

‘You don’t sound all right. You didn’t earlier.’

‘Just tired.’ She knew her words were slurred, but she hoped Dan would put it down to too much to drink.

Dan was silent for a few moments before he said, ‘It’s more than that. You sound muffled. I need to know you’re okay.’

She looked at the mirror again. She wasn’t going to tell him, but she couldn’t stop the need to confide, for someone to care about her. ‘I was jumped. A bit of a kicking, but I’ll survive.’

There was a sharp intake of breath at the other end of the line before he said, ‘How bad?’

‘I’m fine, Dan.’

‘How fine?’

She sighed. ‘Sore ribs. Some bruising. A black eye and some hurt pride.’

‘Shit. Come back today.’

‘Am I done here?’

‘Yes, if you’re in danger.’

‘That’s not a good enough reason.’

‘But, Jayne, I can’t be responsible for this.’

‘I’m not the little woman who needs protecting.’

‘It’s not just you. I was threatened with a knife last night, told to stop pursuing this.’

‘A knife? Are you sure it was about this case?’

‘He made it very clear.’

‘I was beaten up for the same reason, because whoever it was told me to leave town. This wasn’t random.’

Dan fell silent for a moment.

‘Dan, we shouldn’t back down, and the last time I checked, I was my own boss, which means I look after myself. I’m no coward, and if some bastard has blacked my eye, I want to know why. I’m staying. No debate.’

Another pause and then, ‘Okay, if you’re sure.’

‘What ideas do you have for me today?’

‘Just follow the trail and see where it leads you.’

She gave a bitter laugh. ‘So far, I’ve upset the retired detective who locked up Rodney Walker and made a violent enemy.’

‘But did you find anything out?’

‘Yes. The right man is locked up but Mark Roberts thought differently. The town has its villain, and some people didn’t like the idea that they’d had it wrong all these years. Then I come along and upset them all over again.’

‘And a kicking for your trouble. It gives us something though. Two more suspects.’

‘Two?’ She winced as she straightened herself, her ribs aching again. She wasn’t sharing Dan’s celebration.

‘Like I said last night, if Rodney is innocent, there’s a real killer who won’t want to be found. Or what about a retired detective who might have bent the rules too much?’

‘Come on, Dan. A retired detective isn’t going to kill a man because he’s been accused of getting it wrong when the killer is still locked up.’

‘That all depends on what Mark uncovered. Back then, policing was different. The rules had changed, but a lot of the old coppers were still around, and they hankered for the good old days.’

‘Good old days?’

‘When dangling people out of windows could obtain confessions, or by getting rough in some dark alley. The eighties changed the rules, but it didn’t change the people. Porter might have been more old-school than he lets on. If we can find out what Mark found out, we might see what excited him so much, and whether it would give Porter any reason to worry. Find out what you can about him? And what about William’s father? How was he? Do you think he’s capable of violence?’

Jayne stared at her face in the full-length mirror opposite the bed.

‘I think he was the one who jumped me. I’d arranged to meet him. but he didn’t turn up. I should have been more careful. He wanted to meet me in a dark part of the seafront. I can’t believe I was so naive.’

‘If you’ve been attacked, it’s not your fault.’

‘Someone was watching me, because I got the beating when I got near the hotel. No one else knew I was meeting him.’

Dan went silent.

After a few moments of nothing, she said, ‘Dan, are you still there?’

‘I shouldn’t have sent you there. I’m sorry.’

‘I’m a big girl now, and it wasn’t your fault either.’

‘Mark Roberts was murdered after spending some time there. You turn up and ask the same questions. I can’t believe I didn’t spot the danger.’

‘That isn’t important, and there is work here I need to finish. I’ve been in Brampton for less than twenty‑four hours and I’ve upset people. There are secrets here, and I want to find them.’

‘Nick Connor isn’t worth risking your life for.’

‘I’m not doing it for Nick Connor anymore. I’m doing it for me, because if this little place is full of dark secrets, however quaint and pretty it looks, I’m going to find them. Nick Connor just gets the benefit of it.’

Dan fell silent again, and Jayne knew exactly what was on his mind. He was scared for her, but she knew how single-minded he could get about a case. In the end, his need to win the case would win out.

‘Okay, but be careful.’

She smiled to herself, despite the pain. She could read him. ‘Have you got any new information?’

‘I checked up on Rodney Walker after your call, and I found out who his lawyer was from old press reports. I want to visit Rodney today, but I’ll need the permission of his lawyer. I called the firm’s emergency number, but he didn’t want to talk about the case.’

‘You called him this early?’

‘Defence lawyers always answer the phone. It’s how the cases start. It was more than just tiredness though. He ended the conversation as soon as I mentioned Rodney’s name.’

‘Child murders must be hard to get over, even for the hard-bitten lawyers.’

‘Oh, they are, but too many like the stories, the anecdotes, and it must have been his biggest case of all.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Speak to the lawyer, Ken Goodman. He knows you’re in town, because I mentioned you. I need a letter of introduction to get into the prison.’

‘And you think Rodney might have the answers?’

‘You’re at the seaside, right?’

‘You know I am.’

‘I went to the east coast a few times when I was a kid. There are a few coves that have rock pools instead of smooth sand, and I used to love lifting rocks there, or kicking limpets. You’ve got to be quick though. You’ve got to give the limpets a swift jab with your foot, because if they don’t fly off the first time, they’ll clamp themselves to the rocks and you’ve no chance of shifting them. Same with the crabs. You’ve got to lift the rock quickly, surprise them. If you don’t, they know what you’re doing and scuttle off somewhere else, lost in the sand they churn up from the pool.’

‘I get your metaphor. I’ve got to keep lifting rocks, but in a way that doesn’t let them know I’m coming, to stop them from clamming up.’

‘Something like that. I didn’t plan the metaphor. But if we’re stretching it as far as it will go, be careful, because the problem with finding crabs was that the big ones reared up the most, nasty and angry.’ He paused before he added, ‘Look after yourself.’

She almost laughed. ‘Will do.’ She clicked off.

As she caught her reflection again, however, she wondered how stretched the metaphor actually was, because dark secrets were only meant to stay in the shadows. She had no idea what would happen if she shone some light on to them. Mark Roberts had tried to do the same thing. And now he was dead.

Her fingers traced the bruises on her face. Perhaps that was the very mistake she’d made. But then she remembered she’d taken a photograph the night before.

She went to her phone and found the picture.

The flash had distorted the colours but brightened the seafront shelters. They were as empty as they had seemed at the time, although the bright burst of light on the photograph took away some of the spookiness. They were transformed from dark chasms to dirty concrete shelters, with cast-iron benches covered in flaking white paint against grey walls covered in graffiti scrawls.

Then she saw something. It was a dark shape by a wall, just at the edge of the picture.

She zoomed in on it and clenched her jaw.

There was the dark shape of a sleeve, black with a silver band around the cuff, fingers flat against a wall, ready to peer round. She remembered the silver band from when she was attacked, like a flash before her eyes as he swung at her.

He’d done this to her. He’d followed her, and somehow knew where she was staying so he could get ahead and wait for her.

She stood, her hand going to her ribs, crying out in pain as she slipped off her top and then her bra. As she lifted her arm, there was a large purple bruise across her torso.

He’d done her well. It wasn’t the first time she’d been beaten up, always smothered by promises that it would be the last time, broken every time.

She’d had the last word on that, but that road had led to here, her life disrupted and feeling sorry for herself in Brampton, beaten and bloodied once more.

Her life was different now though. She didn’t shrink back anymore. Didn’t forgive anymore.

She stepped out of her jeans and knickers and headed for the shower, to wash away some of the damage he’d done.

No matter what he’d done to her, he’d made himself an enemy, and she knew where her next call would be.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Dan went to his window, his phone in his hand, preoccupied.

Most mornings, the view along the canal gave him a glow, happy with his small spot in the world, in the town he grew up in. The sunlight reflected from the water as starbursts, reflected in the windows of the old stone mill further along the bank, refurbished as offices. A narrowboat puttered along, smoke trailing from it, and swallows swooped towards the water as grass trailed on the surface.

It didn’t lift him. He was too worried about Jayne. If she was in danger, he’d put her there. He’d tried to tell himself that he was thinking like a lawyer, wondering whether she could sue him, but it was more than that.

He tried to shake away his doubts, because Jayne was right, she wasn’t the little woman he had to protect. He’d asked her to do a job, and she wanted to do it, but that didn’t make him feel any better about it. He should have thought of the risks. Mark Roberts had been killed, and it must be connected to whatever he was doing in Brampton.

That wasn’t the only thing troubling him though.

His own encounter had interrupted his sleep, but it wasn’t the presence of the knife or the threat, or even how Barbara had been. No, it had been something different, simpler, except he couldn’t quite work it out. Like a scratch at the back of his head, there was a distant memory, long buried.

He clicked on the kettle and leaned back against the counter, his kitchen a steel and granite section of his living room. There were clothes over his sofa, put there as part of the route from the dryer to his bedroom but not quite making it. Shirts and T-shirts and jeans and jogging pants, all in plain colours. No labels, no outlandish designs.

Then it struck him.

The trousers worn by the threat with the knife. Joggers, black and baggy and with white lettering down the side, some kind of brand. OGGY. He’d seen them before somewhere.

He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind, hoping that it would come back to him somehow.

It took a few minutes, and the memory wasn’t clear, but he pictured a late-night brawl, figures moving in and out, just another Saturday-night scene. It wasn’t a personal memory though. It played out like it was being shown on television.

CCTV. One of the many discs sent to him by the prosecution on one of his cases. Highford town centre covered by cameras.

He rushed towards his bedroom. He had to get to his office. He had a court sitting later, as always, but he might have time to look through his files and work out who it was.



Jayne waited, checking her watch, pacing.

It was nearly nine and she was outside a row of houses on a road that ran away from the harbour, all three-storey buildings with bay windows. Some were guest houses, with wooden signs creaking outside, paint flaking, but most looked like they had succumbed to the decline of the tourist trade and taken on bedsit tenants instead. The windows were grubbier, with ragged curtains and stickers on windows, the tiny front gardens overgrown. It was within sight of the sea but was all in decay.

Whenever someone passed her, they gave her strange looks, noticing the bruises on her face and the agitated way she was patrolling the pavement. She ignored them. She could say that the injuries looked worse than they felt, but she’d be lying. Her ribs ached and made her wince and her face felt numb.

Mel, William’s mother, had given her the address, aghast at seeing what had happened to her. She had pleaded with Jayne not to tell the police, that Sean had been in enough trouble already, so Jayne had agreed in exchange for his address and a promise that Mel wouldn’t warn him first.

She had to wait for more than an hour before he emerged.

He was wearing the same coat as she’d seen in the hazy memory of the attack, the black anorak with silver cuffs.

Jayne ducked behind a lamp post, just to see where he went, even though it didn’t hide her that well. He set off in the opposite direction, his hands thrust into his pockets, his shoulders hunched. Jayne peered round, and once sure he hadn’t seen her, she followed.

He was heading towards a row of shops. There were people ahead, a group of old ladies talking outside a newsagent. This was her moment, when there were witnesses.

She sped up. ‘Hey?’

He turned. His eyes widened. He looked towards the shop, then back at Jayne.

‘You did this,’ and she pointed to her black eye.

He glanced towards the women, who’d stopped talking and were watching them.

‘No, I didn’t.’

Jayne got close to him, trying to contain her anger. She ignored the pain in her side as she shouted, ‘You did. I remember you. Your face. Your cuffs. You were waiting for me. Threw me against the wall, but I’d taken a picture of you.’ She pulled out her phone. ‘You remember that, the flash?’

He paled and leaned in closer. ‘Stop shouting, right. I can’t talk here.’

‘But you’re going to talk?’

He stepped away and took a few deep breaths. The old ladies were whispering to each other. ‘Cafe round the corner,’ he said, and set off walking.

Jayne followed, always keeping him ahead, getting ready to run in case he turned violent.

They were heading towards the seafront again, but on the other side of the harbour to the one she’d been on the day before. The sand stretched long and smooth in front of an old seaside hall with a glass roof, the sort that once housed variety acts but had started to look old and scruffy and used for eighties popstars on revival tours.

The cafe was a seaside fish-and-chips type of place, with fish stencilled onto large windows and sugar in glass decanters.

Sean held the door open and went in after her, selecting a table as far away from the counter as possible. There were no other customers.

He raised his hand to the man behind the counter, who’d been reading a newspaper, and shouted, ‘Full English.’

‘Make that two,’ Jayne said.

‘You’re paying.’

She scoffed. ‘How do you work that out? You bloody well assaulted me.’

‘And the police are where?’

‘Is that all that matters, whether you’ll go to court? What about what you actually did?’ She jabbed a finger towards her black eye. ‘Do you really think this was all right?’

He stared at the table for a few seconds before saying, ‘Are you going to the police?’

‘Give me one reason why I shouldn’t?’

‘I’ll talk to you if you don’t. If they arrest me, they’ll put bail conditions on me not to speak to you.’

Jayne sat back. ‘You really are a bastard.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m just a grieving father who is sick of being used.’

There it was, the pitiful whine, the one Jimmy had used whenever he hit her, trying to become the victim, to make it her fault. ‘You could have fucking killed me.’

He inhaled and his eyes filled with tears.

Jayne turned to look out of the window. She’d had her fill of tearful apologies from men.

The road was quiet outside. No rush hour in Brampton. There were a few strollers but it seemed as if they had nowhere special to go. A group of men trudged towards the harbour with fishing rods and tackle bags, heading for a day out on the sea in a hired boat.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the clatter of plates and their breakfast arriving.

It was a good spread and her stomach rumbled.

Just as she picked up her knife and fork, he put his hand out and grabbed hers. ‘I’m sorry. Really sorry. I didn’t know what you wanted, and I’d been drinking, and thinking about it just got me all wound up.’

‘Just eat.’ She snatched her hand away.

They both ate in silence, the only sound the scrape of their cutlery on the plates, until they were both done.

Jayne drank her tea from a chipped mug, too milky, too weak. ‘You’re going to tell me everything I want to know. Do you understand? You try to keep anything back and I go to the police.’

He nodded but didn’t look up.

‘Tell me about the reporter. Mark Roberts.’

‘He was upsetting everyone, asking all those questions. That’s all I heard, that there was this reporter in town making trouble, talking to people in pubs, going to the newspaper office, making out like that sick bastard Walker hadn’t done it. It gets back to me, you know.’

‘Did he say why he thought that?’

‘Not to me, but why should he? I didn’t matter to him, but there are always people ready to speak up for Rodney, and if enough people speak, others start to listen. After all, what are we? Just the bad parents, that’s all, the drunk who let his kid wander off.’

‘That isn’t how it is.’

‘Isn’t it? I remember how it was and I’ve heard the whispers. What about the other family? Their girl wandered off with Rodney Walker as well, but no one calls them bad parents. But no, they’re respectable doctors and they couldn’t have been careless, not people like that. But what was I, apart from some lowlife from some small-town nowhere?’

Jayne put her mug down. ‘Do you know what I see? Self-pity, that’s what. I don’t blame you, your son was murdered, but all of this whining ended up with me looking like this,’ and she pointed at her face. ‘Beaten up, my ribs aching, waking up this morning covered in blood and bruises, so don’t expect me to be bubbling over with compassion. Did Rodney Walker kill your son? Are you sure of that?’

‘Of course he did. Who else?’

‘Blame Rodney then, not yourself.’

‘Not everyone thinks that.’

‘About you, or Rodney?’

‘Rodney, of course. That’s why the reporter got so excited.’

‘What did he say? Something brought him to Brampton and then to Highford and we need to know what.’

‘I don’t know about Highford, don’t even know where it is, but I heard it was the brother of the other kid whose body they found, Ruby. Chris Overfield, he’s called. He was the one who got him going.’

‘Where do they live?’

‘You can’t miss the parents’ house. Big one on the road out of town. They’ve even called it Ruby, named their bloody house after her. We all deal with it in our own way, I suppose.’

‘And Chris, Ruby’s brother?’

‘On some shiny estate somewhere.’

‘Do you know the address?’

‘Why would I know it? We’re not exactly close.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s in the police. Don’t you get it? I’m the sort of person he locks up. He’s no time for me.’

‘Hang on, you’re saying that the brother of Walker’s second victim is a copper, and he thinks that Porter got the wrong man?’

Sean grinned. ‘Yeah. A bit bloody awkward, don’t you think? The town’s most notorious person, and a copper wants him free. You couldn’t write it.’

‘Mark Roberts was trying his hardest though.’

Jayne drained her tea and went towards the door.

Sean shouted after her, ‘Don’t you be blabbing about last night. We had a deal.’

‘Just keep out of my way,’ she said.

As she tasted the sea air on her lips, she smiled. The case was getting interesting. More than that though, for the first time in months she felt the thrill of doing something worthwhile. She felt alive.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Computer discs were spread across his office floor as Dan rooted through his files.

They’d always had a way of dealing with discs at Molloys. They were placed into envelopes and stapled to the inside flap of the paper files. Even though the criminal justice system had gone digital and paperless, most firms still printed off the statements they were sent, which meant that a physical file was needed, and until recently video footage was served on discs.

He’d gone through the files that were still before the court, and then the drawers that held the finalised cases that were awaiting payment, and ripped off the envelopes. It would be a job for Margaret later, to replace them, but he didn’t have time to go through them slowly. He needed to know who’d threatened him, and why.

It had taken him nearly an hour so far, replacing each disc and watching enough of it to know that it wasn’t the one that had played in his head earlier that day.

As the last disc whirred into life, showing the outside of a terraced street, he still hadn’t found it. He remembered the case, and if he let it run it would show nothing more than someone scratching a car, a woman’s hand running along the side and moving up and down, following the exact line of a deep scratch that was later photographed by the police. This was no Saturday-night brawl.

He had to go the cellar, where the dead files were kept.

It smelled damp as he went in, the air filled with the clicks of strip lighting coming to life. His nose itched from the dust that coated the files, some going back six years, each shuffling along to their designated destruction date, all in date order.

He wouldn’t have to go back the full six years. The memory of the trousers was more recent than that.

Dan moved along the shelves, his hand feeling the inside of each file cover for the rigid shape of a disc. Whenever he found one, he looked at the file and tried to remember what it was about.

It took him ten minutes, but he knew it as soon as he saw it.

Five defendants, all fighting. His client was one of the five, the other four represented by a different firm, including Carl Ogden. Otherwise known as Oggy.

Dan took the file with him and rushed back upstairs.

Once it was loaded, the familiar scene played out. Five men fighting, lit by the glare of the nearest takeaway, and what was most vivid was the way the artificial light made the letters down one of the fighter’s tracksuit bottoms stand out, the word OGGY spelled out in glowing white.

Oggy had been all ego, so he’d had his nickname emblazoned down the legs of plain black joggers, wanting to be known around the town, which had made it so easy to identify him when the police investigated. Dan remembered how he’d behaved in court, arrogant and surly, adopting the fake gangsta look of cocked head and narrowed eyes.

The irony was that of the five defendants, Oggy had been the only one convicted. Dan’s own client had argued mistaken identity, the footage too indistinct in relation to the facial features. Oggy had maintained that he hadn’t been present but had been wearing the same trousers when arrested and had been unable to come up with an alibi.

He might have stood a chance, but because the police had seized the trousers seen in the footage, all photographed, he’d had some more made. He’d turned up for his trial wearing them. Criminals made the job of the prosecution so much easier by their own stupidity.

Oggy had been represented by the other firm, but that didn’t matter because the charge sheets for all had been sent out. Dan rummaged through the file until he found them, and at the top of Oggy’s was his address.

Dan smiled. Highford was too small to play at being the big man and hope to remain anonymous.

Now, he had a name and an address.

He checked his watch. He would just have to be late for court. He wanted answers, and Carl Ogden would provide them.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Jayne sat in her car and stared out of the windscreen.

She’d found a place overlooking the sea, an ancient arcade behind her that operated more like a museum, filled by penny falls that creaked into action and handle-operated fruit machines. A bingo stand was empty, netting over the prizes of dusty old teddy bears, and a dodgem car circuit stood unused at the rear. The beach in front of her was filled with dog walkers, heads bent into the breeze.

Jayne thought it had seemed a good place to meet because it was the sort of area where people sat in their cars and stared out as they shared a hot flask.

A police car pulled up next to her. One occupant. A male officer in his late twenties. Chris Overfield, right on time.

He had been easy to track down, a quick call to his station and a minor stroke of luck when they said he was on duty. As he stepped out of the car, she raised an eyebrow. It was a cliché, but tall, dark and handsome fitted, his body lean under his police shirt, his hair cropped close, his cheekbones sharp.

She wound down her window. ‘PC Overfield, I presume.’ She was sure she blushed.

He put his hand on the car roof and leaned in. A sweet scent drifted towards her, his cologne surprising her. His radio squawked, held on to his shirt by a clip. ‘What do you want?’ He was examining her bruises as he said it.

‘The same as you, I understand. To find out who really killed your sister.’

He straightened and put his hand on his hips, his lips pursed, his brow furrowed. He seemed to make his mind up, because he came around to the passenger side and climbed in, making her car rock.

‘What’s your interest?’

She was distracted by his hands, large and strong as they gripped his thighs. No wedding ring.

‘There was a reporter here a few months ago,’ she said. ‘Mark Roberts. He was murdered, and we represent his killer.’

‘Alleged killer, I presume?’

‘So he says.’

‘I remember him, and I read about his murder.’

‘And I know you spoke to him, because I know what you told him.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Which was what?’

‘That Rodney Walker didn’t murder your sister.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s a small town and people talk.’

He looked towards the sea for a few seconds, as if working out his response, how much he should say. ‘Do you think his murder is connected to my sister’s case?’

‘We don’t know yet, but he came here and then ended up in Highford, where he was murdered.’

He took a deep breath through his nose. ‘This makes it awkward for me. I know it’s my sister, but I can’t get involved because of the job. Nothing I can say or do will bring her back, and I’m the one who has to live in the here and now.’

‘Just tell me what you know. I don’t have to disclose that you told me.’

He thought about that for a few seconds. ‘I’ve always thought it was strange that no one spoke up for him, Rodney Walker, not even himself.’

‘The jury said he killed your sister, and William not long before.’

‘And they got it wrong, you see, because I don’t think he did it.’

Although she was expecting it, it was a hell of a thing to say. ‘Why?’

‘Because on the day Ruby went missing, I saw him. Rodney. He never left the park.’

‘You’re an eyewitness? Wow. Chris. I can call you Chris?’

‘Sure.’

‘Tell me what you told Mark Roberts.’

He put his head back against the headrest. ‘I was only ten. I used to like the summer fair at the rugby club, because my dad was on the committee. He’d stopped playing by then, his medical practice taking up too much time, but he bore the scars. A mangled ear, a bent nose, but he loved that club. Every year, the summer fair was a big deal. I was hanging round the clubhouse and I could see Ruby running around. She felt safe, we thought she was safe, because our dad was king around there and we were in a familiar place. We spent so many Sunday mornings there, and I was old enough to remember my dad playing. I remember what Ruby was wearing as if I were seeing it on television. White jeans and a red belt, a pink Spice Girls t-shirt, and bright red shoes. She stood out. I knew Rodney as well, because I was at school with his daughter, and I saw him on the field, walking around.’

‘What was he doing?’

‘Just that, walking around. He was on his own, and he did look strange in some ways, examining the crowd. People said that’s how he was. Strange, always loitering and watching. The point is that he was there when Ruby was there, and he was still there when she was gone. I saw him when we were searching, because he was acting weird again, not joining in.’

‘Was that guilt?’ Jayne said. ‘He’d taken Ruby back to his garage and kept her there. He lived nearby, right behind the field. He could have been back and forth, deflecting suspicion, putting himself where the search was.’

‘That was the case theory, but I always knew that was wrong, because when I thought back, I realised he’d always been there. He’d been on the wrong side of the field to his house, too far away.’

‘You must have made a mistake. Why would you be watching him to remember him?’

‘For the same reason that everyone else thought he was guilty, that he was behaving weird, but that just meant I kept watching him. A classmate’s dad acting a bit mad, I was bound to watch him.’

‘Did you tell anyone about this?’

‘Of course I did, because I knew they had the wrong man. I told my mum, and I begged her to tell the police. She wouldn’t at first, too upset by what had happened, but she thought it would help me somehow. The police came to see me.’

‘Andrew Porter?’

‘That’s him. Our wonderful retired Chief Inspector. He wasn’t interested though. I was just a kid. By this time, Ruby’s body had been found and Rodney was locked up. There was no way they were going to let a ten-year-old kid ruin their case. As far as they were concerned, he’d murdered two children. I was told to stay quiet.’

‘And did you?’

‘Not privately, and I’ve told Porter since, once he retired, but he patronises me, just about pats me on the hand.’

‘And then Mark Roberts came along and you told him your story?’

‘That’s exactly it. I was at my parents’ house at the time, just clearing some stuff out, and he turned up wanting a quote.’ He smiled. ‘I gave him a little more. I told him my story. He was there just for background, but by the time he left he was wondering whether there was another story. A bigger one.’

‘How did Mark react?’

‘Sceptical at first, but he spoke to Porter and seemed to change his mind.’

‘How come?’

‘I don’t know, except that he started to get more excited about it. At last, there was someone who believed me.’

‘And now he’s been silenced.’

‘Yeah, funny that.’ He turned towards her. ‘Does that help you in any way?’

‘Yes, and no. It’s made everything more complicated, but I don’t know where to begin.’

‘With Porter. If you’re going to follow Mark Roberts’s trail, you follow it from me to him.’

‘I’ve got to speak to Rodney’s lawyer. What’s he like?’

‘Runs a one-man-band type of firm. Represents most of the local toe-rags, but I think he was out of his depth with Rodney.’

‘What about your parents? Will they talk to me?’

Chris shook his head. ‘They’re convinced Rodney’s guilty. They won’t thank you for raking it up again.’

‘They were both doctors, so I was told. Do they both still practise?’

‘My father does. My mother gave it up. She was a GP but couldn’t stand the sympathy. She couldn’t do a surgery without someone wanting to tell her how they understood, but they didn’t. They never could. And the ones who stayed silent still saw her differently. Wary somehow.’ He furrowed his brow. ‘One more thing.’

‘What?’

‘Who did that to you?’ and he pointed to Jayne’s face.

She curled her lip. ‘No one. Just a mugging attempt, but they didn’t get anything.’

‘Did you report it?’

‘That would mean I’d have to hang around, to make the statement to you lot, and come back for the trial.’

‘Have you been to Brampton before?’

‘No.’

‘I can’t let some petty thug spoil your impression of the town. Let me take you out tonight?’

A flush crept up her cheeks. ‘Won’t your girlfriend mind?’

‘If I had one, probably, but I haven’t. Where are you staying?’

‘Waves.’

‘I’ll call you later. Seven o’clock?’

‘Well, yes, why not? Thank you.’

As he got out of her car and back into the police car, he was smiling, Jayne too. As he drove off, it turned into a grin.

Perhaps her time in Brampton might get more interesting than she expected.




Chapter Thirty

Dan drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he waited close to the address on Carl Ogden’s charge sheet, hoping that he hadn’t moved since.

He had to be in court soon, with a client who’d been a daily caller ever since he’d been charged, accused of harassing his ex-partner but regaling Dan every day with whatever messages or slights had come his way. He was the client Dan wanted to please, because he was a complaint waiting to happen, and more complaints meant more cases, but Dan needed to deal with Oggy before he went there.

His attention was focused on his wing mirror, his view back along a long curving street, cars parked on the pavement rather than on the driveways. An England flag hung in one of the windows. In others, the curtains were just loose rags spread across the glass.

The estate was a source of work for Dan, patrolled by the police and with frequent raids. Drugs, stolen goods, violence, it was somewhere he’d avoid after dark. For his clients, most didn’t have a choice, but it wasn’t those Dan felt for. Many of the houses were occupied by low-paid workers who wanted nothing more than to be able to do their job and enjoy their time off, hoping that their children moved on to a better life than they’d had. The estate often had different ideas though, with gangs and poor opportunities distracting teenagers. Dan lived off their wrecked lives.

A door opened and someone shouted. As Dan watched, Oggy appeared through a wooden gate. He was wearing the same trousers as the day before, his name emblazoned down the leg, and a long sports jacket that seemed too heavy for the pleasant spring day ahead. His face was obscured by a baseball cap sat on top of a bandana. It was LA hip on a grim northern estate.

Oggy pulled a cigarette packet from his pocket, pausing only to light it. By the time he looked up again, Dan was on the pavement in front of him.

Oggy stepped back. ‘Whoa, man, what’s going on?’ Then his eyes narrowed as recognition kicked in.

‘You’re still stupid enough to wear the same trousers, I see.’

Oggy went as if to walk past. ‘I don’t need this shit.’

Dan put out an arm. ‘The same for me yesterday, but it didn’t stop you.’

Oggy squared up to Dan, but Dan was much taller and his shoulders broader. Dan relied on the notion that Oggy was a coward and would only get involved in a fight he was certain he would win. And this time, Oggy wasn’t holding a knife.

Oggy backed away. ‘Bullshit, man. You can’t prove anything.’

‘Are you so sure? I’ve traced you. How do you know the police won’t be far behind?’

‘Yeah, a defence lawyer as a grass. That’ll make it sweet for you round here?’

Dan almost rolled his eyes. Oggy was a gangsta cliché. The setting didn’t match though. ‘And it hasn’t crossed your mind that I might have connections round here, clients with bigger reputations than yours?’

Oggy’s eyes widened for a moment.

Dan smiled and stepped closer. ‘It hasn’t, I can tell. Do yourself the next favour then. Tell me who sent you.’

Oggy stepped back. ‘I don’t reveal my sources. I ain’t no grass.’

‘Drop the act and the patois, Ogden. If you were a big man round here, you wouldn’t be doing someone else’s bidding. Yesterday made you a gopher, a runner. Tell me who you were running for.’

‘No way, man.’ He was backing up further.

‘I won’t say you told me.’

Oggy shook his head, his eyes wider, before he turned and ran, his hand keeping his baseball cap on his head.

Dan watching, bemused.

Oggy was scared. And Dan was starting to wonder whether he should be too.




Chapter Thirty-One

Jayne waited patiently in a small room in the solicitor’s office.

She’d found the building easily enough. It was on the main road into the town centre, a long curve dotted by small shops and hairdressers, the entrance squeezed between a bakery and a jewellery-repair shop that looked deserted inside, a narrow set of steps running to the floor above.

The solicitor must have been expecting her visit, because as soon as she was identified she was shown through to the small room she was now sitting in. She wasn’t offered a drink, nor was she told how long she would have to wait. There was a view outside, so she watched the slow trickle of pedestrians making their way into town, most with the level of urgency expected of people with nothing much else to do.

There were footsteps in the corridor on the other side of the door before it opened, and a man stood wheezing in the door frame.

‘Ken Goodman,’ he said, and he shuffled towards the chair on the other side of the desk, his stomach pushing his trousers out, held up by red braces over a blue and white striped shirt.

He was over sixty, his hair was long but grey and swept back, dampened by sweat as it reached his shirt collar. He filled the room with the aroma of stale cigars and sat down with a grunt, taking deep breaths before smiling, his teeth browned by tobacco.

‘Hi, I’m Jayne Brett. You spoke to my boss earlier, Dan Grant.’

‘Yes, and that man has an attitude problem. Do you have a business card, or any proof that you are who you say you are?’

Jayne reached into her wallet and pulled out her driving licence. He made a note of her address.

‘I’ve got to be careful,’ he said. ‘I can’t go revealing client secrets, even if they are over twenty years old.’

She held out her hands. ‘I’m not making notes, Mr Goodman.’

‘Ken. Call me Ken.’ He smiled and glanced towards her chest. His gaze lingered, as if he didn’t care whether she noticed or not. ‘You’re not taking Rodney’s case on then?’

She pulled her jacket tighter. ‘No, nothing like that, although we want to speak to him in prison, if you’re okay with that. Perhaps you could clear it for us. Call it a legal visit.’

‘What’s your interest?’

‘We act for a man called Nick Connor, who’s accused of murdering a reporter, Mark Roberts. Nick Connor is some local small-time criminal who came across Mark’s wallet and phone and took them. Now they’re using that as proof that he was the killer.’

‘And you’re looking for alternative suspects, for a reason why someone else might have killed this Mr Roberts.’

‘Exactly. He was a writer putting together a true crime book, and he was looking into Rodney Walker’s case. Whatever he found, it convinced Mark that Rodney was innocent.’

‘There’s your defence, I’m guessing.’ He wagged his finger at her. ‘If Rodney is innocent, someone else is guilty, and they won’t want their secrets uncovered.’

‘We’re investigating, nothing more.’

‘Whoever this Mark Roberts upset, you’ve upset people too.’ He pointed to her black eye. ‘The Brampton hello.’

‘Pardon?’

‘It’s something they say in the summer. A town like this, it often seems there isn’t much else to do but drink and fight. It’s kept me in nice suits through the years, mind. All winter, they go at each other, spilling out of the pubs like cowboys through a saloon door. In the summer, when the tourist coach parties start arriving, they bond together and spend their time fighting with day trippers.’ He chuckled, his chest heaving into a wheeze. ‘They like fighting in Brampton, but I’m sorry if you got a taste, a pretty girl like you.’

‘I’m an investigator. It’s an occupational hazard. Tell me about Rodney.’

‘There isn’t much to tell. He murdered two children. He was caught and convicted. There were no other murders after that.’

‘But what sort of man was he?’

Ken frowned as he thought back. ‘Quiet, sullen, but how else was he going to be? He’d murdered two children and was going to prison for the rest of his life.’

‘What was his story?’

‘I can tell you the things that everyone knows. A local man, born and bred in Brampton. Had a job, but nothing spectacular, although you’ve probably seen that it’s not a town of high‑flyers.’

‘It’s a nice town, in parts.’

‘It is, and I like the fact that it’s not full of money. We are who we are, uncomplicated, glad for what we have rather than yearning for what we don’t have. That’s not enough for everyone though.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Rodney married a local girl straight out of school. Sarah, she was called. Pretty and blonde.’ Ken winked. ‘All tits and promises, if you know what I mean.’

Jayne ignored him, uncomfortable at the sudden glint in his eyes.

‘The town was too small for her. Two children and a husband doing it steady and she got bored. It wasn’t her fault. She settled down too young, should have seen that there was a whole world beyond Brampton. One day, she went off and found it and never came back. She left Rodney with the babies.’

‘Where did she go?’

Ken leaned back and stared at the ceiling, until he sat forward again and said, ‘Leeds. Somewhere around there. She wanted something of the big city. But it was twenty years ago. She’ll have moved on.’

‘What was her maiden name?’

‘Revell. Her parents used to own a cafe in town. Long gone now, but everyone knew the name.’

‘What happened to the children?’

‘Taken into care at first. Foster parents, I think. Rodney’s parents said they were too old. I don’t know what happened to them after the trial. Perhaps Sarah took them in.’

‘Did Rodney ever admit it to you?’

He wagged his finger playfully. ‘That’s the confidential stuff you’re not going to get from me.’

‘Oh, come on, Ken, don’t be bashful. I can call you Ken, can’t I? I won’t tell anyone. Just help me out here.’

He flushed and his tongue darted to his lip. He looked as if he was having a brief wrestle with his conscience, and then said, ‘You work with a law firm, you know how it is. Your clients fill you with excuses. They might be lies, but that doesn’t matter. It gives you something to work with. If it comes to nothing, you discard it. The point is, though, that the guilty ones can’t stop talking, as if they feel they’ve got to convince me.’ He chuckled.’ Don’t they know that I don’t care? My job is to represent them, not believe them, and then bank the fee. Rodney was different, almost a mix of the two. He was desperate for us to believe that he didn’t do it, but whenever we tried to go through the evidence with him, he clammed up, wouldn’t discuss it.’

‘What did you do then?’

‘Tried to attack the prosecution case, show that if some pieces of the jigsaw were removed the picture was less damning. It didn’t work, and we knew it wouldn’t, but he wouldn’t admit it.’

‘What’s your theory?’

‘The same as I told Mr Roberts.’ He smiled. ‘Sorry for holding it back, but of course he spoke to me. I wouldn’t let him use it, not if it was intended for a book, but I told him I’d give him my take on it if he bought me lunch and left me out.’ He patted his stomach. ‘It cost him more than expected, but just like I told him, Rodney is guilty but couldn’t stand the guilt. He had no answers to the evidence but had some stupid vain hope that if he stuck his fingers in his ears and said la-la-la for long enough, it would all go away. That’s why he couldn’t say the word guilty, even though he was.’

‘What exactly excited Mark Roberts?’

‘He wouldn’t tell me, because he wanted to confront Rodney with it first, to arrange a meeting. Do you know what I think though? It was just youthful excitement. I’ve seen how these campaigners work, that they don’t care about the crime. They just want the exposure and will latch on to any case to raise their own profile. Killers lie, and they don’t get that they’re being manipulated and used, just like the original victims.’

‘But Rodney never lied, that’s what you said. He didn’t say anything.’

‘He lied as soon he said the words not guilty.’

‘My boss wants to speak to Rodney. I understand he needs a letter of introduction from you, his nominated lawyer. Can you provide that?’

‘What’s in it for me?’

Jayne furrowed her brow. ‘I don’t understand.’

The leer was back, his smile too moist, his eyes too keen. ‘You want me to do something for you. You should do something for me.’

‘Well, yeah. What like?’

‘Mark took me for a meal. I’m sure you can do better than that.’

Then she noticed his hand was under the desk, and the slow flick of his tongue along his bottom lip gave away his intentions.

Her anger rose through her body. He’d given up on any pretence that any glances towards her chest were accidental.

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ she said, leaning forward. She gripped the front of her shirt. ‘How about you do as I say or I’ll scream and rip these buttons off? It will be easy to say that you lunged at me, because no one will believe I’d go anywhere near a fat pig like you. And I can bet that I’m not the first one you’ve made a move on.’

He scowled, the gleam gone from his eyes.

‘You dictate that letter of introduction and send it to the prison for a visit this afternoon. Send a copy to Dan Grant, of Molloys, in Highford.’

‘Get out.’

Jayne stood. ‘Not until I get a copy of that letter in my hand.’ She pointed towards the door. ‘I’ll be waiting in reception. I’ll be looking down as if I’m about to start crying.’

She left the room feeling dirty.




Chapter Thirty-Two

Ken Goodman was staring out of the window, his arms folded across his chest and resting on his stomach, protruding through his braces, as Porter entered the room.

Porter had received the call ten minutes earlier, Ken barking down the phone at him, panic in his voice. Porter had snapped at him to stay quiet, that people might overhear, and rushed down in his car.

He’d been expecting the call. Jayne was in town to follow the trail left by Mark Roberts. She was bound to end up at his office.

Porter closed the door. ‘What’s the panic?’

Ken turned. ‘Like I told you, that woman was here.’ There was sweat on his brow, his face flushed.

‘And I told you yesterday you’d get a visit. You said you’d be able to handle it.’

‘It didn’t go as I expected. I thought she’d just want to talk about Rodney and that would be it, but she wanted permission for whoever she’s working for to speak to Rodney.’

‘Which is what Mark wanted, and look how that ended up. You told her to leave, I presume, with Rodney being your client and all.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Is there something different here?’

Ken sat in his chair and put his head in his hands. He took some deep breaths. There were damp patches on his shirt.

‘Ken?’

He looked up. ‘I wrote to the prison to authorise his attendance.’

‘You did what?’

‘I had no choice.’

‘You always had a choice.’ Porter stepped closer. ‘What did she have on you?’

Ken flushed. ‘Nothing. I was just trying to deflect her.’

Porter banged the desk. ‘Bullshit. How the hell can allowing her boss to speak to Rodney deflect her?’

‘They don’t know anything. Calm down.’

‘For now. Can’t you get him on the phone?’

‘It’ll be fine, don’t worry. Mark didn’t find anything out, remember, and he spent longer looking than these two.’

‘How do we know?’

‘Follow her then. Find out what she knows and keep an eye. Their client’s trial is next week. They’ll lose interest soon. Remember, they’re not interested in Rodney Walker. They’re interested in Mark Roberts. Her boss is a lawyer. It’s about doing the case and getting paid. Their interest will fade, like it always does.’

‘Ken, don’t you get it? Unlike the victims, murder cases don’t die. People are always looking for a new angle, to be the one who sets them free. How do you know Rodney hasn’t had a change of heart? How do you know he doesn’t want out now? We can’t have him talking. You’ve got to deal with this. Let me look after her. You sort out your client.’

Ken closed his eyes and nodded, the flush gone from his face, his skin with more of a grey pallor than before.

Porter went towards the door. ‘One other thing. This better not be about the twitch of your stumpy cock. If this all goes wrong because you liked the look of her legs, I’ll drag up some things from your past you hoped had been forgotten. Remember the party and the girl too young to consent?’

Ken stood up and jabbed his finger. ‘Don’t go there, not ever.’

‘Doesn’t feel good, does it, knowing you could lose everything? I could find that girl, and it’s a different world now. Back then, people thought you were just a bit of a rascal. Now, you’re a groomer. And I don’t think your wife would appreciate the she told me she was sixteen angle. You’re in this up to your neck, Goodman, so speak to Rodney. Today.’

He didn’t wait for Ken’s reply. Instead, he marched through the reception area and back down the stairs to the street.

All of his past was catching up with him now and he had too much to lose. He wasn’t going to let Jayne Brett take it all away.




Chapter Thirty-Three

Dan had been sitting in the visiting room at the prison for twenty minutes, jolted all the time by the distant bangs of large doors slamming, guards shouting, laughter between themselves. They reverberated through the prison, the soundtrack for the inmates.

Rodney was in Doncaster prison, his two decades of good behaviour getting him downgraded to Category B.

The prison was modern from the outside, behind high concrete walls and a modern gateway, and yet it had the highest suicide rate in the country. Perhaps it was something to do with the large electrical substation right opposite the entrance, so that the air seemed to crackle as he waited for entry. Or because it was surrounded by water, sitting where the River Don separates. It wasn’t Alcatraz, but it’s hard to predict what happens when hope is snuffed out.

The prison had allowed him a special slot. They demanded twenty-four hours’ notice normally, but Rodney was a celebrity prisoner, and his gold-star rating sometimes got him privileges, even if it wasn’t said outright. For all of their disdain, Dan knew that the guards boasted of their inmates when they went home. Those in the outside world wanted to hear about the monsters, the names that filled the tabloids and made pints spill in heated pub discussions.

The guards told of how there was something not quite right about them, from the evil in their eyes to the potency of their threat, their impulses barely held in check by the doors and walls, told like a fireside tale.

The truth was less dramatic. The monsters were to be feared because they were just like everyone else, the dark side of humanity unleashed, but human nonetheless. They talked and laughed and slept and complained of boredom, just like all prisoners. A demand for a better cell life generated Burn In Hell newspaper pieces, but they were borne out of boredom, in the same way that other prisoners will fight over a pinched cigarette.

For Dan, the real fear was in their ability to move unnoticed. Murderers were that one bad day, when impulses or a snap of anger couldn’t be kept in check, or that unusual something they were unable to control. Every murderer he’d defended seemed as ordinary as everyone else. Impossible to differentiate, out there somewhere, waiting to explode.

There were more pragmatic reasons for the special visit too.

Rodney was a special category of prisoner: Rule 43, isolated from the rest of the population for his own safety. He’d murdered two children, and that made him notorious. He was a target for the prison headhunters, and seeing Dan alone kept him apart.

Dan didn’t know what to expect. He’d looked him up on the Internet overnight and realised that he’d heard of his crimes before, but his memory was patchy, gleaned only from occasional press reports rushed out on an anniversary of the murders. Despite his knowledge that most killers are conspicuous by their mundanity, he couldn’t help but feel some trepidation. There were always some that tried to play up to their images. When you’ve lost your liberty but acquired notoriety, your reputation is all you have left. Rodney Walker was a tabloid monster and some people become what people expect them to be. Would Dan feel the threat from across the table?

Or would it be worse than that? Would he beguile him into believing that he was innocent, the very same guile that persuaded two young children to wander off with him? He didn’t want to be manipulated. He was there for Nick Connor, not for Rodney Walker.

He sat upright at the familiar rumble of keys, always oversized, almost as if they were symbolic, the jailer’s fantasy. The door opened and into the room walked Rodney.

He was smaller and greyer than Dan had imagined. He’d acquired a paunch, sitting around all day must do that, and his hair had thinned and turned silver. His movements were slow, dressed in jeans and a grey sweatshirt, a bright yellow bib on top, his hands in his pockets.

When he sat down, he smiled and said, ‘Hello. Nice to meet you.’

That surprised Dan. He’d expected hostility, a glimpse of his evil, but he seemed calm and quiet, serene almost.

‘You know why I’m here?’

He leaned forward, his elbows on the table. ‘Ken Goodman called the governor. I was allowed to call him back. About Mark Roberts.’

‘You know him then?’

‘He came to see me. He was writing a book and I was going to feature.’

‘How did you feel about that?’

He shrugged. ‘I’m a celebrity prisoner, I understand that, and I’ll sell copies.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘Ken said he’d been killed. You’re representing his killer, right?’

‘I am, and we’re looking at whether it had anything to do with your case.’

‘Why should it? My story on its own isn’t enough for a book, so he must have been looking at more than just my case. Like a greatest hits of child killers.’

Dan ignored the arrogance, almost as if Rodney was determined to make Dan dislike him. ‘We’re following the only leads we have.’

‘Have you found anything?’

‘Nothing yet, and we haven’t got much time to do it. What did you tell him?’

‘That I wasn’t interested in taking part.’

‘Why did you speak to him then?’

‘To see what he had to say, whether he had a different angle.’

‘He did though, didn’t he? He believed you might be innocent.’

‘It’s not the first time I’ve heard that, and it wasn’t for my benefit. Just another true crime writer trying to live off me. I get contacted all the time, all wanting that interview with the sicko child killer. I don’t feed it. How will any of that help me?’ He held up his hand. ‘I don’t mean to be self-pitying. I’ve chosen this, no one else, and I don’t expect you to understand. What’s in it for me though? That’s what I always ask myself. And what about the families of those children? Why should I help them?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘They like to keep it in the media because they feed off it. They’ve become addicted to grief and the publicity. They should move on. I have.’

‘Perhaps it’s about making you hard to release if people are reminded of what you did?’

‘Bad people get parole all the time.’

‘Which brings me to why I’m here, because I expected you to be full of denials, truthful or not, because that’s what murderers do. They manipulate, make it all about them, which is just how they lived their lives, selfishly. You haven’t done that.’

‘You’re saying I’m different. Does that make me more or less likely to be a killer then?’

‘Likelihood isn’t important. It’s whether you are a killer.’

‘Twelve members of a jury said so.’

‘And you didn’t persuade them otherwise?’

Rodney sat back and folded his arms. ‘What do you want, Mr Grant?’

‘Just for some light on this. There had to be a reason why Mark Roberts died, and your case seems connected somehow. My investigator was in Brampton for just a few hours before she was assaulted, and she was only asking questions.’

He gave a small laugh. ‘Brampton doesn’t welcome outsiders. They’ll take their money in summer, but they never really like them.’

‘This was more than that. At least, that’s how she sees it, and there are two reasons.’ Dan held out his hand, to count the reasons on his fingers. ‘Firstly, she’s raking up bad memories and people are offended. That’s what Mark Roberts did, and he’s dead now. And I don’t accept that it’s because people want to move on. If the families are grief-junkies, like you said, why wouldn’t they relish the spotlight once more?’

‘And the other reason?’

‘If you’re not the murderer, someone else is, and it’s not much of a step to kill again when there is a secret to keep from twenty years ago. Whoever that person is, he will be desperate or angry. If I can work out who that might be, I’ve got another suspect in my client’s case.’

‘How far have you got?’

‘Not far at all. Tell me, who do you think might have done it?’

Rodney unfolded his arms and leaned across the table again. ‘I’m not going to start guessing. The country has got its bogeyman. Why should I deprive them of that?’

‘That sounds to me like the jury had it right all along, but you just can’t bring yourself to admit it.’

‘I didn’t kill those children.’

‘Who did then?’

‘I don’t care. It won’t change my life in any way. And it’s not good for my mental health.’ He tapped the side of his head. ‘It’s better to accept my lot and live with it. Everyone else should do the same.’

‘You didn’t give evidence.’

‘No.’

‘The world has never heard your side of things. Start with me.’

‘You want me to tell you what happened?’

‘Why not? I’m not going to write a book or newspaper article. I’m here for my client. Now? I’m just intrigued.’

Rodney watched Dan, his gaze piercing, and Dan felt like he was in a spotlight.

It was Rodney who broke the silence. ‘Okay, I’ll talk, but this is off the record.’




Chapter Thirty-Four

1997

The Crown Court was only forty miles from Brampton, but to Porter it felt like a whole other world.

He knew Brampton. He was familiar with the people and understood its rhythms. The Crown Court was in the big city, where people rushed and snarled and were choked by fumes, and whenever he visited he yearned to get back to the sharp, salty-clean air of his own small town.

The Crown Court was a different thing altogether too.

The Magistrates’ Court in Brampton was small and only sat three days a week, judgements handed down by a clique of small business owners and retired teachers. It was the place for petty offenders, the brawlers and the shoplifters, and there wasn’t enough big crime to require him in the Crown Court too often.

Rodney’s case was different. It had shaken the town and had been the topic on everyone’s lips all summer. The season was ending now. The summer shows headlined by fading comedy stars were winding up and the fairground rides on the seafront were being put under tarpaulin for the winter, but still people talked about it.

He needed the case to end though. He wanted to tell everyone that the monster was gone and that they could all carry on with their lives.

Alongside him in the public gallery were the parents of Ruby and William. They were an ill-matched group. Ruby’s parents were in expensive-looking suits, her father in tweed and her mother in sleek black, her collar turned upwards, her hair immaculate. William’s parents had made an effort, but they looked hollowed out in comparison. He was in a suit also, but borrowed from a friend, not quite fitting properly, his shirt collar wide around his neck. William’s mother was next to him, but her leg crossed away from him, her arms folded, her face pale through months of tears. She wore her hatred of Rodney Walker more openly, but the blame she projected on to Sean was there for all to see.

It had been a long few months.

The defence hadn’t fought as hard as he’d expected. Although Ken Goodman wasn’t someone who’d ever worried the police, he wouldn’t be fighting alone. There was a QC, helped by a junior barrister, both ready to lead the defence. But it had been as if no one cared. Even when he’d been cross-examined, Porter hadn’t felt under pressure. There were small jabs from them, about whether he’d been thorough enough in the investigation, but it always came back to Ruby’s belt, and the DNA of both children in the car. The jurors knew that it was just legal games, as did the lawyers.

Perhaps that was the answer. No one cared for Rodney. He’d murdered two children but stayed silent. Who cares about a child murderer, particularly one who didn’t put up a fight?

Porter had sat in court once he’d finished his evidence and watched in bewilderment as the case progressed. Lawyers squabbled in public, legal points argued, the jurors taken out time after time as the judge settled them, and then laughed and joked once the jurors were absent. For Porter, his job was clear-cut. He investigated and found the truth. The courtroom was where it became obscured, all the facts stirred around until they came out looking much different.

Ken Goodman was in court, sitting behind one of the barristers. He was in his best suit, his stomach straining the buttons on his waistcoat, on the off-chance that he got to make a speech on the court steps, but Porter wasn’t expecting that. And neither was Ken Goodman. They’d propped up enough bars together since Ruby’s murder, and he’d told Porter a few times, when the beer flowed for long enough, that he had no need to worry. Ken Goodman wasn’t going to be the small-town lawyer who freed the small-town killer. It wasn’t good for business.

Ken must have felt Porter’s stare, because he turned to the public gallery. The parents stiffened, but Ken was searching for Porter. When he saw him, he gave a small nod.

Porter knew what it meant. It would be his day, not Rodney’s.

His thoughts were interrupted by the clatter of court keys and the mumbles of conversation as Rodney ascended into the dock from the holding areas below, flanked by two police officers close to retirement. He didn’t look round as he sat down. He sat forward, his body rigid.

Porter glanced towards the door. If Rodney made a dash for freedom, the only things keeping him from the streets were a low brass rail and the reactions of the two police officers with him.

Everyone stood as the judge entered.

The next few minutes passed in a blur, the months of expectation ending in the solemn words of the jury foreman as he announced that they had arrived at a decision in which they were all in agreement, followed by that one word that brought an end to the case and shouts from the gallery, all the stress and anger spilling out once it had been proved that all they’d been certain of was true.

Guilty.

As Rodney was placed in handcuffs to begin the rest of his life behind bars, he turned to the gallery. There was no apology or taunt. Just a look towards Porter, his eyebrows pinched, anguish in eyes.

Porter was confused. It wasn’t the reaction he’d expected.

But he cast it from his mind. The beast was behind bars. It was all over.




Chapter Thirty-Five

Present Day

Rodney looked around the room, his arms folded, as if checking to see who might be listening.

Eventually, he leaned forward, closer to Dan. ‘It looked bad, and I knew that. I’m no fool. I’ve always thought someone set me up, but I just don’t know who. Think how easy it would be. I lived near the rugby club, where Ruby went missing, so if I’d been seen there, whoever it was would know that there was no one in where I live, because I’d never leave my kids on their own. My garage isn’t attached to my house and I wasn’t always good at locking the door. It was Brampton, a nice quiet town, leave your doors open and all that. There wasn’t anything worth stealing, just an old mower and some muddy gardening tools. It would have been easy for someone to sneak in there and kill her.’ He held his hands out. ‘If I’d killed her, do you think I’d be so stupid as to leave her belt in there? I’d have cleaned the place so that there was no trace left. And my car was there too. So easy to wipe William’s DNA on the seat belt. Whatever they used to clean up the blood would do that.’

Dan frowned. ‘I don’t know all about your case, but I’ve been reading about the case on the Internet before I came here and there are other things. On the night Ruby went missing, you were stopped coming back from where she was buried. You seemed agitated, evasive.’

‘Of course I was agitated. I’d been drinking. I thought he was going to breathalyse me. I didn’t know then what it was all about, but I thought that night I’d got lucky.’ He gave a small laugh. ‘The bloody irony, eh.’

‘Where had you been though?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘What the hell do you think I mean?’

Rodney narrowed his eyes, watching Dan, the gaze of a man who knew how to keep secrets.

‘You’re not writing anything down?’

Dan held his hands in the air. ‘I’m just trying to find out why Mark Roberts died.’

He sighed. ‘I don’t want anyone to go through what I’ve been through, so I’ll tell you. This stays between us, but I’d been to see a woman.’ He held up his hand. ‘Before you ask, I’m not going to tell you her name. It was the first woman I’d had any involvement with after Sarah left me, and I was in love with her. I know, it sounds soppy, but I promised I’d keep it secret. She was married, you see, and she didn’t want her children to suffer by her marriage breaking up. She’d been brought up by divorced parents and didn’t want the same thing to happen to her own children. And I agreed. I’d seen how my own had been affected when Sarah left. It was hard to explain, but they changed. More withdrawn, less confident. Less trusting. I couldn’t do that to her children.’

‘If she loved you, she wouldn’t let you languish here in prison.’

‘That was my choice, and I told her straight, but love makes you do strange things. That’s why I wouldn’t give evidence in my trial, because I knew I’d get asked that question. I don’t mean to make it sound heroic, but I sacrificed myself for that woman.’

‘And abandoned your own children. They lost you as a father and had to grow up in your shadow, the offspring of a murderer. Why wouldn’t you sacrifice her for them?’

‘Come on, you know why. I’d have been convicted anyway. There was blood in my garage. Ruby’s belt. William’s DNA in my car, Ruby’s too. I was at the scene of both. I had no chance. That’s what my barrister said, that I shouldn’t try to explain what I can’t explain. The prosecution barrister would tear into me. Why drag her into it as well?’

‘More than twenty years in prison, and you’ve suffered it all for love?’

Rodney smiled, his gaze wary. ‘I’m not telling you who she is. Nothing could come of it, and I made a promise to her.’

‘And your children still suffer.’

‘I can’t change that. Just think how they would feel if they found out that I’d sacrificed their happiness for another woman. Perhaps I went down a road I should have avoided, but now that I’m down it, things are best left how they are. Choices, Mr Grant, choices. That’s what we do in our lives. We make decisions, we pick a side, and we live with it. Like I’m doing.’

‘You haven’t told me much though. You’ve said you were framed and you’d been at a woman’s house you won’t name, but that’s it.’

‘That’s all there is to say.’

‘Do you see your children much?’

Rodney clenched his jaw. ‘Who would bring them to me?’

‘Whoever they went to live with.’

‘Their lives are better where they are. Leave them alone.’ He turned to wave at one of the guards. ‘We’re done here.’

Dan was taken aback by the sudden change.

Rodney stood up and began to walk out of the room, a guard walking to meet him.

Dan stood too but shouted after him. ‘You’re lying.’

Rodney stopped and turned.

Dan raised a finger towards him. ‘You’ve had twenty years and that’s the best you’ve got. You won’t name anyone, and you deflect, nothing more.’

‘I didn’t kill those children.’

‘But you’ll do nothing to prove that?’

‘My choice. Goodbye, Mr Grant.’ And with that he turned back towards the door and the waiting guard.

As he watched him go, Dan sighed. He didn’t believe Rodney Walker. He just didn’t know whether it mattered or not.




Chapter Thirty-Six

Dan pondered his visit to the prison as he loitered close to Carl Ogden’s house once more, this time in a small alley.

He’d avoided the office since his return to Highford, knowing that Barbara would be hankering for an update. It seemed like he’d spent the afternoon driving, so he’d gone straight home before returning to wait for Oggy. He’d watched the street succumb to darkness due to the absence of a street light, broken repeatedly to create a dangerous space in the shortcut from the bus stop on the main road to the estate. Dan had expected the area to be prowled by young men with not much to do, but it had started to rain, which must have kept them indoors.

He’d changed his clothes, in a dark hoody that he sometimes jogged in, and trainers, because he wanted to remain silent. He was waiting for Oggy, because he knew he was the key to it all. He was the one person in Highford who’d broken cover.

He’d been there for more than an hour, and was thinking of giving up, not sure if Oggy was there, when a door opened. There was a street light further along, and as the figure moved along the path to the street, Dan saw the same trousers as the night before, with OGGY in white down his leg. Forever the idiot.

Oggy had his coat zipped right up and he was huddled under a baseball cap, his shoulders bunched, the rain getting harder.

Dan stepped out of the shadows and began to follow.

Oggy was fifty yards ahead, Dan trying to keep pace, but not so close that he’d be noticed. He was helped by the rain. It gave him an excuse to keep his head down and it kept Oggy’s focus to the front.

They passed a parade of shops, some boarded up. A small supermarket protected by metal grilles. A betting shop, the lights inside bright, men on machines, blindly throwing in the little they had. A chip shop. There was a pub at the end, and Dan had dealt with many cases from there. Fights, stabbings, or the police raiding it occasionally, with most of the shoplifting staples, like bacon, coffee and cheese, sold in there, young addicts going from table to table. The other shops, the greengrocers and bakers, had long since closed down and never been replaced. Oggy kept on going though.

Dan was pleased about that. If Oggy had been merely going out for some cigarettes, Dan would have had to pass him and keep walking, his head down, hoping not to be noticed. He wanted to know where Oggy went, not where he shopped.

The street at the end crossed a piece of wasteland that had once been a factory but was now a spread of broken concrete and long grass, longer than a football field, with metal struts in places. It was in complete darkness, the terraced streets on the other side a distant glow. Oggy was heading for it.

Dan thought about stopping and turning back, but he’d come too far. He didn’t see Oggy as a physical threat, because he remembered how he’d backed down when Dan had stood up to him earlier that day. And Dan knew how people like Oggy thought. They spent their lives trying to avoid getting caught for whatever scam they were running. His first instinct would always be to run, to stay away.

The wasteland made it seem too obvious that he was following though. Walking along a street was a natural event. Crossing wasteland when fifty yards behind was another thing altogether.

But if he wanted to know who Oggy was speaking for, he had to do it.

Dan tried to keep to the edges, using the shadows of nearby fences to keep watch, Oggy taking a more direct line along a trampled route, what had now become a shortcut between two sections of town. He was heading for the streets beyond, not a clandestine meeting on the waste ground. At least that meant he could creep around less and just get to where Oggy was going.

There was a short alley leading from the open space to the terraced streets, which rose up the hillside in straight lines, a former access point for the factory. Oggy disappeared into it.

Dan jogged around the edges, separated from the pavement by a wall that had tumbled down in places, not wanting to be far behind, because Oggy could soon lose himself in the alleyways or disappear into one of the houses before Dan had the chance to see which one.

The wall got higher as it got closer to the brick terraces, so Dan couldn’t see where Oggy had gone. He sped up. The long grass made his trousers wet and the ground was slippery underfoot. He worried about stumbling over a discarded piece of metal, his night ending with a twisted ankle, but he reached the edge of the alleyway and flattened himself against the wall. He looked more like a crook than the person he was following, and he half‑expected to see blue flashing lights, the police there to investigate his activities following an anonymous call.

He took a few deep breaths, fear fluttering his stomach, before peering round the corner of the wall. The sound of rain was heavy on his jacket, his hands slick on the bricks. The streets came into view slowly, the wet tarmac reflecting the orange glow of the street lights. Cars lined the kerb, nose to bumper, half on the pavements, just feet from the front doors.

Oggy was gone.

Dan straightened and cursed to himself. How could he have gone so far so quickly?

There was a noise behind him, footsteps rushing, more than one set.

He tried to turn, but they were on him before he could do anything, punches to his head knocking him to the ground. He landed heavily, but straight away his fight instinct took over, kicking out with his feet, shouting, scrambling backwards.

He realised it was a trap, that they’d been waiting for him. But there wasn’t much time to think of anything else. Someone came at him and kicked out, and a heavily booted foot thudded into the side of his head.

The world blurred as he groaned and flopped backwards. His head cracked on the ground.

The sounds were indistinct now. They were near him, yet it sounded as if they were far away. He was jolted as someone went through his pockets. His mind urged him to push them away, but his body didn’t respond. His face was wet, but it was more than rain. As he tried to wipe his face, the moisture was warmer, slicker.

Whoever was there stood, happy with what they had.

Dan hoisted himself onto his haunches, grunting, but someone laughed, before launching another kick, catching him in the ribs, making him cough out the last of his air.

He fell to the floor and knew that the battle was lost before it had ever really got started. He rested his forehead on the wet ground and wished for it to end, but someone grabbed his hair and yanked his head upwards. That was when he saw it.

The glint of a sharp blade.

Dan tried to pull away and scrabble to his feet again, but he was still too dazed. His eyes regained some focus just in time to see a fist heading towards him.

His vision exploded into white flashes. All he could hear was the sound of the blood in his head moving quickly and the rasp of his breaths. The ground was cold and wet against his face, but he was unable to move.

He tried to open his eyes, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t make his body do anything he wanted.

Then there was what felt like a punch to his side, but he knew it was more than that, from the way his skin felt suddenly wet under his clothes. He remembered the knife, but he couldn’t fight against it.

The world began to fade, and he wondered about Jayne. He’d brought her into this. He had to get her to stay away.

And then he stopped thinking altogether.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

Jayne was surprised at how nervous she’d been as she got ready. She hadn’t brought many clothes, and certainly nothing for what she’d call a date.

Was it a date? She was unsure, but the flutters in her stomach told her how she was thinking about it.

She’d paused with the foundation and make-up brush, wanting to conceal her bruises and black eye, but in the end she thought it would look worse, that she was covering up for a man’s violence. She’d done enough of that in the past and didn’t want the evening ruined by sideways glances and whispers from the other tables.

She arrived late to the restaurant, a fish restaurant, on the other side of the harbour to her hotel, and he’d been staring out of the floor-to-ceiling windows towards the fishing boats twinkling and swaying in the darkness, strings of lights moving like Christmas trees in the breeze.

He behaved like a gentleman, standing when she approached the table and taking her coat. He’d already ordered the wine, white, but she didn’t mind the small acts of chivalry. Against a history of violence and a succession of meaningless one-night stands, it felt sort of charming.

The evening had been small talk at first, just jokes about other people in the restaurant and then chatter about cases Chris had been involved in. It was as if they were avoiding the subject of why Jayne was in Brampton.

They were halfway through the main course – fish, of course – when her attention was drawn again to the harbour. There were shouts and bangs as the catches were thrown onto the pier, a spotlight glaring. Gulls cried overhead, as always, looking for scraps and throwaways.

Chris followed her gaze. ‘Not as many as there used to be. There were plenty of trawlers when I was growing up, and I’ve heard tales of how wild it got when they returned from seven days out at sea, but it just became too hard to make a living.’

‘The world changes.’

‘But does it improve? This town used to be vibrant. Now, it’s all pubs and second-hand shops.’

‘It’s not too great away from here. The place where I used to live, Highford, is just like this, except it doesn’t get the sea views.’

‘Where is it?’

‘In the hills. That’s the best way to describe it. It’s a place you chance upon rather than choose to go there.’

‘You said used to.’

‘I headed for the bright city lights. Manchester.’

‘Is it what you expected?’

She pulled a face. ‘It’s as if everyone else gets the brightness. I’m not sure I’ve found what I’m looking for yet.’

‘I get the feeling that Brampton isn’t it.’

She smiled. ‘I can see why people like it. It’s pretty and scenic. A bit cut off from everywhere though, and I want to go somewhere that isn’t always battling against hard times.’

‘You could leave Manchester.’

‘You could leave Brampton.’

As they ate, Chris talked about Brampton, what it had been like to grow up there, just filling in the gaps in conversation. Jayne enjoyed listening to him. She liked his enthusiasm, the way his eyes lit up when he spoke, even if she knew it covered a deep sadness over his sister. Jayne started to think further ahead, wondering what would happen when the meal ended. She knew which way she wanted it to go.

Chris sat back and took a drink of wine. ‘Let’s talk about you.’

She laughed. ‘No, let’s not.’

‘Come on. What made you become an investigator?’

She looked towards the boats again, not yet ready to disclose her history. There was something calming about him, though, reassuring. And he was attractive too, his teeth white and straight, his eyes bright whenever he smiled. She didn’t think telling him how her last boyfriend had ended up on the wrong end of the knife she was holding would be a good way to spend the evening.

‘I was at a loose end,’ she said. ‘I knew a lawyer and he suggested it.’ It was a version of the truth.

‘And how do you find it?’

‘Like most jobs, sometimes routine, sometimes interesting. I’d taken some time away from it, working in a supermarket, but my services were needed again, so ta-da, here I am. Now it’s my turn. Did you join the police because of Ruby?’

He let out a deep sigh. ‘I saw what one person’s violence can do to a family. The victim isn’t the only one who’s hurt. My parents were never the same. They became vacant. That’s the only way I can describe it. Whoever killed her took away a part of them, and me, and that piece is never put back. All it takes is something on the news about a missing child, or Ruby’s birthday or Christmas, and my mother cries. Not in front of me, because she pretends that life moves on, because that’s what everyone says, that time heals, but it doesn’t. She got used to the pain, that’s all, but it’s always there, just beneath the surface.’

Jayne reached out and put her hand over his. He looked at it for a few moments before putting his other hand on hers. His grip was strong. She blushed, which surprised her.

‘And your father?’

‘He became reflective. That’s the best way I can describe it. In the same way that my mother cries, he goes for long walks or stares into the garden. He became smaller when she was killed. Not physically, but in himself, because in his eyes he’d failed in the one thing he thinks he should have done, and that was to protect Ruby.’

‘And you wanted to protect others, by joining the police?’

‘That was the idea. I’ve learned that it isn’t as simple as that. People are complicated and too many see us as the problem, not the solution.’

‘But you still help some. You can’t rescue everyone, just like your father couldn’t protect Ruby from everything. Sometimes life just turns out badly. You can’t make plans. Like this, tonight,’ and she squeezed his hand, ‘I thought I was coming to some small dead-end town, and here I am, enjoying a meal with you.’

‘I’m enjoying it too.’ He leaned in. ‘Where next? Brampton doesn’t have much of a nightlife.’

‘Do you live far away?’

‘A short walk.’

‘Let’s get a bottle and go to yours.’

‘I don’t normally feel attracted to people with black eyes and swollen cheekbones.’

‘Just be gentle with me,’ she said, and laughed as she scraped her chair back.

They didn’t say much as they walked. He put his arm round her. She pushed him away. ‘Don’t squeeze my ribs.’

They held hands instead, tentative and shy, until they reached his small cottage on a narrow crescent, with small windows and low doors.

‘It’s an old fisherman’s cottage,’ he said, as he took her coat and hung it up. ‘Built before the Victorian tourist boom.’

‘I like it. Quaint.’

As she walked into the room, the first thing she saw was a picture of Ruby, who she recognised from her Internet research. It was the prominent picture in the house.

She went over to it.

Ruby looked so innocent, in a patterned dress, sitting in long meadow grass. The sunlight behind her made her hair glow.

‘That was a month before she was murdered,’ he said, coming up behind her. ‘Mum and Dad arranged for a photographer to take the pictures. She was so pretty, my mum thought she could be a child model, which is why they had the photographs done.’

‘What did Ruby think of that?’

‘She was a young child. She didn’t think much about anything.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘What are sorry for you?’

‘For your loss.’

He took her hands. ‘It was a long time ago. I keep her picture there to remember the good times, not the grief that followed. It’s… what’s the word? Cathartic, that’s it.’ He pulled her away from the picture. ‘I’ve got some wine in the fridge. I’ll get some glasses.’

‘Wine can wait.’ And she kissed him, standing on her tiptoes to reach him.

His kiss was gentle as he responded, until Jayne’s became firmer, her need driving her, wanting him to take her to his bed, to feel her body on his, his hands pinning hers down.

As he led her upstairs, neither of them said a word.




Chapter Thirty-Eight

Dan became aware of movement around him. There was a light in his face and hands were on him.

He grimaced and tried to roll over, an instinctive reaction, but someone pushed him back down again. Pain flashed across his forehead.

‘It’s all right,’ a voice said. ‘Stay still.’

As the world came into view, he felt the steady rock of an ambulance as someone clambered into it.

‘What’s going on?’ His voice was a croak.

‘We’re taking you to hospital. You can tell us what happened. What’s your name?’

Dan knew it, or at least he thought he did, but it eluded him for a moment, like grasping at shadows. He thought hard until he remembered it. ‘Dan. Dan Grant.’

‘What day is it, Dan?’

He swallowed as he thought about that, tried to count them forward from the weekend. Eventually, he said, ‘Wednesday.’

‘What happened to you?’

He was able to focus on the person talking to him, and he saw it was a police officer. Young, surprisingly young, her radio squawking on her lapel. The ambulance door slammed and the engine started.

He held out his hands, as if to say that it was obvious, but no words came out.

‘It’s okay, you’re safe now,’ she said, as a paramedic busied himself, attaching a clamp to Dan’s finger and shining a light into his eyes.

The world gradually started to take shape again.

He tried to sit up, but the paramedic said, ‘No, no, no. Stay there, Mr Grant.’

‘No, I’m fine, let me go.’

‘You’re not. Trust me.’

Dan lay back and grimaced, a sharp jab of pain coming from his waist.

‘I was following someone,’ he said, gritting his teeth. ‘They jumped me.’

The constable leaned forward. ‘They?’

‘I was led into a trap. Two of them at least. I’m a lawyer.’

‘I know who you are, Mr Grant. We just needed to know whether you did. What was it all about? Do you know them?’

He didn’t recognise her, but after a while most of them blur into a stream of dark uniforms. ‘Carl Ogden. I was following him.’

‘Why?’

‘It was to do with a case.’

‘What did they do?’

Dan raised an eyebrow. ‘Beat the shit out of me.’ He winced. ‘And stabbed me, I think.’

The paramedic’s gaze became more intense. ‘Where?’

‘In the side.’ He gestured towards an area just above his waist.

The paramedic pushed up Dan’s hoodie and muttered, ‘Shit,’ when he saw the blood sticking his T-shirt to his torso. He prodded it with his fingers, making Dan groan as sharp jabs of pain shot through his body. ‘It’s not too deep,’ he said, his fingers still prodding around. ‘Your hoodie must have slowed it down, or you moved your body instinctively. A few stitches should sort it. It’s your head I’m worried about.’

‘I need to go though. This case, it’s important.’

‘No, you’re staying in tonight. They’ll insist on it.’

Dan turned his head to the officer. ‘How did you find me?’

‘Someone called your phone. Some young scallies were walking past and saw the screen lit up. They thought they’d found a freebie, but when they saw you, they called us.’

Dan closed his eyes. ‘There’s some good in the world.’

He tried to shut out the pain, but it was too hard. Instead, he relaxed into the sway of the ambulance, hoping to soothe it away.

The police officer must have received a message on her radio, because she pressed her earpiece and paid attention to what she was being told. After a few seconds, she said to the paramedic, ‘We need to avoid Union Street.’

Dan opened his eyes. ‘Union Street? What’s going on?’

‘One of the buildings is on fire.’

Dan felt sick. He knew straight away which building. He tried to sit up but was pushed down again. He asked the question anyway. ‘Which one?’

‘I don’t know the number or anything, but it’s a solicitor’s office. The one at the end.’ As soon as she said it, she put her hand to her mouth. ‘Is it your office? I’m so sorry.’

Dan didn’t respond. He just turned his head to the side and wondered what the hell he had got himself into. He wanted to go to his office, to see how bad the damage was, but he knew that he needed to be treated first.

As the officer radioed for someone to look for Carl Ogden, his thoughts went to Jayne. He’d dragged her back to Highford after she’d put it all behind her. He had to let her go back to Manchester.

Whatever was going on, it was his case, and his alone.




Chapter Thirty-Nine

The house seemed empty as Jayne woke. The sun was bright against the curtains, but there were no sounds. She reached across the bed, her eyes closed, but she knew it was vacant. It was missing Chris’s weight, his warmth, and instead her hand found some paper.

She lifted her head. It was a note. She yawned before she felt able to focus.


Early shift. Help yourself to breakfast. Thank you for a wonderful night. We must do it again. Call me. X



Again? She smiled to herself. Again and again was her memory.

She reached over to the curtain and pulled it back, letting the light stream in. She squinted at first. The sky seemed brighter than it ever had in Highford. That was something she’d noticed as she’d got closer to Brampton, that the sky seemed bluer, was fresher in some way that she couldn’t quite pin down. It was the same that morning.

She lay back and reflected on the night before.

There’d been too many times in her recent past where a sexual encounter had been about satisfying a need, the bad end to a drunken night, Jayne pretending to be asleep as whoever she’d brought home slinked off into the night. Even on those rare moments when she felt sexually fulfilled, there was an emptiness to it, that the person underneath or on top was nothing more than flesh.

It had been different with Chris. There was a connection there, that she had wanted his pleasure as much as her own, and for the first time in a long time she’d fallen asleep draped across him rather than turned away and buried under the sheets.

She grinned as she thought of her hands on his back, her passion digging deep into his skin, lost in the moment, Chris too. Both of them slow, careful of her bruises, but in sync. She giggled as she thought how he’d better not take his shirt off in front of others for a few days.

She swung her legs off the bed and carried her good mood all the way downstairs, her hair tangled, her clothes rescued from the floor. She needed to get back to the hotel to change, but she didn’t want to leave just yet.

Chris’s kitchen was at the back of the house, and she went in there to boil the kettle. A coffee and some moments of reflection would be a good start to the day.

As she waited, she walked through the house and to the window at the front, moving the blinds to peer along the road.

It had that seaside look of the world at a cliff edge, where the buildings carried on and then came to an obvious stop, just the sea on the other side. The constant cry of gulls filled the air, but she thought she could get used to it here. There was something about the pace of it she liked, lacking the rush-hour snarl, but what was there to rush to? There were no office complexes, no large warehouses. Just a few streets of shopfronts, livings scraped on novelties and postcards, and the rest of the town was houses and small bed and breakfast hotels.

She liked the people too. Not many had any glamour to them, most with a hard-worn look, skin made old by the freezing and salty sea air, but she found that appealing, as if there was no need to compete.

The kettle clicked off, so she wandered back to the kitchen. Ruby’s picture took away some of the smile, reminded her why she was there, but she remembered what Chris had said, that he wanted to be reminded about the happy times, not just think about her death.

Once in the kitchen, she entertained herself with the thought of staying in Brampton, of this being her new home. It wasn’t really about Chris, because she knew from experience that one night didn’t tell her much about a man, but about the new start. Highford felt like a different life, Manchester too. Maybe she could start over.

She poured the water over the coffee granules and, as she stirred it, her gaze drifted along the worktop.

There were some papers, torn in half and waiting to be put into the recycling bin. One was the remains of a bank statement. She didn’t mean to look, but something caught her attention. Just one word, but it made her go cold, and then angry.

She reached for it, hoping she’d read it wrong, but as she looked closer, her eyes swam with tears.

She slammed the scrap of paper onto the worktop and ran upstairs, looking for her shoes, throwing the duvet around as she looked on the floor to make sure she didn’t forget anything. She wouldn’t be coming back.

She rushed down the stairs and slammed the door, wiping her eyes as she rushed towards the hotel. She needed a shower, wanted to get back to her room, to wash him away.

But the memory of what she’d seen on that small piece of torn-up bank statement made her feel sick.

Just for a moment, she thought she’d connected with someone. No, it was more than that. She’d allowed herself to connect. That’s why it had been different. That shield she put up so wilfully had dropped, and for one night it had been wonderful. But she should have known it was too good to be true.

It had been just a line on the bank statement. Millbrook Service Station. £65. A petrol station, his car filled up for his long journey. But it was the other word that had wiped out the morning glow, because the bank statement revealed the whereabouts of the petrol station, and she knew it well. Highford.

Chris had been to Highford a month earlier, a town he’d claimed he didn’t know.

He’d lied. There was something else going on, a hidden agenda behind the night before.

As the hotel got closer, her anger was replaced by something else: disappointment. At herself. At Chris. One more lie told by one more man, and once again she’d believed it.

She wanted to go home. Just get the hell out of Brampton. She’d had enough of the cold and the gulls and the taste of salt on her lips.

She paused as she got closer to the hotel. It wasn’t about her. She could shut out her feelings, she’d had enough practice, but why had he lied? There had to be a reason, and it had to be connected to the case.

A chill ran through her. Chris. He’d been to Highford and he’d lied.

She had to get back to Highford for a different reason. She needed to speak to Dan. He had to know all this.

And as she thought of Dan, she surprised herself. She missed him.




Chapter Forty

Dan trudged through the hospital, wincing at the movement of the stitches in his side and the aches everywhere else.

He hated hospitals. Always had. They reminded him of lives ending, not of being saved. Misery, illness, grief. He knew that was the circle of life, and he couldn’t fight against it, but it didn’t make it any easier to deal with.

It wasn’t just that though; the hospital in Highford had darker memories, because he’d walked the same corridors when his mother was ill, cancer destroying her body until she finally succumbed. He remembered the numb feeling, almost disbelief that it had to happen to his mother. His father internalised his grief: he just went out more, got drunk more. Dan threw himself into his working life and pushed away closeness, because he hadn’t properly worked out how to deal with something good coming to an end. All he’d been left with was the realisation that they do.

He saw the same look in the eyes of those he passed.

As he thought of the events of the night before, he knew that his pessimism was well‑founded. All he had left to do was visit the town centre to see what was left of his business.

The doctors had advised him against leaving, but he needed fresh air more than he wanted to be monitored.

The corridor opened out as he got near the exit, and there were shops and a cafe, somewhere for the hospitalised unhealthy to stock up on sweets and cakes. He kept on walking through, desperate to get outside, when he saw someone he recognised. Zoe Slater, the prosecutor who was running the case against Nick. There might be an experienced barrister for the trial, but Zoe did all the legwork behind the scenes.

He’d known Zoe throughout his career. They’d qualified at around the same time and had seen each other grow as lawyers. He remembered advice Zoe once gave him, passed down from one of the older prosecutors: in court you’ll make a fool of yourself just as much as you get older, but you’ll care less about it. They’d had fall-outs, it was the nature of the job, but they got on most of the time, and there was mutual respect. She was the prosecutor he didn’t like to see when he walked into a courtroom, because she was shrewd and smart, but was always glad it was her when there were gaps in the proceedings and conversations turned to the mundane and the gossip.

Zoe was at the enquiry desk, and it looked as if she’d come straight from the office, in her suit, not off-duty casuals, her long dark hair hanging forward as she spoke to the woman behind the computer monitor.

Dan came up behind her and said, ‘Hi Zoe. Are you visiting someone?’

She turned, surprised, and was about to smile her welcome when she noticed his injuries.

‘I’m here to see you, but, hell, I didn’t think you’d be this bad.’ She held up her hand. ‘Don’t give me the you should see the other guy gag.’

He smiled, despite himself. ‘There were two at least, and it was dark, but I took a beating. There’s no bravado from me.’

‘Do you want a coffee?’

‘No, I want daylight and real air. Come on, walk and talk.’

They headed to the exit doors, and when Dan was outside, he closed his eyes.

‘Thank God for this.’ He sighed and opened his eyes. ‘Why have you come to see me? I’m glad, of course, but I’m curious.’

Zoe glanced to one side, to the small group of smokers in dressing gowns, their cheeks florid, one attached to an oxygen tank, a small breathing tube attached to her nostrils.

She leaned in so they couldn’t hear. ‘We heard about what happened to you, and your office, and people were worried. As far as defence lawyers go, you’re one of the good ones.’

‘Thank you,’ Dan said, touched. Although they were on opposite sides, the legal community in Highford was a small one.

‘What happened?’

‘I became too involved in your case. Nick Connor.’

‘How come?’ Then she raised her hand. ‘You don’t have to tell me. That’s why I’m here though, to let you know that if there’s any paperwork you need before Monday, I can get it for you.’ She cocked her head. ‘If you don’t mind me saying, though, Nick seems pretty guilty.’

‘He looks that way, I agree, but I’m not in the mood to talk about it. It nearly got me killed, and I haven’t even seen my office yet.’

‘Brace yourself.’

‘Not good?’

‘No. It’s only bricks and mortar though. As long as you’re okay.’

Dan didn’t voice how he felt, because it would be too sentimental, but he didn’t agree with her. His office was about his former boss, Pat Molloy, who gave the firm its name. He’d promised him that he would keep the name, and the lettering on the windows, because it was Pat’s legacy. He dreaded the thought that it had gone.

He checked his watch. Nine thirty. ‘I’m supposed to be in court.’

‘Don’t worry. Whoever you have in court will know all about this. The cases will get adjourned. Work doesn’t always matter. Most things are electronic anyway, but if you need paper copies of any cases, not just Nick Connor, call me and we’ll sort it out.’ She frowned. ‘There was one thing though. You’re not planning any surprises, are you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Last night, I spoke to the DCI in this case, and he told me he’d received a call from a retired seaside cop from Yorkshire, said that you were fishing around over there, something to do with an old case.’

‘That’s why you’re really here then. You’re worried about the case, but you can’t call me at my office because it’s burnt down.’

‘I’m not worried, Dan. But I don’t want you playing any games. A man died, and your client killed him, except I know that you can get a bit creative sometimes.’

‘I call it discovering the truth,’ he said.

‘Nothing you’re ready to disclose?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Okay, fair enough.’ She took Dan’s hand. ‘I’ve got to go back, but look after yourself.’

‘Thank you,’ he said, and watched as she made her way back to the car park.

For a few seconds, he wondered whether she was part of a world he was about to walk away from. Zoe was right. There was more to life than this.

But retired Chief Inspector Porter had been calling. He must be worried about something. Now his intrigue was sparked. Perhaps he wasn’t ready to walk away just yet.

Then his thoughts turned to Jayne.

He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialled. It rang out six times, before the message service took over.

He knew it wasn’t going to be a good day.




Chapter Forty-One

Jayne spent a long time in the shower, scrubbing away the last of Chris, hoping it would wash away how foolish she felt.

Her phone rang. It was still in the bedroom, but she was in no rush to answer. The hot water soothed her bruises, now an angry purple, and it could be Chris, checking in, doing whatever new lovers do. She wasn’t ready for his cheery deceit.

But it was enough to make her step out of the shower and start her day.

As she dried herself, she stared at her bruises in the mirror. Her hair hung wet over the eye that was bruised to its peak blue. It seemed so obvious now that Chris was wanting to be close to her for a reason, not for her looks.

She went through to the bedroom to check her phone, wrapped in a towel, and saw that it was Dan.

She thought about not returning his call but she knew she had no choice. She was in the hotel he was paying for, doing work on his case. She sat on the bed and called back.

‘Sorry, I was in the shower,’ she said, when he answered. ‘What ideas do you have for me today?’ Her tone was flat.

He didn’t answer at first, and Jayne thought there was a problem with her signal, until he said, ‘I need you to come back now.’

‘That’s a good idea. I’ve made some progress, but I’m done with this place.’

‘What have you found out?’

‘I’ve spoken to the people who Mark spoke to, went down a couple of dead ends, but no one knew what excited him. More importantly, if they were going to kill him, they’d do it here, not Highford. No, it must be to do with something that happened away from here, closer to Highford.’

‘It’s about Highford, all right.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Just come back and we’ll talk.’

‘Okay, if that’s what you want. And perhaps the truth about Nick Connor is exactly as it appears. A mugging gone wrong. It won’t be the first time a client has lied to you.’

‘It’s the first time a murder victim’s mother has helped the defence. That made it worth looking into, but we’re done with that now.’

‘Are you all right, Dan? You sound a bit, I don’t know, defeated.’

There was a pause, before he replied, ‘I’m fine.’

She wasn’t convinced, but she knew there was no point in pursuing it. Dan went into lockdown mode when things bothered him.

Jayne thought back to what she’d found out at Chris’s house. She knew she ought to mention it, but she didn’t want Dan to know that she’d slept with someone. She didn’t know why she thought that, he knew about many of her other one-nighters, but there was something more embarrassing about Chris.

As she thought about it, she realised why. She’d allowed herself to like him, even to wonder whether they could be a couple, had daydreamed about a new life by the coast.

As the silence grew between them, she knew that she couldn’t hold it back. It was a link between Brampton and Highford, and wrapped up in an untruth.

‘There is one thing,’ she said. ‘Do you remember how I met the brother of the little girl who was murdered by Rodney Walker, Chris Overfield? When I told him why I was here, he made out that he’d never heard of Highford. That isn’t true. I ended up going to his house.’

‘Do I need to know why?’

‘No, Dan, you don’t, but when I was in his kitchen, I saw a bank statement. He was in Highford a month ago. He filled up with petrol there. But why would he lie?’

‘Always follow the lies and you’ll find the truth.’

‘What are you thinking?’

‘His belief in Rodney’s innocence might be a sham. He might be covering up for what he did to Mark, because who’d suspect the person campaigning for him, Rodney’s cheerleader, especially an unlikely one?’

‘But he told the police when it happened that it couldn’t be Rodney, that he’d seen him on the rugby fields when his sister went missing, and that he was still there afterwards.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Well, he did, of course.’

Jayne could hear the smile in his voice when he said, ‘That would be the man who’s told you one lie already?’

She laughed, despite herself. ‘Yes, good point. I was blinded, I suppose. Do you want me to look further at Chris?’

‘Are you sure you can be objective about him?’

‘What, that I might be cross-eyed with love or something? Don’t you worry about that, Dan. He’s lied to me. For that, I want to know more.’

‘Find out where he was when Mark was murdered. If he was on duty, we can forget about him, but keep me updated.’

‘I’ll find out what I can and head back to Highford.’

‘I’ll get the wine chilled for you.’

‘Good boy. See you later.’

When he clicked off, she scrolled through to Chris’s number. She’d taken a picture of them both the night before, both grinning madly as she held the phone at arm’s length. That was the picture she’d used for his contact photo.

It didn’t take long for that to turn sour.

Chris didn’t know that, of course. If he was prepared to use her, it was time for her to do the same.

She texted him.


Hey babe. What a night, hot lover! Fancy a coffee? I might have to go back but I want to see you more. XX



She stared at her phone as she waited for a reply, ignoring how her body was getting colder as she sat on the bed.

The reply came in. Coffee Pot in an hour. My treat. XX

No, she thought, as she put her phone down on the bed. I’ll be making it my treat.




Chapter Forty-Two

It was the smell that hit Dan the most. He had never been that close to a burnt-out building. He was standing next to the crime scene tape that was strapped across the shell of the office that was once his, to keep out the curious, fluttering in the light wind. Not that there was anything to see. The brickwork was blackened, the windows either blown out or smashed by the Fire Service. The sign with the firm’s name on was warped and bent, the paint bubbled and scorched, the word Molloys barely visible, but it was the stench of melted plastic and scorched furniture that dominated, acrid and cloying.

Dan preferred to look in the other direction, towards the view he’d had throughout his working life: a taxi office and a sandwich shop, a closed-down nightclub on one corner. Behind him was just ruins.

Margaret had left as Dan arrived. She’d turned up for work as normal, hearing the local news about a fire in the town centre but not realising it was where she worked. She hadn’t said anything to Dan. She’d been crying when he arrived and left as soon as he got close. He didn’t know why, except perhaps she didn’t want to dwell on her instant retirement. He’d call round later. She’d been with Molloys for years, even longer than Dan. She deserved to know what her future held.

There were some people further along, in fluorescent green jackets and white helmets. Eileen Molloy was with them, Pat’s widow, and Dan wasn’t looking forward to the conversation.

The group parted and Eileen walked towards him, her head down, her hands thrust into the pockets of her quilted jacket, her hair scraped under a headscarf.

‘How are you, Dan? You look a mess.’

‘It sounds stupid when I say it, but I feel lucky, when I think what they really wanted to do to me.’ He nodded towards the people in fluorescent coats. ‘What have the fire people said?’

‘It was deliberate, they think. They found some intense burning underneath the window at the back, in Pat’s old office. They think whoever did it smashed the window and poured petrol in, because there’s a melted jerrycan in there.’

‘They’ll find them, Eileen. Petrol has a signature, from the additives, and they’ll be able to work out from which company the petrol came. Once they know that, they can get the CCTV from last night and see who bought a petrol can and petrol.’

‘Dan, I don’t care about that, and that’s all part of the problem.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It was a different time when Pat started out. He didn’t choose to do criminal work, because when he started out he did bits of everything. That’s what being a high-street lawyer was all about. Long lunches, houses in the country, being someone respectable. Now? I don’t know. It’s different somehow. You want to fight all the time. That’s what Pat liked about you, that you’ve got some anger inside you that he never had. It could be your background, always having this need to prove yourself. Is that what brought this on? Pat ran this place for more than thirty years without a threat. You’ve had it as your own for around a year and already you look like you’ve been kicked around Highford, and this place, well, it’s gone now.’

‘The insurance money will restore it. Molloys isn’t over.’

‘Oh, it is. At least in this building. I’m putting it on the market once it’s been rebuilt. You can buy it if you want it, but I want this place out of my life.’

‘You sound like you hate the office.’

‘I kept it on because it was what Pat wanted, but me? Where do I figure in this? For me, this building is about a wasted life. Yes, it gave me a comfortable living, but for what? So I could sit home alone all the time as Pat worked too many hours? Police station work, court work, schmoozing big clients, with most of that ending in drinking sessions, with Pat sleeping in places he’d never tell me about. No, when I look at this place, I see the reason why he was distant from his children, why we had so many wasted years.’

‘Being a lawyer is long hours, I know that.’

‘Don’t do it then. Do you know what my holidays were like? Tense, all the time, because Pat would be thinking about his cases non-stop. He’d be on the phone every day, just checking in, wanting to know what was happening. It was better when you started, because he had someone he could trust, but it still seemed like he preferred this place to home. And for what? To be cold and buried before he had chance to enjoy life.’

‘I’m sorry about that, Eileen.’

‘This place will be out of action for months, so you’ll need to find somewhere else anyway.’

Dan blew out and looked down. She was right. ‘I’ll keep the name though, Molloys.’

‘You don’t have to. I know that was Pat’s wish, but be your own man, Dan, not a younger Pat Molloy.’ She looked back towards the building. ‘This place has no sentimental value for me. Move on, Dan.’

A car pulled up and a man in a suit got out. He was carrying a clipboard.

Eileen got to her feet, grunting with the effort. ‘It looks like the insurance assessor is here. I’ve got to go.’ She bent down and gave Dan a hug. ‘Thank you for everything.’ And then she walked away.

Dan watched her go and felt numb.

This was it. All over.

He stayed for nearly an hour, watching people going in and out of the building, with builders trying to make it safe and assessors working out whether it was worth saving. Eileen left without saying any more goodbyes. There were a few gawkers, people stopping to stare, but they avoided Dan, wanting the spectacle without the human interest.

His thoughts were interrupted by the loud whirr of a mobility scooter and the clatter as it tried to negotiate the pavement and sideswiped a litter bin. It was the familiar cursing from the driving seat that drew his attention.

It was his father, his face pale in the sun, apart from the flush of anger as he tried to meander through some onlookers.

Dan was surprised. He stood. ‘You made it out at last.’

His father narrowed his eyes to focus on Dan’s face. ‘What happened to you?’

‘Just one of the perils of being a lawyer. It’s not all suits and ties.’

His father looked towards the burnt-out office. ‘I heard about this and had to come and see.’

‘How’s the scooter?’

‘A bit tricky, but I got here. It’s good to see the town again. It’s been a long time.’ He leaned forward over the handlebars. ‘What now though?’

‘Eileen is selling up, once she’s been paid out. My business is now homeless.’

‘And that’s it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You sound defeated. Us Grants don’t do that. I know you think you’re different to me, but you’re not. Your job might give you softer hands, but you’ve got the same fight inside you. Don’t let them win.’ When Dan didn’t respond, he asked, ‘Was it to do with a case you’ve got? And that too,’ and he gestured towards his bruises.

‘I think so.’

‘Don’t give up on this, Dan. Don’t lose your fight.’

Dan thought back on what Eileen had said and wondered whether she was right, and whether his father was giving him bad advice.

It wasn’t the day to make plans. Instead, he said, ‘Have you been to a pub since your stroke?’

‘You know I haven’t.’

‘Let’s change your life for the better, and then we’ll work out how to change mine.’

Dan set off walking, smiling as the sound of the mobility scooter came from behind him.

Perhaps Eileen was right. It was time for a new direction. And right then, it would start by him drowning his sorrows.




Chapter Forty-Three

The Coffee Pot was in the centre of Brampton, set in the lower floor of a gift shop, accessed by narrow stairs. Jayne had to negotiate racks of trinkets and mugs, past picture frames with witticisms inside, the sort of place where people buy birthday or house-warming presents. The air was filled with the scent from incense sticks.

She had the urge to duck as she got into the cafe part, the ceiling low and lined by wooden beams. The tables were set in small alcoves and lit by candles, making it cosy and romantic.

It would have been a good move by Chris, she thought, had she not discovered his secret.

He was in the corner, in uniform, checking his watch, a coffee in front of him. Jayne stopped by the counter and asked for a latte, before joining him.

When she slid into the bench seat opposite, her coffee waking her, he smiled and put his hand out to take hers.

Oh, such a winning smile, she thought. Her instinct screamed at her to pull her hand away, but the desire to find out why he lied kept it there.

‘You were out early this morning,’ she said. ‘It would have been nice to have woken up with you.’

‘I know, I’m sorry, but I should have said. I’m on a six-two shift.’

‘Are you all right to be here. If you’re on duty, that is.’

‘Who’s going to tell? If I get a call-out, I’ll have to go, but I reckon I’ll be safe from shoplifters for a while. More importantly, how are you?’

‘Oh, I’m fine. A bit tired, but that’s down to you.’ She gave him a playful slap on the arm.

He laughed. ‘How’s your investigation going today?’

‘Making slow progress.’ She pulled a face. ‘Or no progress. What about you? Have you thought of anything more that could help me? You’re important in this, because you’re a grieving brother.’

‘I’ve stopped thinking about it too much.’

‘Really? That wasn’t how it seemed yesterday?’

‘Only because you were asking.’ He sighed. ‘It’s hard, you know, always being known because of Ruby. When people see me, they don’t say that I’m Chris the cop. It’s always the whispers about me being Ruby’s brother. I can never be just me. Just Chris. I’m always in her shadow.’ He held up his hand. ‘I don’t mean to sound like I don’t care or that I don’t miss her, or that I don’t want to see her real killer locked up, but I’ve got to live my own life.’

‘But I’m here and wanted to talk to you for the same reason. Why did you want to spend time with me? I’m just another reminder, surely?’

‘You’re different.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I can just tell. You didn’t have to sleep with me to find out what I know. I told you because I trust you.’

She tried hard to smile and gave his hand a squeeze. ‘Last night was special. That wasn’t about Ruby. It was about us.’

‘Is there an us?’

‘I don’t know. I really want there to be, but I’ve got to go back to Highford today. The trial starts on Monday and it’s ground to a halt here.’

‘I don’t want you to go.’

‘You could always follow me to Highford. It’s not that far.’

He pulled his hand away. ‘It’s too far for me. My job is here.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s the problem with a town like this. You meet too many people who are simply passing through. Tourists, or people wanting to leave.’

‘Give me a reason to stay longer then. Tell me who else I can speak to.’

‘Take this the right way, but don’t think you can do in a couple of days what I haven’t done in twenty years.’

‘This is it then?’

‘If you’re going back to Highford, I suppose it is. We’ll always have last night though. Before you go, is there anything you haven’t told me? I know you’re here for your client, but this is my sister. My parents too. It wrecked them. If there’s some bit of evidence you haven’t told me, I beg you, please say it.’

Her mind went back to his torn-up bank statement. ‘I’ve told you everything. I’m sorry that it’s not enough.’ She squeezed his hand again. ‘You could come and see me in Highford. After all, if you’ve never been there, you don’t know what you’re missing.’

He smiled, but it was faltering. ‘What I’ve never had, I’ll never miss.’

‘Touché.’

His brow furrowed. ‘Have you spoken to Rodney’s wife?’

‘No. Sarah, isn’t it? No, why would I?’

‘Because I don’t think Rodney did it, and who knows him better than her?’

‘Yeah, good point. Where does she live?’

He pulled out his phone. ‘I’ve got it written down in here. Hang on.’ He scrolled through. ‘Here we are. Rockley Drive, in Wakefield. Number nineteen.’

‘Have you got a number?’

‘Yes, but don’t ring first. I tried that once and she slammed the phone down. Get her face to face and she’s a bit easier to deal with.’

‘A difficult person?’

‘You’ll see what I mean when you meet her.’

‘If you’re trying to move on from Ruby, why do you know this information?’

‘There are times when I think about her and want to do something, but I know I can’t change anything.’

Jayne wafted the piece of paper that she’d written the address on. ‘This is goodbye then.’

He stood and held out his arms. ‘Hold me.’

She stood to hug him and buried her face into his shoulder, let out a contented sigh before pulling away. She kissed him and went as if to wipe away a tear.

‘No, stop, I can’t cry,’ she said. ‘I’m going. Chris, it’s been fantastic. Let’s not make this the last time.’

‘Definitely not.’

She turned and went up the steps and into the main body of the shop, her hand by her eyes, wiping.

As she reached the street, her jaw was set. Her eyes were dry. There were no tears. No sadness.

She intended to keep watch, to follow Chris, to work out what he was hiding. There was a market going on further down the street, so she took refuge behind one of the awnings.

What she saw next made her realise that she was wasting her time.

Porter went into the cafe, but he was looking along the street where she’d walked. He’d seen her and he was going to speak to Chris. Were they working together? Were they suspicious of her?

She couldn’t follow both of them, and she had no idea which one of them may be on her side. She knew she couldn’t trust Chris, but could she trust Porter?

No, that was the hint that she needed that she ought to leave town. Wherever she looked, she saw danger, shadows that shifted. She wanted to go back to Highford, to work out her next move.

Then she remembered the address she’d written down. Rodney’s ex-wife. Her new address wasn’t much of a detour. It was worth a try.

As she went back to her car, she had one last look around her and wondered if she’d ever be back.

She hoped not.



Porter marched into the gift shop. The wind chimes jangled as he rushed through, thumping down the stairs and into the cafe below. Chris Overfield was still there.

He looked up as Porter approached, surprised. ‘Are you keeping watch on me?’

‘No, her. I was outside her hotel, but what a surprise. I wanted to know who she’d met, but I should have guessed it would be you.’

Chris pointed to the seat opposite, gesturing for him to sit down. Porter was about to refuse, until Chris jabbed the table with his finger. ‘Sit.’

Porter slid into the bench seat and leaned in close. ‘Look, Chris, I don’t want to fall out with you, because I know what you’ve been through, but you don’t tell me what to do.’

‘You’ve no idea what I’ve been through.’ He slammed his hand on the table, making the cups jangle and some of Jayne’s coffee spill. ‘You were a spectator, nothing more, thinking you can understand by giving us the soft voice when you gave us the news. But where were you in the years that followed, once Rodney had gone to prison?’

‘You know the job, Chris. We investigate. We convict. We move on.’

‘But you got the wrong man!’

‘You need to keep your voice down.’

‘You’re not in the force now. You don’t get to tell me what to do. But yeah, I can see how you’d want to keep it under wraps.’

Porter rubbed his forehead. ‘Just tell me what she said.’

‘Why? That’s between me and her.’

‘I’m not your enemy, Chris.’

‘Yet here you are, confronting me in a coffee shop. My sister died because of what you didn’t do. That poor boy was found below the cliffs, but you couldn’t catch the murderer, so a killer was free to kill again. That’s down to you.’

‘If you think we could just click our fingers and the evidence would appear in front of us, your career in the force will be damn short. You know how cases work. They take time, they need evidence.’

‘Save me your excuses.’

The two men sat in silence for a few seconds, both glaring at each other, until Porter said, ‘Just tell me, what’s Jayne’s next move?’

‘I thought you were following her. Carry on, if you’re so curious.’

Porter slid out of his seat again. ‘I’m sorry you’re being like this.’

‘Do you blame me? Now go.’

Porter left without saying anything. He scowled as he trudged through the shop before ending up on the pavement outside.

Things were spinning out of control. He’d lost Jayne by going into the cafe, wanting to know who she was meeting, and he knew he couldn’t follow Chris. He was a police officer, and trailing an on-duty officer would be unwise.

He let out a long breath. All he could do was go home and wait.




Chapter Forty-Four

Dan led his father to The Crown pub. It wasn’t far from his office and had once been a collection of small rooms, perfect for those union and political meetings that became smoke‑filled debates, plots hatched and fingers jabbed over foam-ringed pint glasses and red faces. Now, it had opened out into a collection of alcoves, illuminated by bright lights, a fruit machine bleeping in one corner.

As he went in, Dan remembered all the evenings his father had lost in pubs like The Crown. The talk got louder as the evenings progressed and was often forgotten amongst the hangovers of the morning after. Dan had witnessed some of this, whenever his mother would send Dan out to find him, tired of wondering where he was, and how drunk he’d be when he got home.

Not that his father was ever violent, physically, but he could rant and point and lecture, and how loud it got depended on how many pints he’d had. Sometimes, his mother wanted to know whether going to bed early got her an easier night.

The shadows of that man were still there, his temper as quick to rise, but his frame was more beaten, sagged by his stroke and withered by age.

Dan held the door open for his father to enter, the scooter bashing against the door frame, but he made it in. Dan couldn’t remember the last time he’d looked so determined. Yes, there were definitely flashes of the old man still.

Dan thought the barman was about to object, shout out for them to watch his furnishings, but when he saw who it was, he laughed and shouted, ‘If it isn’t Bruce Grant. What’s happened to you? I thought you’d died.’

‘I almost did,’ he said, and couldn’t stop his grin. ‘Pint of the usual, if you remember, and the same for him,’ and he steered towards a corner of the pub that gave him a view of the whole place.

‘Of course I remember,’ the barman said, almost to himself, and then to Dan, ‘and are you his carer?’

‘Son,’ Dan said. ‘I’m his son.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘You’re the lawyer, right?’

‘He’s mentioned me?’

‘He talked about you all the time,’ he said, pulling a pint of bitter into a straight glass, the foam churning. ‘He’d say it like we were supposed to be impressed, but you don’t look like a lawyer, if I can say that.’ He tapped the side of his face, to indicate Dan’s bruises.

‘It’s been a rough couple of days.’

The barman glanced over to his father and lowered his voice. ‘How did he end up in the chair?’

‘A stroke. A couple of years ago now. He can still move about without it, but slowly, and he’s been too proud to come out on his scooter. My office had to burn down to bring him out.’

‘Oh, that was your place? I heard the sirens last night. I’m sorry. Is it bad?’

‘Gutted, like me. I’m here to drown my sorrows.’.

‘Well, you’re in the right place for it.’

Dan carried the drinks over, his father not glancing his way as he put his pint on the table. Instead, he was staring out of the window, a wistful look in his eyes. Dan thought he detected tears.

‘It’s strange, isn’t it,’ he said, still looking away. ‘You see the same view so often, and then it stops because you become ill, and you miss it so much and you worry that it will change, that you’ll leave and it’s a whole new world and it’s moved on without you. Then you’re here again and nothing has changed. The same view, the same road, the same pub.’

Dan took a drink. It felt cold on his throat and soothed him. ‘Is that good or bad?’

He lifted his pint in salute. ‘Good. Like I’ve been let out of prison.’

‘I’ve been telling you for long enough.’

‘It had to be my decision, not yours.’ He turned to Dan. ‘What now for you, then?’

‘I don’t know. Just let me get through today. I fancy getting smashed. Really, completely, utterly trashed. Tomorrow, I’ll have a thick head, but I’ll work out what to do.’

His father raised his glass. ‘Amen to that.’

They drank in silence for a while, his father enjoying the return to one of his favourite pubs, Dan not in the mood for idle chat.

As Dan was staring outside, not really focusing, something caught his attention. Or rather, someone.

He stood and got closer, peering along the street and scouring the passers-by, until he saw her. Barbara, standing on the other side of the road, in a doorway so that she was partly in shadow, almost as if she was trying to conceal herself, looking towards Dan’s office, just out of Dan’s view and further along the road.

Dan was distracted by someone coming into the pub. An old man, his hair just grey wisps, his nose swollen deep red, his clothes shabby. He wore the years of booze like an old coat.

As soon as he saw Dan’s father, he laughed and wagged his finger. ‘I knew you wouldn’t stay away.’

‘Bloody hell, Chalky. Are you still going?’

‘It’ll take a lot to put me down.’ He bought a pint of bitter and shuffled over to Dan’s table, setting his glass down with a clatter. ‘It’s good to see you. I’ve missed talking about the old scraps we had.’

Dan stepped away, willing to let his father indulge in war stories. He was about to set off towards the door, to check for Barbara, when his phone rang.

He thought about ignoring it, but he knew he couldn’t. There was too much going on. ‘Hello, Dan Grant.’

‘Mr Grant, it’s DS Banks from Highford Police. We’d like you to come in and give us some information about the fire at your office. And there’s your assault, too.’

An image came into his head of a young officer who was rising quickly, his stint in the Saturday-night van replaced by suits and a folio case. ‘Does it have to be today? I’m not sure I’m in the mood for it right now.’

DS Banks’s voice became firmer. ‘The information we’re getting is that the fire was started deliberately. We need to find out who did it. Don’t let us suspect that the person could be you.’

‘Do you, really?’

‘No, not at the moment, but that can change if we start to wonder why the tenant is avoiding the police. And think of Mrs Molloy. Doesn’t she deserve to know what’s happened to her building?’

Dan sighed and rubbed his forehead. DS Banks was right. Eileen needed to know.

‘Give me ten minutes,’ he said, and clicked off.

When he looked over to his father, he was deep in conversation with his old friend, both chuckling to each other, lost in tales that had been told so often. ‘You all right for an hour or so?’

His father didn’t look up but waved that he was fine.

Dan left the pub and looked up and down the street. Barbara was gone.

He was curious, despite wanting to spend the day not caring about anything but oblivion. She’d seemed as if she wanted to get a view of the burnt-out shell but not be seen doing so. Why would she do that?

As he set off for the police station, that thought remained lodged in his head.




Chapter Forty-Five

Jayne drove through Wakefield, glad to be back in a place that seemed to be connected to the outside world in some way. There was the steady jam of traffic, the bustle of shoppers, the trail of buses spewing fumes. It was an old mining city, where the skyline once whirred with colliery wheels, surrounded by small villages that were once one-pit places, everyone working in the same mine. The strike had tried to keep those communities alive, but Thatcher won out and they’d turned into commuter villages for first-time buyers.

Sarah, Rodney’s ex-wife, lived on an estate at the very edge of the city, surrounded by fields, although it was an estate that had seen better times. The brickwork was dark and seemed to have soaked up all the smoke from years gone by, and her route took her past a line of shops that were mostly boarded up, with teenagers sitting on concrete bollards outside, staring at her as she drove past. In places like that, they could spot a stranger.

Rockley Drive was a long curve of privet hedges, the houses set back, most still owned by the council, if the uniform colour of the doors was a guide. The ones that had been bought had double glazing and white front doors, shiny and new.

Number nineteen was halfway along, a semi-detached that looked glum and jaded. Someone had painted the occasional brick white and the lawn was overgrown.

Jayne stepped out of her car. There was someone looking out of the house next door, watching her as she walked along the short path. Perhaps it was the kind of place where visits from strangers rarely conveyed good news.

Jayne knocked, which led to a cacophony of barking. The door was old and painted blue, with frosted panels that looked dirty. There was a short delay before she heard a woman’s voice bellow at a dog to get back, before the door opened on a chain.

A face appeared in the opening. Her hair was dyed blonde, dry and straggly, her eyes tired over vein-broken cheeks. ‘What?’

‘Sarah?’

‘I haven’t decided.’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand.’

‘Whether to admit it. Are you from one of those debt places? You’re wasting your time, love. I’ve nothing for you to take and you’re not getting your money.’

‘No, it’s not that,’ Jayne said, and introduced herself. ‘It’s about Rodney.’

She blinked and took a pull on a cigarette that had been concealed in her other hand. ‘It’s always about Rodney. What’s new?’

‘Did a writer come to speak to you a few months ago?’

‘Posh fella? Young. A bit of a looker.’

‘He’s dead,’ Jayne said it bluntly, watching for the reaction.

Sarah’s eyes widened, giving away her surprise, before she said, ‘Dead? And he was so nice.’ Eventually, she unhooked the chain. ‘You better come in. And watch your feet.’

Jayne followed her in and saw straight away what she meant. Two small dogs ran around the front room when she went in, perky mongrels with greasy, matted fur, her senses assaulted by the smell of excrement. One of the dogs had used the corner of the room as a toilet, making Jayne cover her nose.

Sarah shuffled through to the kitchen and came back with a small plastic bag. She scooped it up and took it through to the kitchen to get rid of it, before opening the back door to let the dogs out.

Jayne noticed a computer whirring in one corner, the screen showing an online bingo game. There was a glass next to it, filled with what looked like cola, although the half-empty bottle of cheap vodka next to the computer desk told her that the day was already starting to blur.

When Sarah came in, she picked up her glass and sat down. She was wearing a velour top and jogging bottoms, although the bright colour had faded, and there were cigarette stains on one arm.

‘Do you want a drink?’

Jayne saw the greasy smears on the glass and politely declined.

‘Tell me about the writer,’ Sarah said, before taking a drink.

Before she could answer, Jayne felt a burst of sadness. She remembered how Chris described someone so different, an attractive dreamer chasing a more exciting life. Is this where dreams took you?

‘The writer was called Mark,’ Jayne said, ‘and he was murdered as he was looking into Rodney’s case. We’re trying to see if it’s connected, because Mark didn’t think Rodney was guilty, and it might have made him some enemies.’

Sarah started to laugh, but it turned into a hacking cough. She stubbed out the remnant of her cigarette, which had been smoked right to the filter, and said, ‘He was a nice man, but he sounds deluded.’

‘Is Rodney guilty? You knew the man.’

‘I thought I knew him. Did he have it in him? They found the girl’s belt in his garage, so yeah, it looks like he did. Just like him to pick on kids though.’

‘What, he had a thing for children?’

‘No, just spineless, that’s all. He’d never pick on someone who could fight back. Big on doing the right thing is old Rodney. He married me because I got pregnant, wanted to make me a respectable woman.’ She grinned, and for the first time Jayne saw her rotten teeth, either missing or browned to stumps. ‘Look how that worked out. Even getting pregnant was a non‑event. Some knee-trembler along the seafront when he walked me home.’

‘Did you suspect he had a thing for children?’

‘No, never. What kind of person do you take me for?’

‘Why did you leave?’

‘What reason did he give?’

‘I haven’t spoken to him. My boss has though.’

She looked towards the window and took another drink. ‘And I bet it wasn’t good.’ She reached across to slam her glass down on the computer desk. ‘I’ll tell you. I was bored. There you go, it’s as simple as that.’

‘But you had children. Why didn’t you make him leave?’

‘That’s why I was bored. Don’t you get it? That’s the thing with Rodney. He wouldn’t know a great time if it smacked him on the arse, and I was stuck in the house with those mewing brats. So, I partied, and I’m not apologising for it.’

Jayne winced at how she thought of the children. ‘Did you see much of your children after you left?’

‘Rodney brought them sometimes, but, you know, what was I supposed to do? Stay inside and play happy families? Not for me.’

‘And how did you end up here?’

‘I left Brampton after Rodney was locked up. I couldn’t stand the stares and the gossip, because everyone thinks I knew something, that I was keeping his secrets even though we’d split. This was a new start.’

‘And for the children?’

She reached for her glass again. She swirled the drink. ‘Got taken into care in the end. They said I was neglecting them. Even took me to court. Got a suspended sentence. Child neglect. The coppers came round and were all snooty because my cupboards were empty and I’d let things get a little out of hand, but kids are hard, you know. It was like they expected it to be all about vitamins and fruit and eating the right stuff, but they’re children. They’re allowed to enjoy themselves, right?’

‘Where did they end up?’

‘With my parents, but they were too much for them even, so they ended up in a home somewhere.’

‘Didn’t you try to see them?’

Sarah lifted a cigarette packet from the waistband of her bottoms and lit one. At least the smoke took away some of the animal smell.

‘They were better off without me. New start and all that. After all, it hadn’t gone so well with Rodney, and at least I’m not in jail. They were too much anyway. Too much trouble.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Must be Rodney’s genes. He’s the murderer in the family. Or perhaps it was the shame, but it seemed as if they couldn’t be happy. I gave them what they wanted. The freedom to do as they pleased. I let them come in when they wanted, eat what they wanted, watch what they wanted. They’d been through a lot. Why not just make them happy?’

No, Jayne wanted to say, you guide them, love them, teach them.

‘What do you mean by trouble?’ Jayne said instead.

‘The police, what else?’

‘What kind of trouble?’

‘Young Robbie was always getting into scrapes. Got in with a bad crowd. Did some stealing, then some drugs. Never violence. Last I heard, he was in prison too. Petrol station robbery or something. What a tool. Why do a petrol station? They don’t have that much cash in there, everyone pays on a card, and there’s always plenty of cameras. Like I say, bad genes.’

‘And your daughter?’

‘Leoni? She’s the quiet one, and she’s had it tough. Boyfriend killed himself. They all said it was her fault, that she could have stopped him, but it was his decision, not hers. But,’ and she shrugged, ‘we’re just a shit family, you know. Nothing goes right. But it all started with Rodney.’

‘Where can I find Leoni?’

‘Why?’

‘She was the eldest. She might know something about her father.’

‘Speak to my parents. Go to the end of the road here and it’s the first house after the school. Flowers over the door.’

Jayne left Sarah to her vodka, pleased to get into the fresh air again.

As she looked back, she was struck by Sarah’s sadness, even if she didn’t realise it herself. Sarah had settled for a hopeless existence. And that was a tragedy.




Chapter Forty-Six

DS Banks was waiting for Dan, pacing in the police station waiting area in a bright blue shirt and yellow tie, his force ID swinging from a lanyard picked up at a policing conference. His hair was short and dark, his parting too precise. Dan wondered whether the part of the job he loved the most was the parade ground salute.

‘Mr Grant, come through,’ and he went straight to a door on the other side of the waiting area. There weren’t the usual pleasantries one might expect for a victim of crime. Then again, most victims of crime aren’t defence lawyers who spend their lives trying to dismantle police investigations.

He was shown into an interview room, normally reserved for suspects, with a recording machine fastened to a table and four chairs bolted to the floor. ‘This seems as good a place as any.’

Dan took a seat and waited for the offer of coffee. It never came. Dan didn’t mind. He was more interested in telling them what they needed to know and getting out. He decided to wait until Banks spoke though.

Banks took the seat opposite. He put some pieces of paper down. Blank police statements, ready for Dan’s account, although he didn’t seem in any rush to write anything down.

‘What happened there then?’ he said, and tapped his cheek to indicate Dan’s bruises.

‘You must know what happened. I told your colleague last night, and now you’ve got me here. I was looking into a case and I was jumped. I gave her a name. Carl Ogden.’

‘What was the case?’

Dan shook his head. ‘You don’t get that.’

‘How can we help you if you don’t tell us?’

‘When did I ask you to help me?’

‘How about when you were being taken to hospital?’

‘Your colleague asked me questions. I gave answers. You know how it is though. I was dazed, concussed, but I’ve given you a lead. If you go to his house and find his clothes or trainers, they might have my blood on them. You won’t need to know any details of my case then. Res ipsa loquitur, as they say.’

‘Yeah, yeah, the facts speak for themselves. I’m not entirely wet around the ears, except there are problems with your account.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Carl Ogden was in all night. He never left. We went to his house after you’d been taken to his hospital, expecting to see him washing clothes and shoes. He was cosied up with his girlfriend, had been all evening. No sign of bloody clothes. Just a guy having a night in with his girl.’

‘Bullshit. I followed him.’

‘How did you know it was him?’

‘His clothes. His ridiculous trousers with OGGY down the leg. They’re his bloody signature.’

‘Did you see his face?’

‘Well, no, because I was walking behind him.’

‘What about when you were attacked? What was the street lighting like?’

‘Not much of it. It was dark, you know that.’

‘Did you get a good look at their faces? You said more than one, right?’

‘Two at least.’

‘At least? Could have been more than two then?’

‘Two, I’m sure.’

‘You said at least a moment ago. Which is it? Just two, or at least two?’

Dan took a deep breath to stay calm. ‘At least, okay. I get your point.’

‘And you didn’t get a good look at their faces?’

‘It was a flurry. I was being attacked.’

‘The answer is no, I believe.’

Dan clenched his jaw.

Banks sat back and smiled. ‘Not nice, is it, Mr Grant, having what you believe to be true twisted by questions, until the point is reached where everyone thinks you’ve got it wrong, even though you’re convinced you haven’t?’

‘Don’t be a smart-arse.’

‘I’m just giving you an example of what you’ll face if this ever gets to court. But then, you know that already. What’s the legal principle about identification you always throw around? That a mistaken witness can be a convincing witness and a genuine witness, but still, nonetheless, mistaken? Is that it?’

Dan stood. ‘If you’ve dragged me here for some petty revenge for all your lost cases, save your breath. I’ve got other things to do.’

‘What like? Fill out insurance forms for your office fire? How’s business, Mr Grant? All I hear from defence lawyers is how poor they’ve got, that the gravy train has screeched to a halt. How convenient will the fire seem if someone looks at your accounts?’

Dan put his hands on the table and leaned forward, until his face was close to Banks’s, snarling when he said, ‘If you’ve got me here to accuse me of a crime, you better have more than you’ve got.’

‘Don’t threaten me, Mr Grant.’

‘What time did you get the first report that there’d been a fire?’

Banks sat back and folded his arms. ‘Just after ten.’

‘And where was I?’

‘Not yet collected by the ambulance.’

‘Unconscious on a piece of waste ground? How long would it have taken me to get from where I was to my office? Where’s my car? And I thought I was too concussed to be a reliable witness against Carl Ogden? You can’t have it both ways, and do you know what, I still feel a little woozy. The head injury must be coming back, intermittent dizziness or something.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Back to the pub. I’ll call Eileen and tell her what I know, but it will be the same as I’ve already told you. I was jumped by Carl Ogden and some of his cronies, left for dead in the dark, and they went and destroyed my building because they’ve got something to hide. I would suggest that you stop puffing your chest out at me and let me leave, because you know you can’t detain me.’ Dan went to the door and opened it. ‘This way, isn’t it? Will I need a special fob to get me out, or will there just be a big button for me to press? I’ll tell you what, I’ll find out.’

Dan closed the door and set off walking. He knew Banks wouldn’t follow him. Good, let him sulk. For now, Dan wanted fresh air and then more booze. He was going to lose the day, he’d decided. And the thought felt liberating.




Chapter Forty-Seven

Sarah’s parents were different to how Jayne expected. After the chaos of Sarah’s house, she’d expected much of the same. Instead, it had a beautiful garden, filled with pots of flowers and raised beds, colour streaming in every corner. Inside, it was neat and ordered, with family pictures on the walls, the room freshly decorated.

Sarah’s mother, Evelyn, was in the kitchen, making drinks. Jayne went to a large picture over the fireplace. It showed three girls of varying ages, all in school uniform of white shirt and tie. Their likeness was sufficient for Jayne to work out they were sisters.

As she looked closer, she realised with a jolt which was Sarah. The middle one, it appeared.

Her life had not been kind to her. In the picture, her smile was broad and white, her eyes alive with youth. She was probably nearly thirty years older now, but that alone didn’t account for the change. Sarah had once been pretty and happy, but alcohol and worry and cigarettes and bad living had wrecked her. Life can take cruel turns, she thought, and the girl in the picture had no idea of what was ahead.

Evelyn came into the room, announced through the jingle of cups on a tray, and brought in drinks and a plate of biscuits. As Jayne held the door open, she saw a man through the kitchen window digging something over. Sarah’s father, she presumed.

Evelyn put the tray down and passed Jayne a cup. ‘You went to Sarah’s house then?’

‘I’ve just come from there.’

Evelyn looked down, embarrassed. ‘It’s a mess, but that’s just how she is. We’ve tried to change her, to help her, but what else can we do?’

‘It’s not really Sarah I’m here about, but Leoni.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Jayne explained about Mark and Rodney. Evelyn’s expression darkened. ‘How can anyone expect Leoni to be like the other kids after what she’s been through? And then living with Sarah. It made her different.’

‘Different? How?’

‘Sad. Withdrawn. Quiet. It was too hard for us, and then there was that business with that boy. Well, that was too much for us. They took Leoni from us, but it wasn’t for long, because she was sixteen by then. Once she was seventeen, they just let her out, told her to make her own way.’

Jayne’s interest was piqued. ‘That boy? Sarah mentioned something about a boyfriend who killed himself.’

‘That’s right. Called David Green. Tied a rope round his neck and stepped off a chair in his garage. Can you imagine how awful it was for his parents, coming home to find him like that? And everyone turned on Leoni.’

‘But why? People should have rallied round her.’

‘Sarah didn’t mention the messages? That’s why Leoni had to move away.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘They tried to say that Leoni talked him into doing it, but how could they think that? They were just kids. They confided in each other, both quiet, just children. It wasn’t Leoni’s fault.’

‘Did this boy, David Green, live around here?’

‘Yes, two streets away. Nice kid, but a bit lost, in his way. I think that’s why Leoni liked him. He was a lost soul, just like her.’

‘Lost soul?’

‘Too nice for an estate like this. Timid, quiet, gentle. He got bullied a lot, so Leoni gravitated towards him. And they exchanged messages, because that’s what kids do, but he ended up killing himself. Just awful it was, but some people do tragic things. That’s when they took her from us, put her into care.’

‘That’s so sad,’ Jayne said. ‘Do you know where Leoni is now?’

Evelyn put her head back and thought about that. ‘I don’t know where she is now, but I know where they took her. Some place on the other side of the Pennines. Never really heard of it before, a small place, but I don’t drive so I don’t get about much.’

Jayne felt a chill. She knew the answer before she asked the question, but she asked it anyway. ‘Is it Highford?’

Evelyn snapped her fingers. ‘Yes, that’s it. I knew I’d know it if I heard it.’

‘Do you hear from her now?’

Evelyn’s lip trembled. ‘No. We tried to find her, but it was as if she didn’t want to be found. I think she felt like we’d abandoned her, or even blamed her too for David, like everyone else did. In the end, we gave up. She knows where we live, and if she wanted to find us, she could.’ She sniffed away a tear. ‘But she hasn’t.’

Jayne leaned forward and took her hand. ‘If I find her, shall I tell her you miss her?’

She nodded, tears running freely now. ‘More than that. Tell her we love her.’

‘I will, I promise. Do you have a picture?’

Evelyn went over to a cluster of framed photographs in one corner of the room. ‘This is her.’

Jayne took it from her and felt another wave of sadness. She looked just like Sarah at the same age, but not as bright. Her stare was direct, black make-up around her eyes, her hair dyed black.

‘Let me take a picture of it,’ and she meddled with the frame to take it out. She put it on the floor and used her phone to take a photograph, before reassembling it. ‘Thank you, and I hope I find her.’

As she was about to leave, Jayne thought of something. ‘Where can I find David Green’s parents?’

‘There’s only his mother left. Doreen, she’s called. His father died of a heart attack a year later. A broken heart, that’s what I think. She works in the shop most days. Dawsons, it’s called. Like a small supermarket. You might have passed it when you came in.’

Jayne thanked her and left.

As she got in her car, she sent Dan a message. Think I’m on to something. See you later.

She noticed that she’d got a message from Chris. Hope you’re okay. I wish I could see you. XX.

Yeah, right, she thought, as she turned on the engine. That party finished hours ago.




Chapter Forty-Eight

The pub didn’t seem as welcoming as before. His father had left, the beer having gone down too well, until he couldn’t support himself well enough on his stick to get himself to the toilet. He’d left with a laugh and a wave, as happy as Dan had ever seen him, and clattered his scooter against the door frame on the way out, earning a warning from the barman that he’d better learn to steer before he came back in again.

Since then, Dan had kept the beer flowing, choosing to wallow. He knew it wouldn’t achieve much, but he’d been attacked and had his business destroyed in less than twenty-four hours. If anyone deserved a drink, he did.

Except it wasn’t sending him to a good place. He wanted to blot it all out in a boozy haze, but instead it was making him focus on it, dragging his mood further down.

The room was swirling, his head felt heavier, his movements more laboured, so he knew he needed to stop. But he was drunk, so he wasn’t going to pay any attention to what he knew he should do.

He stood and tried to pick up his glass, now empty, but he fumbled it and sent it to the floor. It smashed and made the others in the pub look over, the bar busier now with the daily drinkers who prop up places like The Crown.

He raised his hand in apology before stepping out from behind the table. He stumbled but managed to stop himself from falling.

As he got near the bar, he waved his hand towards the corner where he’d been sitting and said, ‘Have you got a brush, for the glass?’ His voice was more slurred than he expected.

‘It’s all right, Dan, I’ll do it.’

‘Before you do, I’ll have one more.’ He gave an exaggerated nod towards the beer pump.

The barman considered him for a few seconds, before shaking his head. ‘No, you’re done here.’

‘Done? What do you mean, done? I want a beer.’ He slammed his hand on the bar.

‘Go home. For your sake. You’ve had a bad day. Wrecking yourself won’t help you. I’m speaking as a friend here. You’ll thank me later.’

Dan swayed as he thought about arguing his case, but he knew he was beaten. He pushed himself away from the bar and headed for the door. When he got outside, he winced and turned away from the sun. It was too bright, his pupils slow to react. The passing traffic seemed loud and blurred. He wondered where to go, because he didn’t feel like heading home yet, but that voice of common sense, becoming ever harder to hear as the booze took hold, told him he should avoid another pub.

His phone rang. He checked the screen. Eileen.

He turned off his phone. He didn’t want whatever conversation she was after.

Memories of his office came back. All the years spent there, entering as a young trainee fresh from university. A little skinnier, much fresher-faced, learning his trade under Pat Molloy. All of that was gone, and he knew where the blame was. Carl Ogden.

He clenched his jaw. That’s where he should go.

As he set off walking, he was aware of people looking at him as he passed them, sometimes stepping out of his way. Bruised and red-faced, his eyes set in an angry glare, he was a man people wanted to avoid.

Carl Ogden needed to learn that lesson. He’d been behind whatever happened last night. He wasn’t going to get away with it.

It took Dan twenty minutes to get to the small alley close to Oggy’s house, where he concealed himself in the bushes once more. He shook his head to clear it, tried to find some focus, but it was difficult. His thoughts were foggy, and he knew he was making a mistake, but the sensible voice was drowned out now by memories of his life with Pat Molloy. All that Pat had built had been burned away. Someone should pay for that. All he needed was confirmation that Oggy was inside, like a glimpse through the window as he moved around.

It came a different way, after more than an hour of waiting and watching, interspersed with him having to relieve himself in the bushes, swaying and humming to himself as he pissed.

Oggy strolled along the street, heading towards his house like whatever had gone on the night before didn’t matter. As he turned into his garden, he let the small metal gate clang back against the post.

Dan came out of the bushes and rushed towards him. He should stop, turn and go home, but Oggy hadn’t seen him and the memories of Pat drove him forward.

Oggy should have heard him, Dan’s steps were loud and clumsy, but he was wearing earphones. Instead, he opened the door and stepped inside.

Dan was right behind him. He grabbed him by his jacket and propelled him forward. Oggy shouted out, but Dan didn’t stop. He carried on pushing, through the hallway, banging Oggy’s head against the living room door and shoving him inside until he sprawled along the floor. Someone screamed – a woman.

Oggy turned quickly, ready to get up, but Dan shook his head.

‘This is my turn.’




Chapter Forty-Nine

Doreen Green walked briskly along the road as she left the shop. She was wearing a uniform, of sorts: a black polo shirt and trousers, a logo on her chest.

Jayne had been into the shop once, to check the name tags, and she knew she wouldn’t have to wait long. The shop closed at six, so all Jayne had to do was be patient. Doreen headed out just after six.

Jayne fell in alongside her. ‘Doreen Green?’

She jumped, startled, before slowing and saying, her tone wary, ‘Why do you want to know?’

‘I’m an investigator working for a law firm. Our client has been arrested for murder, and we think the Walker family might be connected in some way. I understand you knew Leoni.’

Jayne didn’t know if that made any sense, but she guessed that Leoni’s name would get a reaction.

She was right.

Doreen stopped. Her expression turned from wary to hostile. ‘I won’t have her name spoken to me. Not ever.’

‘Tell me why.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Jayne pointed down the street, to where she hoped Doreen lived. ‘Give me until we get to your house for you to tell me your story. I’ll leave you alone after that.’

Doreen looked in the direction she’d been heading, before nodding, her jaw clenched. ‘All right, until then.’

They set off walking together. ‘I might as well get straight to the point,’ Jayne said. ‘What do you know about Leoni Walker?’

Doreen ground her teeth and increased her pace slightly. ‘She killed my son, that’s what I know.’

‘How? I don’t understand.’

‘I think you do, or else you wouldn’t be talking to me, but if you want me to say the words, I will. That little bitch talked him into hanging himself. Pushed and pushed until he gave in, as if he was just sport.’

‘That’s a crime, isn’t it, to encourage someone to kill themselves?’

‘I thought the same, but I was told that she hadn’t gone far enough, that it was just two tortured teenagers exchanging messages of support.’ Her expression darkened. ‘Tortured? What the hell were they talking about? He was bullied. All the kids made his life a misery. I tried to comfort him, but have you any idea what it’s like to see your baby cry every night because he’s been picked on, belittled, and you can’t do anything to protect him. It used to break me every night. And then he met Leoni.’

‘How?’

‘Just a girl at school. Quiet, withdrawn. She was always on the edge of things. A spectator, not a participant, that’s what I always thought. An outsider, just like David.’

‘Did he like her?’

‘Of course, because she was the one person who treated him as an equal. She listened to what he had to say, became the person he trusted. That’s how it works. Don’t you get it? She was worse than all the bullies because he couldn’t spot her coming. She was setting a trap and he was too blinded by the idea that, for once in his life, someone saw how special he was.’

They reached Doreen’s house, and both stood at the gate, a small wooden one between a high privet hedge.

Doreen’s eyes narrowed. ‘Do you think she had anything to do with your case?’

‘I don’t know, honestly. Her father’s case might be connected to ours, and I wanted to speak to her so I could find out whether she thought her father was guilty.’

‘Her father’s case? What do you mean?’

‘Her father is Rodney Walker. He murdered two children over twenty years ago.’

‘He’s a murderer?’ She looked down at the floor as she thought about that. ‘That explains a lot. She told me he’d died, which was why she had to move to here, to live with that waste of a mother. She comes into the shop sometimes, because we sell this really cheap vodka. She always makes out like she’s going to a party, or there’s a special occasion, but you don’t get to look like she does from occasional drinking. But her father’s a murderer? It must be in her genes.’ Doreen had softened towards Jayne. ‘I haven’t got much time, because I’ve got to cook and we’re going to the social club later, but come in, if you want.’

Jayne followed her as they went inside. The house was quiet, seemed empty somehow. No pets, no noise.

Doreen put her keys down and said, ‘Do you want to see the messages she sent?’

‘You have his phone?’

‘No, but they were used in the inquest, so I got a copy from my lawyer. Wait there.’

She disappeared upstairs as Jayne took a seat. She’d been on the estate for just a couple of hours, and all she’d encountered was unhappiness. She longed to be somewhere else, just for some brightness.

As she thought about that, she realised that where she wanted to be was Highford, with Dan. Away from lying police officers and estates with sad histories. She wanted wine and good company, something familiar. Something fun.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Doreen’s footsteps on the stairs; she breezed into the room carrying some papers. ‘I had to print them off, sorry,’ and she handed them over.

Jayne read, her eyes widening.

‘These are all in the week leading up to when he died,’ Doreen said. ‘You can see her increasing the pressure.’

Jayne could see what she meant.

They started innocently enough, with Leoni asking how David was feeling, but then there was a sudden tone shift.


Your parents know how you feel, but they know they’ve lost you. They don’t want you to know but they are powerless to stop you. They accept it as inevitable.



And then, thirty minutes later:


Your mum found out you were looking at suicide sites but she didn’t say anything. You’ve hit that point, and they know you’ve hit that point. They’re preparing themselves for it.



Jayne looked up to Doreen, who held out her hands as if to say keep reading, tears in her eyes.

She did.

David had messaged back that he couldn’t do it to his parents, his mother especially, because she had always been there for him.

Leoni’s reply was callous.


Everyone will be sad for a while, but they will get over it and move on. They won’t be depressed. They know how sad you are and they know you want to do this, and I think they will understand and accept it. It will ease their pain, knowing how sad life makes you feel, and they will always carry you in their heart.



David replied that he was touched by what she’d said.

Leoni carried on: They will move on because they know that you’d want that. They know you wouldn’t want them to be sad or angry or feeling guilty. They know you’d want them to be happy, so they’ll try to do that, for you. You have nothing to feel bad about.

Jayne put the papers down, most of them still unread, but she knew she’d seen enough. ‘She’s encouraging him, egging him on. What did she tell the inquest?’

‘She said it was just talk, that they often spoke about it, like a game, how they were teenagers who were on the outside and obsessed with death. But they get worse. She told him how to do it, and even was on the phone to him when he died. Can you believe that?’

Doreen started to cry, but then waved her hands in apology. ‘I promised myself not to get upset ever again, because I wondered if that’s what she liked, seeing the effect. David died thinking that I wouldn’t be sad, which is stupid; but if that’s his dying wish, I’ll honour it, because he’s my son. Awkward, different, too sensitive for this world, but still my son.’

Jayne felt a lump in her throat and her eyes moistened. ‘Thank you for sharing it with me. Can I keep these?’ She held up the papers.

Doreen nodded, sniffling. ‘I’ve got them on my computer and saved just about everywhere. Promise me one thing though.’

‘Go on.’

‘Make her pay. If you can in some way, whatever way, make her feel her own pain. She destroyed David. She destroyed his father. She destroyed me. I want it to be my turn.’

‘I can’t promise anything.’

‘I know you can’t. But if the chance comes, don’t miss it.’

Jayne smiled. ‘I think I can promise that much.’




Chapter Fifty

Oggy scrambled backwards.

Dan moved towards him, ready to strike, but he was uncoordinated, the drink making him clumsy.

Oggy was able to get to his feet and spread his arms out. ‘What the fuck?’

‘It was you. You did this.’ Dan jabbed his finger towards his face. ‘And my office.’

Oggy stepped towards him, his shock giving way to anger. He slapped his hands against his chest. ‘Yeah, the police came round, and guess what? No evidence, bruv, so what the fuck are you doing in my house?’

‘Evening the score, bruv,’ Dan said, spitting out the word bruv.

Oggy laughed, loud and sarcastic. ‘You? Mr Shirt and Tie?’ He switched off the laugh and stepped closer. ‘You brought the police to my house. For that, I’m going to do you.’

A female voice from the kitchen said, ‘Don’t Oggy, not in here.’

Dan glanced over and saw frightened eyes peering round the edge of the kitchen door jamb, a shock of blonde hair hanging down.

Oggy cocked his head. ‘Maybe she’s right, because you know what, yeah, I pity you.’ He looked Dan up and down. ‘I heard about your office, so you’re having a bad day. Maybe I cut you some slack, just for today.’

He pushed Dan in the chest, and he tried to swat it away, but Oggy pushed Dan again, harder, making him stumble backwards.

‘I’ll give you one chance,’ Oggy said. ‘Like my lady said, just go. If you don’t, whatever happens next is down to you.’ He grinned. ‘You’re the fancy lawyer, so tell me this. You’re a trespasser here, so I can do what I want to protect my home, yeah? Have I got it right, that whatever I do to you will be your fault for bursting in?’ He bent down close to a chair, and when he straightened again, he was holding a baseball bat. ‘Don’t mind the sporting equipment.’ He jabbed Dan in the chest with it. ‘Just never got round to buying any balls, but that doesn’t mean I can’t get a bit of practice in here.’

Oggy raised it over his shoulder, like a hitter waiting for a pitch.

Dan looked at Oggy, and then to his girlfriend, still cowering in the kitchen.

‘Last chance, lawyer-man.’

Dan turned and rushed for the door, needing the fresh air. He didn’t look back and started to run when he got outside.

He made it as far as the alleyway before he threw up, one hand against the wall, retching, the adrenaline rush and the pressure of the day getting to him.

The wall was cool as he pressed his forehead against it. He turned his head to look back towards Oggy’s house. He was standing by his gate, the bat swinging loosely in his grip.

How had he got to this point? It had taken just a few beers and a bad day for him to turn into the sort of person who bursts into houses, looking for a fight.

Dan pushed himself away and stumbled towards the main road. He needed to get home.

The walk to his apartment would normally take less than fifteen minutes from Oggy’s house, just down the long slope towards the canal and over the railway line, but his walk wasn’t normal. He swerved and stumbled, rested against walls sometimes, groaned and doubled over. It took him three times as long, stopping at one point to stare at the town, nestled in its valley. Perhaps Jayne had been right and there was a bigger world out there to be found.

As he looked, his attention was drawn to the sun that shone over the motorway, a shaft of light that peered through the clouds and illuminated the road away from Highford. Was it a sign? He laughed as he gave a thumbs-up gesture to the clouds. The big man was giving him signs. He should heed them.

Eventually, he stumbled along the cobbles in the yard outside his apartment building. Nearly home. He had wine in the fridge, as always. His apartment was his refuge, and his solace was in the bottle. He was going to chase oblivion and worry about the world when he woke up.




Chapter Fifty-One

Jayne let herself into Dan’s apartment, using the keys he’d loaned her, just in case he was called out to the police station. She’d rung the door buzzer so that she wouldn’t arrive unexpectedly, but there’d been no answer. At least it gave her the rest of the evening to go over the notes Doreen had given her.

As she went into the living room, she stopped, shocked.

Dan was lying on the sofa, his mouth open, his breathing heavy. There was a bottle of wine next to him, still half of it left.

That wasn’t what shocked her though. It was Dan’s face. It was bruised, worse than her own.

‘Dan? You all right?’

He didn’t budge, so she nudged his shoulder and said louder, ‘Dan?’

He groaned as he moved. He tried to raise himself up but instead put his head back and smacked his lips. ‘What time is it?’

‘Nearly nine. How are you like this? All beaten up and drunk.’

He opened one eye and rubbed his face. As his eyes focused, he sat up. ‘This is only the half of it.’

‘Wait there,’ and she went to get him a glass of water.

He gulped it down and took a few deep breaths before taking in Jayne. As he did so, he said, ‘What the hell?’

‘I wasn’t lying. That was then. These will fade and we’ve got work to do.’

He put his head back. ‘Don’t bother.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘It’s over. All of it. Some bastard burnt my office down. The same bastard who did this to me. I’m done.’

Jayne put her hand to her mouth before kneeling on the floor in front of him. ‘Burnt down? How? I mean, why?’

‘It’s just a shell now. Whatever we were doing, we upset someone, and I’ve got the message loud and clear.’

‘Oh no, you haven’t, Dan Grant. You’re better than this.’

‘Jayne, don’t you get it? I’ve nothing left.’ He reached down for the wine. ‘Anaesthetic?’

She took it from him. ‘You’ve had enough.’

‘I thought you liked annihilation.’

‘I do, but that’s me. This isn’t you. Damn you, Dan, you’re the sensible one. I’m the one who does stupid stuff.’ She went to the kitchen area and got herself a glass. ‘I’ll help you get rid of it, if it will stop you being like this.’ As she filled her glass, she said, ‘Where’s all the material for Nick Connor’s case?’

He waved his hand towards the corner. ‘Over there.’

‘Good, so you can still work on it.’ He went as if to say something, but she held up her hand. ‘I don’t want to hear you complain. The trial starts on Monday and the judge is expecting you to be there, ready and eager. If you want to say that you’re not ready because you spent the weekend getting drunk and feeling sorry for yourself, go ahead, but how do you think that will go down?’

‘Should I care? Really?’

‘You’ve said that you always wanted to be a criminal lawyer, and look, that’s what you are. You’re not fit for anything else, and if you don’t turn up ready on Monday morning, the judge might report you to whoever people like you get reported to, so stop it with the self-pity.’

He sat back. ‘This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. I’m the one who keeps you from ruining your life. I’m the one in control.’

‘It’s my turn.’

‘And I know you’re right. Tell me then, what’s got you so excited?’

She grinned. ‘That’s better. That’s the Dan Grant I know, and I think I’ve worked out what Mark Roberts discovered that brought him to Highford. He was going to write about Rodney’s daughter, Leoni.’

‘Why?’

‘When I was in Brampton, everyone said he was writing about Rodney being innocent, but then he followed the same trail I did, and he’ll have found out the same things I did, which included that Leoni moved here, to Highford. Dan, he was going for Leoni.’

‘For his daughter’s perspective?’

‘No, that’s an interview. It could be done by phone or email. He was staying here though, which means he was doing more than that. I think when he learned about Leoni, he changed tack and decided to write about how murder runs in the family. Can you imagine what a great book that would be?’

Dan drained his water and went to the sink for a refill.

He took another long drink before saying, ‘I’m sorry, but I’m just not getting it. Murder? What are you talking about?’

Jayne reached into her bag and pulled out a bundle of papers. ‘When she was fifteen, Leoni talked a vulnerable boy into hanging himself.’

Dan put his glass down. ‘That’s interesting. It’s a crime, but it isn’t murder though.’

‘The police or the prosecutors didn’t think there was enough evidence of any crime being committed.’

‘How could Mark write about murder running in the family then, if there’s no murder?’

‘Him wanting to write about it doesn’t mean that he was getting it all correct. This is research he was doing, not the final draft. No one’s found any book he’d finished.’

‘His laptop was taken, remember.’

‘Wait until you see the messages then. They’re not pleasant reading. Here, look.’ She passed over a sheet of paper where she’d underlined something.

Dan squinted as he read, his eyes not yet focusing properly.


Always smile but you’ve got to do it. You’ve got everything you need. Today is the day. It’s now or never.



She passed over another sheet. ‘And then this one, because he’d started to back out, so she came back with, “You’re not going to do it then? All of that was for nothing? I’m confused. You were so ready for it”.’ She held out her hands. ‘Don’t you see? She pushes and pushes and he tries to back out each time, but then she complains how he’s letting her down. Here, look,’ and she passed over another piece of paper.

He read.


I’m not mad but I don’t get it. You go on and on about how you’re going to do it, but then right at the end you bottle it. Last night, I knew you really wanted to, but again, here you are, for another cycle of misery.



He put the paper down. ‘She’s baiting him.’

‘Exactly. See what you make of this one then.’ She passed over another sheet, jabbing at where she’d made notes in the margin.


Just make a noose and stand on a chair. Once you start swinging, you can’t back out. A couple of minutes and it’s all done. No pain, except all the pain you’ll no longer have.



Dan raised it in the air. ‘How long after this did the boy kill himself?’

‘The same night. His parents went out, so he acted. Looped a tow rope around a beam in the garage, made a noose, and kicked himself off a chair, just like she instructed. And he was on the phone to her when he did it. That’s probably what stopped her from being prosecuted, because she told the police she’d been screaming at him not to do it, but he wouldn’t listen.’

‘And your guess is?’

‘She was encouraging him. But how can you prove it? She’s the only witness to the conversation. The rest got written off as two outsiders making stupid chatter. That’s not what his mother thinks, and it led to Leoni leaving the estate, which is when she moved to Highford. That’s why Mark Roberts was here. He was following Leoni’s trail, and I totally understand why. It’s a great angle, murderous genes. He’d been to see her mother, Rodney’s ex-wife, and he found out the same things I did. It makes total sense.’

‘And someone wanted to stop him.’

‘Exactly. And who’s the obvious person? Leoni Walker, that’s who. If he was pursuing her, she might have told him that she wanted to keep her identity a secret, so she’d meet him somewhere quiet and dark. It all fits.’

‘And it would explain why the laptop would go missing,’ Dan said, more animated now, his mind clearing. ‘Didn’t you say that a woman had been to the cottage where he’d stayed? We’d assumed that it was Barbara, but it might have been Leoni, looking for whatever evidence he’d found. She was getting rid of the evidence.’

Jayne grinned. ‘Damn, we’re good.’

He smiled. ‘We are,’ and then, ‘I’ve missed you. Us, I’ve missed us.’

That surprised her. ‘Me too, but there wasn’t really an us. Just me and you, separate.’

‘I don’t want it to be like that anymore.’

Jayne’s eyes narrowed. ‘This is the wine talking.’

‘No, it’s me talking because of the wine, but it’s what I think.’

Jayne thought of the previous times she’d tried to seduce him, and he’d always pulled away. She’d felt rejected, hurt. She didn’t want to feel that again.

But the desire had never gone away.

Jayne moved to stand next to him. ‘We’ve been close to this before. How do I know you won’t back away?’

He kissed her.

His lips were soft, tasted of stale wine, but she could feel his need in the urgency of his kiss.

She responded, her hand in his hair, the yearn inside wanting to make it happen too quickly.

She pulled away. ‘If you back off again, I’ll never speak to you again.’

‘Are you threatening me into bed?’

‘If that’s what it takes.’

‘This is a big step. It’ll change us.’

‘There’s something you’ve got to know first. About Chris and me and last night.’

‘I don’t need to know anything. If we do this, everything changes from now. The past won’t matter. Our past. Your past.’ He walked ahead and took her hand. ‘Come with me.’

She hesitated for a moment, before following him to the bedroom.

As he took off his top, she undressed slowly, strangely nervous.

This time, there was no going back.




Chapter Fifty-Two

Dan snapped awake. There was the sound of movement in his bedroom. He wasn’t sure if he’d heard it in his dream or if there was someone there. The room was in complete darkness, so he listened out, just to make sure. He glanced across to his alarm clock. Six-thirty.

He was about to go back to sleep when he heard someone stumble and mutter, ‘Shit.’

He sat upright and clicked on his light, ready to attack, his mind alert even if his body felt like it was moving too stiffly.

It was Jayne, holding her foot and wincing, squinting into the light.

She was wearing one of his T-shirts. Memories of the night before came back. Good memories.

He flopped back down and rubbed his eyes. ‘What are you doing?’

She sat on the bed and rubbed her foot. ‘I thought of something and I had to look into it, but I didn’t want to wake you. I’ve been working on it for an hour, and I was coming in to see if you were awake, and I bloody well stubbed my foot on the end of your bed.’

‘At this time?’

‘It was niggling me, something about this Leoni Walker thing, and my mind must have worked it out as I was sleeping.’

‘And you had to find out right now?’

She teased out the tangles in her hair. ‘What if I’d fallen asleep and forgotten?’

He put his head back and sighed. ‘I’m not going back to sleep, I can tell.’

She grinned and pulled the covers back to climb in. ‘It doesn’t mean I have to get up, if we’re staying awake.’

He laughed, despite his tiredness, and put his arm round her as she put her head on his chest. ‘I’d forgotten the chaos you bring, but just take it easy. We’re both bruised and battered.’

He felt her smile against his skin. ‘You miss it, admit it.’

‘I wasn’t the one who deserted us.’

‘There wasn’t an us, that was the problem.’

‘There was, in its own way. How is Manchester, anyway?’

She paused before she answered. ‘It’s not quite been the new start I’d hoped for.’

‘Perhaps I’ll follow you, now that I don’t appear to have a business. I could start again there. I’ll even make a job for you, if you want one.’

‘But I’ve fucked the boss now. Is that ethical?’

He teased her hair with his finger. ‘You’re making it sound as if I didn’t want this. Us. I’ve thought about it often but stopped myself. Last night was, well, what I always wanted, even if I never showed it.’

‘Me too.’

He kissed her on her head. ‘Tell me about this thought of yours.’

She moved off his chest and propped herself on her elbows. ‘You remember I said that Mark Roberts had followed the trail, from Brampton to Leoni and all the way to Highford, because it was my theory that Mark was writing about how murder runs in the family? Well, another reason occurred to me, but I just couldn’t put it all together, as if the answer was there swirling around me but I was unable to grab it.’

‘And now you have?’

‘It jerked me awake and it made so much sense.’

‘Do we need coffee for this?’

‘No, I like it like this.’

‘Spill then.’

She shuffled around to make herself more comfortable. ‘Last night, I said that Mark must have been writing about how murder runs in the family, but that must be wrong if Mark got all excited when he was in Brampton about Rodney being innocent, because if Rodney didn’t murder anyone, there’s no bad gene to pass down. This meant it had to be something else.’

‘But you also said that Mark may not have had any clear idea what he was writing about, that it was a first draft and he was still working it out, changing his ideas.’

‘I was both wrong and right the first time.’

‘It’s very early for all of this and my brain can’t quite work out what you’re talking about.’

‘It’s simple. Mark followed Leoni to Highford, and whatever he found out cost him his life. At the same time, he thinks Rodney is innocent. He’s always thought that.’

Dan sat upright and rubbed his eyes. ‘It feels like you’re going somewhere with this, make it quick.’

‘Come on, seriously? It’s so obvious. It was Leoni. It was her. Was always her.’

‘It was her who did what?’

‘She killed those children.’

‘What? Shit, is that what you’re really saying? Seriously? No.’

She wagged her finger. ‘You’re getting it now. Why else would Mark Roberts think that Rodney was innocent? Because he’d discovered that someone else must have done it. And who else? Rodney was arrested because his car was near where Ruby’s body was buried, and because Ruby’s belt and blood were found in his garage and in his car, so we know it was someone in that house. And don’t forget William’s blood on the seat belt clasp. The police thought it was Rodney buckling in one of the children, but what if it was a child all the time? The blood was there because it was on Leoni’s hands.’

‘Perhaps Rodney is guilty and Mark was getting it wrong?’

‘It’s possible, but we know other things too. Ruby’s brother thinks he’s innocent.’

‘Chris?’

She pulled a face. ‘Yes, him. He saw Rodney on the rugby field when his sister was missing. He was persuaded not to say anything, but he still believes it.’

‘How old was Leoni then?’

‘Ten.’

‘You’re saying that Rodney covered up for murders committed by a ten-year-old girl?’

‘It’s happened before with children that young. That’s what I’ve been doing, researching child murderers. And we know something else about Leoni. She’s been implicated in another death. The suicide in Wakefield. Pushed and pushed until he hanged himself. Think about it and it makes so much sense. Leoni is a killer and she’s never stopped. She’s just got more subtle.’

‘And Rodney?’

‘Covering up for her. Prison and everything. He’s as guilty as her, in his own way. He knew she’d committed the first murder and didn’t say anything. How does a father cope with that? And then he buried the body of a small girl, almost kept her away from her family forever. He was a coward.’

‘But not a murderer?’

‘No, not a killer.’

Dan wanted to tell her to stop getting carried away, that ten-year-old girls don’t commit murder, but he knew that wasn’t correct.

‘All right, come on, let’s look at this.’

Jayne grinned and bounded towards the door. ‘I’ll put the kettle on as you get dressed. On one condition though.’

‘Which is what?’

‘That when we’ve looked, we go back to bed. We’ve waited too long for this.’

As she closed the door, he stretched and laughed to himself. Jayne made his life more complicated somehow, but she always made it more interesting.

And he was loving every minute of it.




Chapter Fifty-Three

Porter threw the ball again and watched as Freddie scampered after it. His pleasure was so simple, the unbridled joy of a spaniel, his tongue lolling as he ran, growling at the ball, before bringing it back to him, dropping it on the floor and panting.

The walk usually invigorated him, whatever time of year. Either during the bitter winds of winter or in the brighter days of summer, the long sweep of the headland and the constant swell of the tide made him glad he’d never moved away. It used to be his favourite part of the day, alone with his thoughts and memories, basking in the glow of his favourite part of the world.

But, today, it felt hollow.

He picked up the ball and put it in his pocket. He wasn’t in the mood for the game. Instead, he wandered towards the cliff edge, ragged and uneven, eroding every year. The tarmac path that had once been a long way from it was now at risk of tumbling to the sand and pebbles below.

The sea spread out in front of him, growing as he got closer, occupying his whole view. There was a boat in the far distance, one of the Russian factory ships that anchored off the coast sometimes. The town was in the distance, the grey churn of the sea pounding against the sea wall, brightened by white spray.

His town. He’d dedicated his working life to keeping it safe. Did that count for anything when he looked back? He’d once thought it had, but when he looked at himself now, he was just another old man walking his dog. Life carried on and all he’d seen had faded into history.

And all that he’d learned couldn’t be erased.

He patted his thigh to beckon Freddie towards him before setting off for home.

His head was down most of the way, lost in thought. Freddie sensed it, not playing and yapping like normal but just trudging alongside.

When Porter got in, he went straight to the living room and sat down.

Linda was watching television, her legs curled up on the sofa, glued to some reality show about people competing to be the best at whatever hobby they had. They’d each found their own space, their need to be together long gone.

She pressed the pause button and eyed him with curiosity. ‘What’s going on?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You never sit in here. This is our life. You sit in your room, with your sport and your films, and this is mine, for what I want to watch. But you’re sitting there, your coat on, swinging that dog lead like there’s something you want to tell me.’

Freddie slumped at his feet. He leaned forward to stroke his head and said, ‘We had good careers, didn’t we?’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Just that. You were a good teacher. I was a good copper. Our kids are great, all making their way in the world. We did the right things, tried to live good lives, so we’ve every right to be proud.’

She clicked off the television. ‘Andrew, what is going on?’

‘I was just musing, looking back. Tell me this though: why was I a good copper?’

She furrowed her brow before answering, ‘Because you saw your job as a service to the community, not just a job. You were honest. You wanted to protect people.’

‘Were you proud of me?’

‘Of course I was, the same as you were proud of me.’

‘And that’s important, isn’t it, to do the right thing, to protect people?’

‘That’s why you did it.’

‘But what if trying to protect the community means doing the wrong thing?’

She eyed him closely before saying, ‘That’s different. You start by doing the right thing and see where it leads you.’

‘But what if it threatens what we have?’

‘Andrew, what is it? Are you being blackmailed or threatened?’

He shook his head. ‘Just thinking.’

‘Well, don’t, if it means you forget about what is most important to you. Your family, what we have. No, damn, what we are, and what your children think of you. I don’t know what’s troubling you, what old case has jumped up again, but what is in the past can’t be changed. I get it, policing got rough sometimes, but it was a different time. If you did the wrong thing, even if for the right reason, it’s too late to change it. You can’t go back.’

‘And what if other people are trying to do it, to look again at the past?’

She sat forward, her gaze harder now. ‘You decide what’s the most important. Righting some long-forgotten wrong, or protecting those closest to you, because all you have left is us.’

He stood and went to take off his coat. ‘Thank you. Your pupils must have got a lot from you. And our kids.’

‘Andrew, what’s going on?’

‘Nothing. Just looking back.’

As he closed the door and listened as the television went back on, he wondered at his next step. Dare he take it?

More importantly, dare he not take it?




Chapter Fifty-Four

As Dan went into the living room, he saw the remnants of the night before. There were papers scattered across the floor, dirty glasses alongside. His computer was on, the light on his printer blinking red. She’d used up all the paper.

At least the place looked lived in.

He caught his reflection in a mirror. His hair was dishevelled and there were dark rings under his eyes, his stubble showing. It was too early for this.

He opened the curtains. ‘Let’s have some light,’ he said, before wincing at the brightness of the sun, low and sharp along the water, the old mill further along the canal still in silhouette.

She passed him a coffee and told him to sit down. ‘You’re very good at telling me what to do. Now, it’s my turn.’

He did as he was ordered, as Jayne knelt on the floor to gather up the papers before she joined him on the sofa.

‘I know you think the idea of Leoni killing children is crazy, but it’s nothing new,’ she said, waving the papers at him. ‘Children have been killing other children for centuries. We’ve all heard of James Bulger, tortured and killed by two angel-faced ten-year-olds. That was just a few years before Rodney’s case, but there are so many others. Take Mary Bell.’

‘I’ve heard of her, but don’t know much about her.’

‘Oh, she was a real young psycho. She killed two small boys: one, four years old, and the other, three. This was back in the sixties, in Newcastle, when she was just eleven. It was sadistic stuff, and she revelled in it. She went to the home of the first boy she killed, and when she was told that he was dead, she asked to see him in his coffin. She’d scratched her initials into the body of the three-year-old. Can you imagine that, at eleven?’

‘What reason did she give?’

‘She didn’t really, but she had a really bad upbringing. Neglected by her parents, abused at times by clients who paid for sex with her mother, but that doesn’t explain everything. She lived in a poor part of town, with a lot of people having social problems, but they didn’t go around killing toddlers. Mary was different though. Cold, manipulative. Do you know what she said to the guards who were looking after her? “I like hurting things that can’t fight back.” Can you imagine that? Look at Mary Bell and then look at Leoni Walker and the pattern fits. William and Ruby were both younger than her, less able to fight back. And what about the boy who killed himself? Quiet, sensitive, a victim of school bullies. His whole life was about not fighting back.’

Dan looked through the pieces of paper Jayne was thrusting into his hands. ‘But Leoni and David were friends, attracted by the feeling of being outsiders.’

‘He’ll have stood out like a beacon to her,’ she said. ‘A toy to play with, but children get bored with their toys, and murders like this happen regularly and all over the world. Take these news reports.’ She passed over another couple of printed sheets taken from online newspapers, the pictures showing a teddy bear and candles, the remnants of a vigil. ‘A ten-year-old boy from a small place called Ljungby in Sweden killed a four-year-old boy, strangled him with a skipping rope, just for the hell of it. We don’t know his name, because he was too young to be prosecuted in Sweden, but it shows that it happens. And Scandinavia’s a real hotbed for it. In Norway, two six-year-olds beat and strangled a five-year-old girl to death, just a few years before William and Ruby were murdered in Brampton.’

‘Okay, I get the fact that children sometimes kill, but that doesn’t mean Leoni did.’

‘It doesn’t, but it means the police should have looked closer at her. They saw the obvious, that Rodney was the predator, because of all the things that linked him, and he dumped the body, but they didn’t consider the alternative, that he was just covering up for his daughter. Remember Chris Overfield, Ruby’s brother? He knows it wasn’t Rodney, and he told the police that but was talked out of getting involved because it might derail the case. But it should have just created a new case, a new suspect. Perhaps Mark Roberts followed the same trail I have and it cost him his life?’

‘What’s Leoni’s motive though?’

‘There isn’t one, and that’s the whole point. That was the thing with all these kids, and there are plenty more. With adults, you begin to understand, or even those teenagers who’ve reached puberty, as if somewhere in the growing-up process the wires became crossed. A twisted sexual drive is the usual explanation, or a psychosis, hard to control, a compulsion. It all fits because we can understand it, but with the younger killers we can’t understand it, because it feels like boredom, nothing more. Here.’ She passed some more articles across.

‘How many have you got?’

‘Oh, plenty. The next one, Amarjeet Sada, was an eight-year-old boy from India who murdered three babies. Strangled one cousin, then bludgeoned another to death. He was only caught when he murdered a neighbour’s baby. Another one,’ and she passed Dan some more printed sheets, ‘Eric Smith. A red-headed thirteen-year-old who battered to death a four-year-old boy, smashed in his skull with rocks and then posed the body. He went into the police station and offered to help, as if he enjoyed the fuss.’

Dan held up his hands. ‘All right, I get it, plenty of children kill.’

‘But they all have similar traits. Loners who don’t fit in, often from families where they are neglected. Eric Smith was bullied by the other children and spent a lot of time on his own. If you look at the pictures from his court hearings, or even now, he’s dead behind the eyes. I’ve met Leoni’s mother and she’s just a selfish drunk. Rodney was out working and Leoni was quiet, introspective, and neglected. It takes a perfect combination to make a killer, but it’s the truth no one likes to acknowledge. Going back to the James Bulger case, what was the most shocking aspect? The death of a child, or that he was killed by two young boys just for the fun of it?’

‘The latter, I suppose.’

‘There you have it. That’s why Leoni was ignored. Rodney was the better fit. A twisted child killer. And do you know what the really sad thing is?’

‘Go on.’

‘They didn’t have to be like that. Mary Bell grew up to be a good mother and responsible adult. Some of the ones from Scandinavia went on to lead normal lives. All they wanted from the start was just some good old-fashioned love and attention, but they never got it. Just like Leoni.’

Dan drained his coffee as he thought about what Jayne had said. ‘And if no one knew it was Leoni all along, her behaviour wasn’t challenged,’

‘Exactly. She was shunted from relative to relative and then dumped onto the streets to find her own way. She never got that love and attention she needed. She changed her methods, that’s all, and with her boyfriend in Wakefield, she found a perfect method. A slow torture, where she got to really enjoy the process, nudging him towards suicide.’

‘We need to find Leoni,’ he said, more animated now. ‘She ended up here, in Highford, but dropped off the radar. If we locate her, we can see what else she’s been up to, see whether there’s a pattern. If we can show that Mark must have been on her tail, we start to create a new suspect, which makes Nick’s story ring true.’

Before Jayne could say anything else, Dan’s phone rang. It was Barbara. ‘I was sorry to hear of your office, but the trial is close by. Have you got any news for me?’

Dan pondered on what to say. There was something about her he couldn’t quite pin down. ‘I’d rather talk in person.’

‘I’m in my hotel,’ she said, and then she hung up.

He turned to Jayne. ‘Good manners aren’t Barbara’s thing.’

‘She’s a grieving mother.’

‘We’ll see.’ He lifted his cup, now empty. ‘I’ll need some more of this, because it’s going to be a long day.’




Chapter Fifty-Five

‘You said you had some news,’ Barbara said, as Dan reached her table, none of the faux politeness of their earlier meetings. Barbara had been waiting for Dan in the bar of her hotel and she didn’t suggest that he should stay for a drink.

‘It’s a development, but don’t read too much into it.’

Barbara turned to look out of the window, as if she was putting off the moment when Dan would tell her whatever it was he knew. Eventually, she turned back to him and asked, ‘What is it?’

‘Is that all you’ve got to say?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘My office has been burnt down and you don’t look surprised that I appear like this, battered and bruised. I saw you watching the office, but it looked as if you were trying to stay hidden.’

Barbara put her cup down with a loud clink. ‘Mr Grant, my son was murdered when he came to this grubby little place. Do you really think I’m surprised by anything? What news have you got?’

Dan sat down opposite. He wondered whether to say anything, but as he considered Barbara, he saw what Jayne saw: a woman coated in grief. ‘Your son had quite a story and we might be able to tell it for him.’

She let out a short breath. ‘What have you found, Mr Grant?’

Dan told her all he’d found out about Rodney Walker, and then said, ‘We’re wondering whether Rodney Walker is innocent, just like Mark thought. Your son kept on digging and discovered that Rodney didn’t kill those two children. Rodney is guilty of covering up a murder, yes, but he’s no murderer.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Who was it, then?’

‘His daughter, Leoni.’

‘His daughter? How? I mean, why?’

‘Our theory is that she was a young psychopath and Rodney took the blame for her. Leoni moved here, to Highford, but she left a trail of death behind her. There was at least one suicide instigated by her. Mark must have got close. That has to be the reason.’

‘Yes, too close though. And for what noble end? No children will come back to life. Rodney will stay in prison. This Leoni woman will remain free. Really, what did he achieve? None of this was worth dying for.’

‘I thought you wanted justice for Nick Connor too, because that’s how we make amends. I’m going to visit Rodney again today. As soon as I leave here, I’m going to call the prison, stress how urgent it is.’

‘And what are you hoping to get out of the meeting?’

‘I want Rodney to give evidence, to give the full story of what happened.’

Barbara laughed out loud. ‘Implicate his daughter? Why would he do that? If you’re right, he’d stayed in prison to protect her.’

‘But he must have done that to give her a second chance. He sacrificed his life for hers, perhaps even blamed himself. He needs to know that she didn’t change.’

‘And if he refuses?’

Dan clenched his jaw. ‘We’ll say it anyway.’




Chapter Fifty-Six

Dan stood as Rodney entered the room.

He felt the same as he did the first time he visited, that he was there to see a celebrity, the prisoner who carried with him the horror of his crimes, even though now he wondered about a different reality. It was the treatment Rodney received that made him different.

Dan was used to seeing prisoners in the glass kiosks of the local prisons, just part of the pretrial routine. Going to see Rodney was visiting someone settled into a life, with a prison that would always be his home. He was able to see Rodney in a large and empty room, more befitting an old school assembly hall than a place for legal visits. There was a guard at one side, watching, his arms folded, scowling.

Rodney seemed more cautious than the previous time, as if unsure why Dan was there again. His walk was a slow shuffle, although he watched Dan all the way. It wasn’t hostility in his eyes though. It was curiosity. Rodney wanted to know what Dan knew.

All Dan had was a bluff, to see how he reacted.

Dan gestured for Rodney to take a seat.

Rodney nodded his thanks, even though he had no need to express any gratitude. He wasn’t there as Dan’s guest, and he could have refused to see him.

His attitude was the same though. He sat back and flopped his arms on the table. ‘You’re back.’

Dan sat down opposite. ‘There have been developments.’

He pointed to Dan’s face. ‘I can see, and you couldn’t wait to tell me. Well, here we are.’

‘We’re working on our new defence. Do you want to hear it?’

‘Anything to break the monotony, I suppose.’

Dan watched carefully as he said, ‘It involves your daughter, Leoni.’

Rodney’s eyelids flickered, just a fraction, and he swallowed. ‘How is she? Haven’t heard from her in a while.’

‘I’ve not met her yet, but I thought you’d be keeping an eye on her. After all, it’s in your interests.’

‘How so?’

‘To make sure she doesn’t kill again.’

Rodney pursed his lips and flexed his fingers, as if he wanted to clench his fists but was stopping himself. Dan guessed that Rodney was having the conversation he’d always braced himself for.

‘That was the deal, wasn’t it?’ Dan continued. ‘You pay the penalty for her crimes, on the condition that Ruby was the last one?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Dan felt a growing sense of excitement, because Rodney was acting exactly as he’d expected if Jayne’s theory was right. If they were wrong, Rodney would laugh it off, even defend his daughter, treat Dan like a fool and go back to his cell. Instead, he was closing down, trying not to give anything away, as if trying to gauge what Dan knew.

Dan jabbed his finger on the table. ‘Oh yes, you do. I can tell from the way you’re grinding your teeth, despite your attempt to look relaxed. I know the story. I’ve been following the same trail Mark Roberts had, before he was murdered.’

Rodney took a sharp breath.

Dan held out his hands. ‘Just like last time, I’m not making notes, not recording anything, but secrets don’t stay buried forever. Is it the truth?’

‘What does that matter?’

Dan leaned forward and hissed, ‘Because your daughter didn’t end her spree with Ruby. Don’t you get it? People like her never stop. She just learned subtlety. She made a teenage boy kill himself like it was her hobby. She picked on a vulnerable young boy and wore him down until he gave in. He thought she was his confidante, his friend, but really she was his tormentor, relished it the same way she enjoyed torturing William, and then Ruby.’

Rodney swallowed but stayed silent.

‘Did you really think she’d stop? She tortured and stoned a young boy to death. She watched a girl struggle for breath on your garage floor until she died.’ Rodney closed his eyes and grimaced, but Dan carried on regardless. ‘People like your daughter don’t stop. Call it an illness or a compulsion, call it whatever you want, if it takes away some of her blame, but your daughter enjoyed the torture too much to stop. If you’ve chosen to spend your life in prison as a way of making her change, you’ve wasted your time.’

Rodney opened his eyes. ‘What do you want me to say?’ His tone was still defiant, but there were tears in his eyes.

‘I want you to see that you’ve had it wrong all these years, that you’ve been staying loyal to a lie.’

‘Why should I care what you think?’

‘It’s not what I think that’s important though. It’s that you know, deep down, that you weren’t protecting Leoni, and you haven’t protected those who died after Ruby. David Green. Mark Roberts. And there must be others. People died because Leoni was still out there.’

Rodney stared at the table for a few seconds, his lips pursed, his fingers tapping on the surface. He looked at the guard, and for a moment Dan thought he was going to come over, but Rodney said, ‘What am I supposed to do?’

‘Come clean.’

‘You think people will believe what I’ve got to say? More than twenty years in prison and I suddenly get to remember what happened. And what do I do? I blame it on my daughter, my angel-faced little girl. She’s in her thirties now and never been locked up. How desperate would I look? No, it would be pointless.’

‘Help me then.’

‘Why should I?’

‘Because I think Leoni killed the reporter who was looking into your case. My client is accused of it, but you could help free him. Don’t let my client rot away in prison like you have, for something he didn’t do. For something your daughter did.’

Rodney wiped his eyes. ‘Have you got children, Mr Grant?’

‘Why should that matter?’

‘Then you’d know how far you’d go to protect them. And sometimes it’s because you don’t know how much blame is your own. Sarah left us, and I had to somehow cope with two young children, and not only keep a roof over their heads but also provide the love and support their mother couldn’t. But how? I was too busy trying to sort my own head out. I didn’t have enough time left for them; I neglected them. The only thing I could say is that I stayed, but is that enough? Don’t think I haven’t wondered how much of it is my fault. If I’d been a better father, perhaps all of this wouldn’t have happened. I deserve this. Did a ten-year-old girl deserve it? No.’

‘Mark Roberts didn’t deserve it. David Green didn’t deserve it. Do the right thing, Rodney. For my client, because you might think you deserve to be where you are, but he doesn’t.’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t spread the guilt, Mr Grant.’ He stood, making the guard begin to walk over. ‘I wish things were different, or that I could go back, but I can’t. It’s your theory, but you don’t care about me or Leoni. You just want to win your case.’

The guard was at the table, leading Rodney away.

‘Final answer?’

‘Final answer, Mr Grant.’




Chapter Fifty-Seven

Rodney paced as he waited for the phone.

Dan had been gone a couple of hours, and he was used to the slow drag of time, but this was the call he’d been dreading for twenty years.

He was in a corridor close to the rooms where the guards sat when they weren’t walking the wings. The phone was the cause of many fights, as prisoners used it for too long, tensions boiling as people waited to make calls. Prison is about patience, waiting for those moments that break the monotony. A phone call is one of those things, and delays test everyone.

He wondered about those wasted years as he waited. Had they been wasted years? He’d received enough advice, with calls from lawyers hoping to make a name from his case.

He wasn’t interested in that. They were after making their name, not his. Ken Goodman had been his lawyer throughout his time. He was incompetent, but he’d served his purpose.

Dan Grant was different, because Dan hadn’t been interested in him but only ever about his own client.

If Rodney wanted legal advice, there were always plenty of self-taught prison-wing experts to ask. That was the nature of prison. There was time to fill. Long days that stretched into nothing and the only thing to occupy his mind was what was going on outside. Memories of the people he would no longer see, and fear of the threats he faced along the wings.

It was the threats he hated, from those prisoners who saw attacking him as somehow atoning for their own sins. They’d ruined lives too, but it didn’t give them special rights. On the outside, they were bad people, ones to avoid, but on the inside? Why did they get to hold the moral compass?

The noises too. Shouting, banging, sometimes screams. On the quiet nights, sobs could be heard, the gasping sorrow of the new arrivals, not yet acclimatised to the utter tedium.

It was different for him, he knew that. He was on a protected wing, to keep the monsters locked away, even if it was for their own protection. A cell to himself. A television. He could read and while his hours away, provided he could endure the scorn of the guards. Not for him the shared cell, the bunks, the perpetually open doors, always waiting for an attack from one of the inmates who thought that the only reputation worth having was a bad one.

And then there were the perverts.

He didn’t mean the lovers, those men who found solace in each other. Who was he to judge anyone? No, it was those who loathed their yearnings, who saw the terror in someone else’s eyes as a turn-on, because it was all about power in the end. One thing he’d learned in prison was that there were some humans who didn’t deserve to be free, alive even, whose wires had got jumbled along the way and posed nothing but a threat.

There were enough of those people on his wing, but for all the press talk of them being monsters, beasts, most were pathetic. They didn’t socialise, make for idle chat. They stayed as loners, knowing that they were where they ought to be.

Being on a protected wing kept him safe and alone. Rodney could deal with that.

The queue for the phone wasn’t too long. Being a protected prisoner had its advantages. A squat man in round glasses had called his mother, sobbing as he spoke, always saying he was sorry, as if it would somehow get his release. The children he’d abused were still prisoners to what he’d done.

Then there was the tall, skinny man who called his wife, who must have forgiven him for the rapes he’d committed because she’d taken the call, and Rodney had listened to him bleating how it was her fault in the end, because he had needs, dammit.

Rodney kept his gaze on the floor. He despised these people.

The ex-copper was next, but his call was brief, apologising as he turned and wiped his eyes and trudged back to his cell.

Rodney felt for him. He wasn’t evil. He’d just trapped himself into debt and tried to blackmail his way out of it. Bad judgement shouldn’t condemn him, but he was a target for many, those serving their time as part of their rehabilitation still seeing it as a battle of the trenches. There were sides to be taken, lines to be drawn. Cops and robbers.

The sorrow would pass and the ex-copper would learn to watch the days go by. He’d leave prison eventually. Not for Rodney. He knew he’d never feel the brisk winter of Brampton again. He thought of it often, but he couldn’t dream too hard. He’d put himself in prison. His decision. His actions.

The phone became free. He paused with the receiver in his hand, his head in the small booth designed to give him privacy. He took a deep breath. This was a phone call he didn’t want to make, but he had no choice.

He pressed the digits, the number etched on his mind, sent to him in correspondence and memorised, just in case his letters were ever shredded.

He closed his eyes as it rang out. He imagined her on the other end, wondering whether to answer. He never rang, and he didn’t know how it would show up on her phone, but she’d asked often enough. All those letters, telling him how much she loved him, imploring him to call.

Had he misinterpreted them?

Someone answered.

‘Leoni?’

There was silence on the other end, until a woman’s voice said, ‘Dad?’

A sob broke through and he wanted to say so much, how he’d missed her, was desperate to see her, all those years passed, but instead he steeled himself and said, ‘Tell me about David Green.’

Leoni’s voice had seemed timid, scared almost, when she’d first answered. When she replied, ‘David Green? Oh, he was just an old boyfriend. It was really sad,’ her voice changed, but he could sense something in it more than hiding a bad memory. She was faking emotion.

She started to tell him, but he didn’t want to hear. Tears ran down his cheeks as he put the receiver back as she was still talking.

As he made his way back to his cell, his mind was made up. He knew what he had to do.




Chapter Fifty-Eight

Dan was back in Highford, standing in the ruins of his office. He turned as he looked up at the beams running across where the ceiling used to be. Charred and blackened, he could see blue sky beyond, where the flames had been too strong for the roof struts. Steel screens secured the windows and external doors, but upwards there was light.

They’d gathered for one last look around, to see what they could salvage. Eileen was there, Margaret and Jayne too, both shuffling through the dust and debris, their clothes filthy, silent, their expressions forlorn.

The heat surprised him. It was still warm in places, as if the embers still glowed, or the bricks had retained the fire.

‘I don’t think we should be here,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t look safe.’

‘But there are still parts of Pat in here,’ Eileen said. ‘We never got round to clearing out his office.’

‘It won’t be worth keeping.’

‘I’ll decide that.’

He didn’t need the barbs, but he forgave her for it.

‘Have they found whoever did it?’ It was Margaret, unsure whether to address her question to Dan or Eileen.

Dan spoke up first. ‘If they have, they haven’t told me. They’ve ruled out the person I thought it was. But,’ and he shrugged, ‘that doesn’t mean I was wrong.’

Eileen had moved towards the back of the building, pushing aside a door that was cracked, the paint scorched, the panel warped at the bottom. It scraped on the ashes piled up behind it.

She didn’t go in. Instead, she looked down and took a few deep breaths.

As Dan joined her, he saw why.

Pat’s old room was destroyed, and worse than the rest of the building, because old paper files had been piled in the corners, underneath where the window had been smashed and accelerants poured in. Pat had always been bad about storing the files properly, even when they were dead files and there were rules about them, but Dan had never got around to doing anything about it. He’d known at some point he’d have to spend time going through Pat’s office, but that spare weekend never seemed to arrive, those other parts of running a business always taking priority.

The fire had saved him the job, but there was something too final about seeing it all charred and ruined. It was that definitive line that marked the fact that Pat was gone.

He went to Eileen and put his arm round her shoulders. For a moment, she stiffened, but then she relaxed and rested her head against his.

‘I miss him so much,’ she said, her voice softer now, more sadness than anger.

‘So do I,’ he said, and held her tighter, because he needed it too.

The sound of sniffling came from behind them and, as he turned, it was Margaret, Jayne’s arms around her as she sobbed into her chest.

They all stayed like that for a few minutes until they were interrupted by the buzz of Dan’s phone.

He stiffened.

Eileen pulled away and wiped her eyes. ‘Answer it.’

Dan shook his head. ‘No, I can leave it.’

Eileen gave a small laugh. ‘I was married to a criminal lawyer. I know what it’s like when the phone goes.’

The buzzing carried on.

Dan knew he couldn’t ignore it.

He held up his hand in apology and turned to answer. ‘Dan Grant?’

‘It’s Rodney.’

For a moment, Dan was uncertain, the call unexpected, but the prison echo in the background gave him away.

‘Mr Walker, what can I do for you?’

He caught Jayne’s eyes; she pulled away from Margaret.

‘I need to talk to you,’ Rodney said. ‘About what we spoke about. When can you come?’

Dan cursed. He’d tried to forget about Rodney since he left the prison. Without him, they had just wild speculation, and there was no way a judge would let him make it. He wasn’t sure how ready he was for the trial now, but it was too late to step away from the case.

‘Rodney, I can’t see you over the weekend and the trial begins on Monday, but,’ and he looked to Jayne, who was nodding and jabbing at her own chest with her finger, ‘my investigator can.’

Rodney didn’t respond for a few seconds, and Dan thought he was going to hang up, but then he said, ‘Yes, that’s fine. I’ll see him Monday then.’

‘It’s a her.’

‘Fine, whatever,’ and then he ended the call.

Jayne held out her hands. ‘Well?’

‘He wants a visit. He must have something to say. It looks like you’ve got yourself a prison visit with a notorious prisoner.’

Jayne tried to hide her smile as she said, ‘And if it helps us get one step closer to finding whoever did this,’ she said, ‘it’ll be worth it.’




Chapter Fifty-Nine

The first day of the trial came too quickly, Dan thought, as he tapped his fingers on the desk in front of him in courtroom number one, under the high ceilings of the Crown Court in Langton, at the other end of the motorway to Highford.

The weekend had been spent quietly, Jayne trying to keep Dan’s focus on the trial, despite what else was going on. They’d talked strategies as Dan had read and reread every statement, so that he felt like he knew it from memory.

Rodney could change everything, but they had to start the case as if Rodney wasn’t getting involved, not knowing what he was going to say to Jayne.

The weekend hadn’t all been about Nick’s trial though. They’d talked, but it had been different from before, because they were lovers now. Neither knew how it would go, nor for how long it would it last, but it felt good and natural, like it was the one thing that was meant to be.

He looked around the courtroom, hoping the surroundings would inspire him. Long green curtains covered the vast windows, interspersed by dusty portraits of judges of days gone by. The building was old stone, grand and imposing, pillars at the entrance, the courtroom lined with panelled wood.

It was so different to how he spent most days, engaged in small scraps in the Magistrates’ Court. The daily grind, long hours spent fighting on behalf of drunks, thugs and thieves, the penalty for losing just a fine or a short prison sentence, and all the options in between, acted out beneath crumbling plaster and faded paint.

A murder trial was different. There were high stakes, with a life in prison awaiting the convicted. For Dan, it was more than that though, because his case had spiralled out of control, where he didn’t how it would go once it started. The week before had been chaotic, nervy, as the case changed from just another murder. He bore the bruises, although Jayne had applied concealer to hide them from the jurors. It made his skin feel greasy and he worried whether it would attract strange glances, people spotting that he was wearing make-up.

Just another murder.

Dan knew how bad that sounded, because all murders are horrific, the ending of a life. At least he was doing the trial himself, so he had some control over what happened, even if it did mean appearances amongst the dusty wigs and black gowns.

Dan was a solicitor-advocate, qualified to appear in the higher courts, in front of juries and appeal judges. It forced him to mix with barristers from the circuit, those who’d once fluffed him up to keep the work coming but who now regarded him as an interloper. The divide between barristers and solicitors was broken down years earlier, jury trials no longer the sole preserve of Bar School products desperate to impress with their wigs and starched collars, but it didn’t mean it was welcomed. Solicitors could appear in all the courts, provided they’d gained the experience and approval, and cutbacks in funding meant that more were opting to do their own jury work.

That wasn’t always a good thing. The old closed shop for barristers allowed them to develop their speciality: trial advocacy. Many solicitor-advocates had the skills, but there were too many who didn’t: they opted for the Crown Court for financial reasons.

For Dan, he could only hope that he could show that he was good enough, not merely that he was cheap enough.

What marked him out was the lack of a horsehair wig. He wore the gown but left the wig for the barristers and their egos. For all they proclaimed that the wigs helped them maintain their anonymity, that it somehow kept them independent, Dan knew the truth was simpler than that. It was status, nothing more, and he guessed that they had all stood proud before the mirror on receipt of their first wig, knowing that they’d made it.

He could wear one if he wanted, but he didn’t, because he thought that it gave him a head start before the jury, marked him out as the underdog, that Nick Connor didn’t have the regal trappings of his opponent. When the opposition case was strong, every advantage had to be taken.

He glanced along the bench. His opponent for the days ahead was calm. Frank McAllister, a man who’d risen through the prosecution ranks to conduct his own murder trials, just like Dan had. Murder trials used to be the preserve of Queen’s Counsels, the QCs, silks, those senior barristers whose abilities allowed them to get the pick of all the good cases. But they came with a big price tag. Budgets were squeezed now, on both sides. Dan couldn’t always get permission to employ a QC, dependent on government funds, and for the prosecution a QC’s bill eats a big way into the budget. No, it seemed that the way forward was to get two lesser lawyers to scrap it out.

Frank looked his way and smiled. Tall and debonair, his dark hair slicked back, his nose hooked.

Dan liked him. He was good but fair, knew when to concede but fought hard when he thought he was right. The mark of a good lawyer. For Dan, his own opinions didn’t always count for much, because sometimes clients wanted to fight for every last chance of winning, even if it made the punishment harsher.

‘Can I expect any surprises?’ Frank said.

‘That depends on what you’re expecting.’ Dan looked back to Nick Connor, sitting in the dock with his eyes glazed, fear etched on his face. ‘I don’t always say this, but I’ve got an innocent one this time.’

Frank raised an eyebrow. ‘If only we shared the same view. I’ve never prosecuted someone I thought was innocent, and your man.’ Frank tilted his head towards the dock. ‘He’s a long way from innocent.’

Dan looked away.

He knew that the jurors would see the same thing Frank did, that Nick Connor was someone who’d chosen to live on the wrong side of the law and had made a bid for promotion, a murder charge this time.

His client looked like everyone’s late-night fear. Well-built and imposing, a prison build, honed from too many hours to kill awaiting his trial, his hair cropped short but only serving to show the scars of battle, those nicks and marks from fights gone by. Dan had told him to relax more, to cut out the insolent stare, but old habits were hard to break.

Dan’s thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the judge, heralded by a knock on the wood-panelled door, followed by the shuffle of feet as everyone in the courtroom rose.

Judge Deane. Dan was pleased it was her. She was fair and polite, but that disguised a sharp mind. He’d get no chance to charm her, but at least he’d get a proper hearing.

As she bowed to the courtroom, everyone following, Dan closed his eyes and let out a long breath.

Now was the time.




Chapter Sixty

Jayne shuffled in her chair, in front of a small table in the middle of the room, as she waited for Rodney. She sat forward, then back, tugged on her jacket, uncomfortable in the suit she’d retrieved from her flat in Manchester, a letter of instruction in her pocket. She might have been there in an official capacity, as Dan’s legal representative, but she felt like a fraud.

She took a deep breath at the sound of the lock and smoothed down her suit. She let out her breath, long and slow, and closed her eyes for a moment. Stay calm, she told herself.

Rodney appeared through a door, the guard peeling off to the side of the room but always watching.

Jayne didn’t stand, even though she knew it was the polite thing to do, but she was nervous, back in a prison but on her own this time. Instead, she pressed her knees together and tried to mask her nerves with a broad smile.

‘Mr Walker?’ She gestured to the chair opposite, as if she were the host.

As Rodney sat down, the defiance in his eyes told her who was the guest. It was a look she recognised, the desire to keep some fight as life slowly gets crushed by the routine. He looked dishevelled, with dark rings under his eyes, his skin that light grey prison pallor, from bad food, no sunlight and constant roll-up cigarettes.

She’d only seen him in photographs that were more than twenty years old. He was smaller than she expected. There were shades of the younger man she’d seen in the pictures, but only shades.

‘Thank you for coming,’ he said.

That surprised her. ‘No, thank you for speaking to us. Dan would be here, but he’s in court.’

‘Yeah, he said, and I know this is urgent.’

‘Urgent, after twenty years?’ She failed to keep the sarcasm from her voice, and silently rebuked herself. She couldn’t afford for him to decide the meeting was over.

Instead, he hung his head and said, ‘Things have changed.’

‘Have they?’

He frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘If you’re going to tell me what I think you’re about to, then nothing has changed, except your willingness to talk.’

He pursed his lips as he thought about that. ‘I needed to hear more from you, to find out how certain you are about Leoni.’

Jayne cocked her head. ‘What’s changed your mind? Dan came to see you last week and told you all we know. You told him you weren’t interested.’

‘You’ve got to understand how hard this is for me,’ and he slapped his chest. ‘I’ve been locked up for more than twenty years. I’m hated, reviled. The press talk about me, the monster who killed children. How convenient is this now, me coming forward? It looks like I’ve got sick of prison and I’m looking for a way out.’

‘Does that matter?’

‘What do you think, because what kind of life can I lead, really? Even if I get out, and there’d be no point in me doing this if I didn’t, what chance have I got of living a life like you do? Uncomplicated, simple. And what about Leoni? I don’t want to wish this on her.’

Jayne pushed aside the thought of explaining her life. It wasn’t important, because the case wasn’t about her. It was about Leoni, and all the lives she’d taken or ruined as she’d grown up.

‘Wouldn’t a complicated life but free be better than, well, this?’ She looked around the room.

‘I don’t know. I’ve been here a long time. I’m institutionalised. That’s the word, isn’t it? I can’t change peoples’ minds, and if they knew the truth, they’d hate me just the same.’

‘That’s not why you’ve asked me to come though, to tell me that.’

‘How do you know? We’ve only just met. You don’t know anything about me.’

‘I know about Leoni. Probably more than you, because you’ve been in here.’

Rodney sat back, his hands on the table. ‘I called her after your boss came to see me.’

Jayne flinched. ‘Why did you do that?’

‘I had to know if he was telling the truth.’

Jayne hadn’t considered the thought that he might tell Leoni. ‘How close are you?’

‘I haven’t spoken to my daughter in twenty years. I let her grow up without me. That was my sacrifice, to give her that chance. She writes to me all the time though. She tells me what she’s doing, how she misses me, her brother too. She sends me her phone number and asks me to call her, but I never have before.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I’d want to be with her, of course. She’s my flesh, my blood. Whatever sort of person she is, I made her like that. She had the chance to make something of her life, to put whatever happened behind her. Tell me, have you seen her?’

Jayne was cautious now, wondering if Rodney wanted her there for a different reason. Was it just so that he could tell Leoni all they knew?

But she couldn’t clam up. Dan wanted him for the trial. She had to trust her instincts.

‘No, I haven’t,’ Jayne said. ‘Without you, there’s nothing in this defence. But now you’ve told her, she might disappear. Or even worse. She’s a killer. We’re all in danger now.’

‘I mentioned David Green, that’s all.’

‘The trial starts today. She’s no fool.’ She leaned forward. ‘We need you, Rodney. Do the right thing.’

Rodney put his head back and stared at the ceiling. Eventually, he looked back and said, ‘This is such a big step.’

‘It has to be you that does it. You know the truth. Even Leoni’s mother thinks you’re guilty.’

‘What, you met Sarah?’

‘I was following Mark Roberts’s investigation, so it took me on the same path Mark had taken.’

‘How’s Sarah?’

‘A mess, if I’m honest. Too much vodka, too many fags. She looked old and didn’t look well.’

Rodney shook his head. ‘She brought all that on herself. And on us. She was partly to blame for this mess.’

‘How do you make that out?’

‘She left us. Not just me. Us. I’m not saying we were perfect, but we were a family, except she treated the children like they were a burden. All she was interested in was being the party girl. When she married me, she was settling for routine, thinking that it would somehow stop her from ruining her life, cure her excesses, but you can’t hold in that kind of thing in the end. If it’s in you to ruin yourself, you’ll do it, and whatever Sarah tried to suppress was always bursting to get out.’

‘But why does that make it partly her fault?’

‘Because children need love. They need stability. Everyone knows that.’

‘Lots of single parents cope. Why couldn’t you?’

‘I was working hard, trying to keep everything together. Looking back, work didn’t matter. I should have been there for the children, and perhaps…’ A deep breath. ‘Perhaps things would have been different.’

Jayne wanted to reach out and hold his hand, because Rodney looked like a man who had spent twenty years wondering if he’d tried harder, he could have made it turn out better, but she remembered enough of the prison rules to know that the guard would end the meeting if he saw it.

Instead, she said, ‘Why do you think it would have made Leoni different?’

‘Love does that.’ Rodney sat forward. ‘Did she do these other things? I’ve got to trust you.’

‘We think so, but we can never truly know.’

‘Have you spoken to Chief Inspector Porter?’

‘Of course. Wherever Mark went, I followed.’

Rodney folded his arms. ‘He knows everything.’

Jayne was surprised at that. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I bet he filled you with bluster, told you to leave well alone, the beast is behind bars.’ He shook his head. ‘Be careful with him. If he’s making it out like it’s a big surprise, don’t believe him.’

‘Tell me then.’

‘Here’s my deal. Take it or leave it. Porter has got to tell the story too. It doesn’t have to be in court, but he’s got to talk and make it public. I’ll tell you my part in this, but I won’t help your client out if Porter refuses. I’m not facing this alone.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Porter knows it all. It’s time for him to pay.’




Chapter Sixty-One

Dan stared at his notepad as the first witness gave his evidence.

It was the man who’d alerted the police to the discovery of the body, an early-morning jogger catching the first strands of daylight. He’d slipped in the blood, congealed and sticky on the path. He didn’t know what it was at first, until he investigated the area behind the bench and flashes of liquid colour caught the early sun.

There was no real need for him to give live evidence, the statement could have been read out, but it was all about impact. Make the jurors hate the killer. The photos would follow, and evidence from the person who last had contact with Mark, all raising the emotions of the twelve men and women tasked with coming to a verdict. Dan heard the court fall silent, the witness’s words echoing around a still courtroom.

It was more than just the drama of the discovery though; the witness talked about how he was compelled to act and call the police, his voice cracking with the memory, because what else could a person do? The jury would hear a more callous tale from Nick Connor, how he discovered the same thing but stole a wallet instead.

Dan forced himself to look up. He was projecting a sense of defeat, that he was just a legal aid lawyer expected to defend a hopeless cause. So, he feigned calmness, almost disinterest. He hoped to repair some of the damage in the closing speech. Hate Nick Connor for what he did, that he was nothing but a worthless thief, a man who’d amounted to little and offered little, a burden on Highford. And Dan knew they’d be nodding along with him, believing him, all the time leading them to one conclusion: that if they thought that, they believed something else too: he wasn’t a murderer. He wasn’t on trial for stealing a wallet but for brutally murdering Mark Roberts.

Dan almost laughed at the absurdity of it, that for the jury to find Nick not guilty, they had to decide he was a feckless waster who didn’t even have the drive to kill a man. To secure his acquittal, Dan was relying on Nick to come across as pathetic, that he would be exactly the sort of person who would panic and run when he found a body, but not before he took the man’s wallet.

The weakness, of course, was that if the wallet was still there for Nick to find, it wasn’t a robbery gone wrong but a planned attack, and there was a vital piece of the picture still missing.

There were other strands, crucial strands, and he needed them all to come together. He looked at the entrance, looking out for Jayne, even though he knew it was too early.

All he could do was wait.




Chapter Sixty-Two

Jayne was full of nervous energy when she arrived in Langton, ready to meet Dan at court after her long drive. Rodney had told her the story and, if it was true, it was going to raise all kinds of hell. But it excited her, and for the first time since she’d come back to Highford she knew she wasn’t going back to Manchester. She missed this. The drama, the tension.

She checked her watch. Nearly four o’clock. She’d missed most of the day, but that didn’t matter. She had to let Dan know all she knew. She hadn’t been involved in as many cases as Dan, but she knew the tingle of important news.

She bounded up the court steps and through security, before heading to the courtroom. She tried to open the door as quietly as she could, so that no one was disturbed in there.

Those in the public gallery were focused on the proceedings. Barbara was further along, her hands clasped together, the tension showing in the whiteness of her fingers.

Jayne stayed away from her and sat in the seat closest to the exit.

There was a witness giving evidence, a police officer describing how they got a call from someone who bought stolen debit cards, who’d panicked when he saw a news report about the murder. The cards were still at his house, blood on the edges, and he identified Nick Connor as the person selling them.

It was Dan that caught her attention though. He seemed different, not his usual self.

Watching Dan in a courtroom was all about energy and tension, almost as if his whole body was about to spring into life. This was different. He was slumped, sitting back, his leg crossed.

She could change that.

The prosecutor finished his examination and the judge asked Dan if he had any questions. Dan stood and said, ‘None,’ faking confidence, before taking his seat. The judge glanced towards the clock and announced that it would be a good time to break for the day.

As everyone rose, once the jury had filed out, Jayne moved towards the well of the court.

The court assistant raised her hand, about to object as Jayne moved through the small wooden gate that allowed her access to the lawyers’ benches, but Dan turned and saw her.

‘You look like you’ve got something to tell me,’ he said, as he gathered his papers.

‘We can’t talk here. Get your stuff.’ She pointed to his face. ‘And your make-up is holding up well.’

‘I’m wondering how you get through the day with this stuff on.’ He followed her out of the courtroom, pausing only to put his gown and collar into his bag.

Once outside, Dan put his bag on a nearby bench, the bustle of the city centre close by, and asked, ‘What is it?’

‘It’s not just about Rodney and Leoni. It’s Porter. He’s known all along.’

‘About what?’

‘About Leoni being the real killer.’

Dan’s eyes widened. ‘How?’

‘He ensured it stayed quiet. I got it all from Rodney, and he’ll come forward now. Can you believe it? Rodney Walker is prepared to tell the whole story, and it’s a hell of a story. I couldn’t believe it when it all came spewing out. But it’s conditional. He’ll do it, but only if Porter will do the same. He said he’s not taking the flak alone for letting Leoni stay free.’

‘But what’s his story?’

‘The solicitor, Ken Goodman, told Porter. Rodney had a meltdown a couple of months after his trial, couldn’t stand the thought of a life inside for something he hadn’t done, so he blurted out the real story to Ken, who told Porter, saw it as a way of mounting an appeal, but Porter wouldn’t do anything. Said it was his case and he had the killer.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me. The police aren’t going to help a convicted murderer just because he’s come up with a new story. Particularly one that blames his young daughter.’

‘But what about Chris Overfield, the second victim’s brother? He was convinced it wasn’t Rodney, but Porter talked him out of getting involved; Porter reassured him that they had the right person, but Chris had never been convinced. Damn it, Dan, Porter knew and did nothing, which makes him partly to blame for all that followed.’

‘Are you saying Porter’s a suspect? That he might have killed Mark Roberts just because a defence lawyer once told him his client was innocent? I say that to the police all the time, but it doesn’t mean I believe it.’

‘Who’s got most to lose though? We thought Leoni, but is she really going to be locked up on the say-so of her father, who has stayed quiet for more than twenty years? But Porter? He’s all about his reputation, the small-town cop known by everyone. Could he stand the truth coming out? The cop who let a killer stay free and who killed again?’

Dan sat down and put his head back.

Jayne sat next to him. ‘Am I making it hard for you?’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because I’m more into this case than you. You had it all sorted out before Barbara came here, but now? Your office has gone. We’ve both taken a kicking. You had a case that was prepared and now it’s all gone in a different direction, and I’m still trying to take it that way, but I can see how it’s killing you.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I was watching you in court. You’re not the same. More muted.’

Dan sat forward and stared at his feet for a few seconds. ‘I can’t pretend things are normal.’ He gripped her hand. ‘But you make it easier, because I like having you around.’

‘Aren’t we more than that now, me just being around?’

‘We are, but this case is dragging us both down.’

‘But you’ve got to think of Nick. He needs you to do your job. And me mine.’

‘We need to get Porter to speak.’

Jayne smiled. ‘I’ve already done it. I called him and told him Rodney was going to give evidence and tell the whole story, and he should get himself to Highford, because he’s in the witness box after Rodney, whether he liked it or not.’

Dan laughed, despite himself. ‘Oh, you fight dirty. What did he say?’

‘Nothing. He hung up. But I can bet he’ll have an uncomfortable evening. Let him stew, and then we’ll have him.’

‘And if he doesn’t?’

‘I don’t know, because Rodney won’t talk without Porter; but if it’s all we have, we’ll keep pushing, because it’s the only way we’ll find out the whole truth.’




Chapter Sixty-Three

The start of a new day brought fresh optimism. The evening before had been marked by self‑doubt, Jayne cajoling, trying to bring Dan out of his slump. He’d avoided wine, he needed a clearer head for any decisions he had to make, and instead they lay in bed and talked. And made love, of course.

That thought made him smile. They clicked in that way. Perhaps because they’d been friends for a few years, so they didn’t have any awkwardness, that it was just an extension of what they’d had before. They trusted each other.

Or perhaps they had been waiting so long for it to happen that they could sink into the blessed relief of it all.

Jayne had told him that everything about sex with him was full of meaning and emotion, so much more than anything that had gone before.

He didn’t know whether she was just making him feel better, but he latched on to the idea that it wasn’t frivolous. It felt like he always thought it would happen, even if he’d fought against it.

Jayne had been right about one thing though: that whatever his future held, Nick Connor’s case was a more immediate problem.

He was watching his curtains brighten, Jayne next to him, both naked.

She lifted her head, her hair tangled, her eyes bleary. ‘Do you still fancy me?’ she said, before laughing and collapsing back onto the pillow.

‘You’ve no need to comb your hair yet,’ he said. ‘I’ve had an idea.’

‘Sounds interesting, but what do you mean about my hair?’

‘I want you to make a written statement. Just a brief one, explaining your assault and exhibiting photographs of your bruises.’

‘But they’re fading now.’

‘If we get the light right, they’ll be visible, but it’ll come across better if you look dishevelled.’

‘You really are a charmer, Dan Grant.’

He laughed and put his arm round her to pull her closer. Her skin was warm and smooth as she hooked his leg over his. ‘It’s only for the photographs.’

‘What are you going to use the statement for? I won’t have to give evidence, will I?’

‘I’ll tell the prosecutor you’re willing to, but remember our case is that secrets were being uncovered by Mark Roberts, and it cost him his life. If we’ve suffered when we’ve followed the same path, it bolsters our case.’

‘I don’t want to give evidence though.’ She frowned. ‘It has bad memories for me.’

‘They’ll let me read your statement out, because how can they dispute it?’

‘Okay, if you’re sure, but I wish we didn’t have to go to work today.’

‘Yeah, me too, but I’ve got to work out the full detail of Nick’s defence. The trial has started and it still seems murky. Our case is that Leoni is a killer. She was back then, and she carried on with David Green by taunting and pushing him into suicide. Mark Roberts paid the price by discovering too much. Someone is trying to keep a secret hidden. Leoni most likely, or even Porter, although I don’t think a jury will think it’s him.’

‘But they’ll go for Leoni?’

‘She murdered two children. She’s got a lot to hide. You remember how we said that she might have carried on after David Green killed himself, because that case was a long time ago? For serial killers, if that’s what she is, long gaps don’t happen. They keep going, form a pattern, until they get stopped. Did she discover what she truly enjoyed, and knew how to get away with it? We were going to look at who else she might have killed, but Rodney shut us down. Without him, all we had was a wild theory.’

‘But now he’s back on board?’

‘We keep on looking. And I know who to ask.’ He smiled. ‘Photos first though.’



Porter wasn’t sure if it was the gulls that had woken him or the decision he’d made the night before; either way, he wondered whether he’d be able to carry it through.

The call from the investigator had unsettled him, with the threat that Rodney was going to talk. He couldn’t allow Walker to control the narrative.

Sleep hadn’t come easy, if at all. He’d stared at the ceiling, faintly illuminated by the turn of the lighthouse a few miles away, the North Sea’s giant searchlight. Before he knew it, he was staring at the ceiling again, except the lighthouse had stopped turning and a gull was wheeling just above his house. The early strains of daylight showed through the curtains.

He’d showered and left, not wanting to wake Linda.

No, it was more than that. He didn’t want to face her. He’d do what he had to do and deal with the fallout later. He’d stared at her sleeping figure, her hair across the pillow, the duvet up to her ears. They’d shared so much, but this was something he had to do alone.

He was outside Ken Goodman’s house, a three-storey house in the middle of what had once been a row of hotels opposite some bowling greens. The grass had been replaced by a car park and the hotels turned into small flats occupied by those people who drifted towards the coast, because being unemployed by the seaside was just about more palatable then being unemployed in an inner-city slum.

Ken complained about the deterioration around him, blaming the collapse of legal aid for his inability to move upwards. Porter just put it down to choosing the wrong side. He’d seen so many defence lawyers move to the prosecution, attracted by the hours and the pay, but Ken had stuck fast. That had always been Porter’s problem with him. The police had been about being on the right side of the law, being able to say that he’d been a good man, however much the job had blurred that line. Ken Goodman had only ever been about the money.

That was always the worst reason to do anything.

Porter had called Ken minutes earlier and he was about to ring again, the lack of sleep making him impatient, when the front door opened. Goodman waddled towards his gate, his hair sticking up, his stomach spreading in the gap between the bottom of his T-shirt and the top of his jogging bottoms, his slippers making loud slaps on the path.

The irony, Porter thought, of Ken Goodman in jogging bottoms.

He wound down his window as Goodman got close, and received a blast of stale whisky as he bent down to say, ‘What do you want this early?’

‘I’m going to Highford.’

Goodman rubbed his eyes and spluttered, ‘What the hell for?’

‘To deal with this. This needs to finish.’

‘Don’t you dare.’ He slapped the car door in frustration. ‘Don’t you bloody well dare.’

‘I’m going, but I wanted you to know that I’m putting a stop to this, whatever the cost.’

‘No, you can’t do this to me. To yourself either.’

‘What’s the panic, Ken? Your job is to keep your clients’ dirty secrets. The town won’t come after you.’

Goodman started to pace, his hand in his hair. ‘You don’t know that, because people won’t be bothered about legal ethics. They’ll think of how the two of us conspired to let a killer stay free.’

‘That’s the problem, Ken, because it’s exactly what we did.’

At that, Porter set off, leaving Goodman coughing into the fumes, looking after him, bewildered, his hands on his hips.

As he headed for the road out of Brampton, his mind was filled with fresh resolve, but with no idea about what lay ahead.




Chapter Sixty-Four

The door to the cafe tinkled as Dan walked in.

Rosie’s was a small place close to the town centre that had once served milky tea in cracked mugs but had remodelled itself to compete with the coffee chains on the main street. It had gone for a French vibe, with dried lavender pinned to the walls and bistro tables outside, but the clientele hadn’t changed. Labourers and office workers still needed their bacon sandwiches.

The person he was looking for was sitting in a corner, his infamous usual place.

Mike Summers was the local coroner, a judge who decided on cause of death in those cases when a death didn’t have a natural cause. It wasn’t a job for the squeamish.

Mike still had his own firm and made occasional appearances in the local criminal courts as one of Highford’s defence lawyers, but his coronial work was a route out of a collapsing industry.

Dan had always been surprised that a man who saw so much death seemed determined to drag his own a little closer. He’d always struggled with his weight, his arrival in the courtroom usually preceded by panting and wheezing, but his morning breakfast routine had never changed. His wife once put him on a diet, packing him a salad and believing his promises that he’d cut down. It had merely provided a colourful garnish to his regular fried breakfast.

Dan wanted to catch him in Rosie’s, because the atmosphere at his office might make him close down. Lined by law reports, never read, his office was aimed at the more traditional clients, those who expected law offices to resemble Victorian parlours, low-lit and wood-lined. Then again, that was much more Mike’s client base, helping out farmers and landowners in neighbour disputes.

Mike looked solemn as he sliced a sausage. His expression was always serious, his movements slow and deliberate, wearing his responsibility like a funeral director. He’d earned the nickname Dr Death, although never to his face.

Dan slid in opposite him.

He looked surprised. ‘Dan? What can I do for you?’ He gave Dan a smile, but it was brief and polite, with little warmth.

‘Mike, I need a word, if you’ve got time.’

‘Will it take long?’ He raised his fork, the sausage glistening. ‘As you can see, I’m busy.’

‘I hope not.’

‘Is it to do with what happened to your office, and to you?’

‘Loosely.’

Mike sighed and put his fork down. ‘How can I help you?’

‘I need some information in relation to past inquests.’

‘They’re matters of public record. Have you tried the local newspaper? Just because we pass each other sometimes in a courtroom doesn’t mean that you’ve earned a shortcut.’

‘My needs are more urgent than that. I’m on day two of a murder trial and the alternative suspect has a history of talking people into suicide.’ Dan hoped he wasn’t overselling it. ‘I’ve found one from Wakefield, a vulnerable young man persuaded to kill himself, but there might be a pattern.’

‘And if you’ve come to me, you must think there is a case like this in Highford.’

‘I do, but I don’t know who or when.’

‘What’s his name, this alternative suspect?’

‘It’s not a he. It’s a she. Leoni Walker was her name, but I wonder if she’s changed it.’

‘How far back are we going?’

‘Perhaps as far as fifteen years, because people like Leoni don’t stop.’

Mike’s eyes narrowed. ‘When you say talked him into it, how do you mean?’

‘Just pushed and pushed, made out like it was a joint thing, two lost souls sharing their pain, but he was the only one who killed himself. She was on the phone to him when he died, claimed she was screaming at him not to do it, and by the time she hung up, to call an ambulance, he’d died.’

Mike paled.

‘What is it?’ Dan said.

He pushed his plate to one side, as if his appetite had gone. He stared at the table, deep in thought. Dan sat patiently.

When Mike looked up again, he asked, ‘If there is such a case, are you trying to say I got it wrong and should have spotted she’d talked him into it? I’m not going to help you if it’s any kind of witch hunt against me.’

‘I’m not here because of a dodgy inquest. I’m here because I have a murder trial that might result in an injustice.’

Mike nodded to himself as he thought whether he should say anything. ‘All right, there was this one case, around ten years ago. A musician. Sensitive, one of those people who was good at what he did but didn’t have the drive to be successful. I admit that it troubled me at the time, because he was part of a suicide pact, except one side backed out.’

‘A young woman, then just turned twenty or so?’

‘Yes, that’s her. She gave evidence, but I was there to establish cause of death, not determine fault. It was clearly suicide. His parents were pushing for misadventure, that he’d been goaded into it against his will, but there just wasn’t enough evidence of that. The young woman said that they were both going to kill themselves, but she panicked at the last minute. She was talking to him on the phone, imploring him to get help, until eventually she rang for an ambulance.’

‘An exact copy.’

‘So it seems.’

‘Why do you remember it so well? You must deal with so many.’

‘Just something, you know, some disquiet, that niggle in the back of my head. Her messages read exactly like a suicide pact, but it was how she was. Cold. I couldn’t imagine her being so low that she’d consider suicide, because she was so matter-of-fact, but then again, I’m no psychologist and I work on evidence, not on how I think someone should behave.’

‘Rehearsed, is perhaps the answer. She knew what to say, because she’d been there before.’

‘How long before?’

‘Five years or so before yours.’

‘The parents were going to appeal my finding, but I think they lost heart, decided that it wasn’t healthy.’

‘Can you remember his name? Or hers?’

‘I don’t remember her name, but I do his. We don’t get that many tricky ones a year, so you remember the ones that make the press. Lee Bridges.’

Dan smiled and said, ‘Thank you, Mike.’

Just as he turned to go, Mike said, ‘If you’re right, speak to Lee’s parents. I’ll look again at my decision, reopen the inquest even. Getting it right is more important than me trying to hide that I got it wrong.’

Now, it was time to find Leoni.




Chapter Sixty-Five

Jayne was pacing as she waited for Suzy Bridges, Lee’s mother, Dan having passed on details of his case after his visit to the coroner, and a quick Internet search had done the rest.

Suzy Bridges ran a memorial website for parents who’d lost children through suicide. Jayne guessed it was therapeutic, her way of finding some good out of what happened to her son. It took one email and the mention of Leoni’s name to get a meeting with her.

Jayne was by a war memorial on the edge of the town centre, a stone plinth and an embossed rose by an open park fringed by large trees, and she recognised Suzy from the website as soon as she walked towards her. The Internet photograph showed her posing with her husband, both holding a photograph frame, with Lee in his graduation cap and gown. It spoke of unfulfilled promise.

In the flesh, there was more life in her eyes, a ready smile when Jayne greeted her, although grief was etched into her tired eyes and the lines around her mouth. It aged her much more than her fifty years, the age she advertised on social media.

As she sat down on a bench next to the memorial, she said, ‘Sorry we had to meet out here, but I’m at work and I didn’t want to disturb anyone. You said it was urgent and about Lee.’

Jayne sat alongside her. ‘Lee’s girlfriend, the other one in the suicide pact. Was her name Leoni?’

Suzy cocked her head, suspicious, but answered anyway. ‘Yes. Leoni Revell. Why?’

‘Revell? Wow.’

Suzy reached out and grabbed Jayne’s forearm. ‘What is it?’

‘She’s changed her name, disowned her father.’

‘What is it about Leoni?’

‘Your son wasn’t the first.’

Suzy’s mouth dropped open and her eyes filled with tears, letting go of Jayne’s arm. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Leoni talked a boy her age into killing himself, when she lived in Wakefield. She had a different name then. Walker, not Revell. She was on the phone to him when he died.’

Suzy’s hand went to her mouth and she let out a small sob. She wiped her eyes before saying, ‘Don’t tell me, trying to talk him out of it?’

Jayne didn’t think she had to answer.

Suzy stared at her hands for a few seconds before she said, ‘What’s your interest?’

‘Trying to get justice for a man accused of a murder; we think Leoni might be the culprit, because he was digging up her past, was going to write about her. He never got the chance, battered to death in a park not far from here.’

Suzy sat forward, her eyes alive with rage. ‘If I can do anything to nail that bitch, I’ll do it.’

‘Tell me how to find her.’

‘That’s easy. She works at a suicide crisis centre. Yeah, I get the irony, but what can I do? She plays at being the victim, the poor girlfriend left behind, who had to listen to my Lee take his life. If anyone believes that, they’re a fool. I saw how he changed when she came along. She wore him down, made him look into himself too much rather than reach out. I told him to seek help from a professional, but he said the same thing each time, that Leoni was all he needed. She knew what to say to push him closer and closer.’

‘Where is this place?’

‘Part of the council offices; it’s run by the council. Leoni got the job because she was the victim in Lee’s death, as far as everyone is concerned.’

‘Have you ever had any doubts?’

‘None. I know what she did, and how much she enjoyed it. Someone needs to stop her.’

Jayne remembered the torment of Doreen Green, back in Wakefield, and she saw the same in Suzy Bridges.

‘I’ll do what I can, Mrs Bridges, whatever it takes.’



Dan was waiting outside the courthouse for Zoe Slater, the prosecutor. He’d called her moments before, and her office wasn’t far away.

She appeared, holding a disposable coffee cup, the soft breeze blowing her hair over her face. As she got close, she raised her cup and said, ‘I don’t keep any decent stuff at the office, so thanks for calling me out. What’s so urgent?’

‘I need you to get a prisoner to court tomorrow, for when the defence case starts. He’s a witness.’

‘You could have gone straight to the police. They make the application to the prison, not me.’

‘They’ll tell me to go away, or just forget to do it, perhaps deliberately. If you ask them, it’ll carry more weight.’

‘Why should I?’

‘What’s in it for you, you mean? Justice, for a start. If I play the long game, your refusal to help might be my first appeal point.’

Her eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘Don’t be such a dick. We’ve known each other too long for that, and not everyone gets this level of personal service. I’m on the other side, remember.’

He sighed. ‘Okay, I’m sorry. This case has got a bit rough and I’m short on patience.’

‘Yeah, I know, and I’m trying to help, but don’t make me wish I hadn’t bothered. What are you going to do?’

‘About my office? Get this case out of the way and then decide. For now, I just don’t know.’

‘Do they know who did it?’

‘I think I do, but there’s no proof. There’s time yet, but I need this first.’

‘Who’s the prisoner?’

‘Rodney Walker.’

Her face screwed up in concentration. ‘I know the name.’

‘He’s in prison for two child murders.’

‘Oh, that Rodney Walker,’ she said, her eyes wide. ‘The Brampton Murders.’

‘And Brampton was where Mark Roberts had been not long before he died. Roberts went to see Rodney before he was killed. He has relevant information.’

Zoe laughed. ‘You think it’s that easy? The police have got to justify it to the prison governor, and the governor can refuse.’

‘I know, I’ve looked it up. Interests of justice and all that, but a murder trial must be important enough.’

‘We could just get him on the video link.’

‘You could, but we both know that being played on the big screen doesn’t have the same impact as being in court.’ Dan handed over a piece of paper. ‘That’s his prison number and location and date of birth, all the information you’ll need.’

Zoe looked at the piece of paper. ‘This is all very short notice.’

‘I wish it were different, but the way I came about the information made it that way. And I’m not treating it lightly.’ He smiled. ‘But thanks, Zoe, I do appreciate it.’

‘Okay, leave it with me.’

She turned to go but Dan stopped her.

‘One more thing,’ he said, and passed over an envelope. ‘That’s a statement from my investigator, with some exhibited photographs. Can it be read to the court?’

Zoe opened the envelope and pulled out the paperwork. Dan stayed silent as she read it, until eventually she said, ‘Is she willing to give this evidence, if I don’t agree it?’

‘If you don’t allow it to be read, she’s no choice, but is there a need? Are you saying she’s lying?’

‘Well, no.’

‘That’s your answer then.’

She sighed. ‘Okay, if you think it’s relevant, but it seems like Brampton is becoming the centre of the universe today. I’ll let Frank know it’s agreed.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Are you wearing make-up, Dan?’ She tapped her cheek. ‘I caught a sheen when you turned.’

‘Just something to take the attention away from my bashed-up face.’

She waved the piece of paper. ‘I’ll do what I can.’

He watched her go and he realised why he wanted to stay in the job. There was something human about it. The people he helped, and even those he couldn’t. The lawyers he met, from both sides. They dealt with the dark side of human nature and it created a bond between them all, as if they clung on to whatever warmth they came across.

He turned to the courthouse. For now, it was about the day ahead.




Chapter Sixty-Six

Dan sat poised and ready as Frank McAllister questioned one of the final witnesses. Jayne had been right, that he’d been too disinterested the day before, his focus being on himself, not the case. Nick Connor didn’t deserve that. This was the witness who counted though. The Senior Investigating Officer.

This case had always been about what the police didn’t look for, Nick’s defence built on the police fixation on his guilt, to the exclusion of all other possibilities. That remained the same, except there were now additional avenues to explore. For the first time in the case, he felt that Nick stood a chance.

Graham Hogg was wearing his best suit, grey and sober, too well-pressed to be an everyday office suit. His shirt still bore the creases from when it was in the packet, not fully ironed out.

Dan had come across him a few times before. For some detectives, Dan was part of the game, someone they could engage with away from the courtroom battlefield. Hogg was different. He was rigid and stiff, only ever seeing Dan as the enemy.

It was his rigid thinking that might let him down, and despite his outward confidence there was a slight tremble to his voice as he answered the prosecutor’s questions. It wasn’t the speaking in public part, but the prospect that one ill-thought word could trip him. He answered questions slowly, methodically, pausing to think every time, his brow starting to speckle with perspiration, his cheeks flushed.

He was right to feel like that, because Dan was ready to pounce on any slip-up.

The prosecutor sat down. Dan stood, his turn.

This was the part he relished the most. When a cat sees a mouse, its eyes are widest and most keen when the mouse is cornered, still with a chance of racing past before a large paw can trap it, even though its instinct tells it to stay small. It was the anticipation of the kill that excited the cat, not the kill itself.

It was the same for Dan. He paused, as always, giving Hogg another few seconds to wonder what was coming, waited until he licked his lips and tried to cover his nerves with a half-smile.

In the witness box, silences grew long and were only ever filled with more nerves.

Dan stood straight and gripped the edge of his gown. ‘Chief Inspector, did you know of Nick Connor before this investigation?’

Hogg paused for a moment, as if unsure whether he could answer like he wanted to, because experience told him that the jurors couldn’t be told of a person’s criminal past unless it showed a pattern of similar behaviour. He glanced to the judge, who nodded for him to continue, but she raised an eyebrow.

Dan knew what that meant: if the answer was a problem for the defendant, it was the fault of the defence lawyer.

Hogg read the cue and turned to the jury to answer. He was trained to be like that, to give the jurors the impression that he was treating them with respect, but it was really about giving himself a few more seconds’ thinking time. ‘Yes, I knew of him.’

‘As a petty thief, a small-time crook?’

‘He was a target criminal.’

‘Why?’

Hogg faltered for a moment, before he answered, ‘He was a prolific offender.’

‘A prolific petty offender?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘And selling stolen debit cards is consistent with his offending.’

‘I agree.’

‘Were you surprised when he was implicated in a murder?’

Hogg was about to answer, but he paused, knew that he had to revert to his media training. ‘We had an open mind on the case.’

‘You knew him as a petty thief, Chief Inspector. That’s what I asked you, and you didn’t mention that you knew him as a thug or a violent man.’

‘Well, no, but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t resort to violence.’

‘You’d agree it was out of character though?’

‘I didn’t know him that well.’

‘But you knew of his reputation, his background. He’s one of your targets, after all.’

Hogg turned to the jury again, trying to re-establish his authority. ‘He was a well-known figure to the police.’

‘I’ll ask you again, because you didn’t really tell the court what your opinion was. Were you surprised that Nick Connor had seemingly graduated from petty thief to murderer?’

Hogg glanced towards the prosecutor, who was ignoring him and staring at the desk.

‘Well, yes, I suppose I was.’

‘But despite your surprise, once you had Nick Connor in your sights, there were no other suspects. Right, Chief Inspector?’

‘We followed the evidence, and it all led to Nick Connor.’

‘Once you’d discovered who was selling the stolen card, what other lines of enquiry did you pursue?’

‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand.’

‘You know exactly what I mean, because if you only travel down one road, you will only reach one destination.’

‘If the evidence leads you down that road, I really don’t see your point.’

Dan was trying to not let his irritation show, but it was becoming difficult. ‘Do you think you carried out a thorough investigation?’

‘Of course I do. I’m a senior police officer used to dealing with murder cases. I am the SIO in this case.’

‘And for the benefit of the jury, what is a Murder Manual?’

‘It’s a manual that shows best practice in a murder investigation.’

Dan reached to a small book he had secreted under his papers. ‘Is this the one used by your Force?’

Hogg squinted as he tried to see. ‘Yes, it looks like it.’

‘You’ll be familiar with the section on the three elements of homicide.’

‘Of course,’ Hogg said. ‘I’m familiar with all elements of the manual.’

‘Tell the court what the three elements are.’

Hogg spoke with renewed confidence, back on familiar ground, when he turned back to the jury and said, ‘Location, victim and offender.’

‘The manual describes them as being like three circles, doesn’t it, and where they intersect is where the murder is? Where the victim and offender come across one another in a certain location is where the murder happens. That’s right, isn’t it?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘Location is important then?’

‘Of course.’

‘And why the victim was in the location is important?’

‘Yes, absolutely.’

‘Tell me, Chief Inspector, and also the jurors, why was Mark Roberts in Queensgate Park?’

He paused again, his head cocked. His voice had quietened when he answered, ‘That is something we have tried to establish.’

‘I asked you about the actions of Mark Roberts, not your actions. I can ask the question again, if you prefer.’

‘No, I understand it perfectly.’

‘And the answer is that you don’t know why he was there. Am I correct?’

Hogg paused before he answered, working out whether there was a better answer than the truth, but instead went for an apologetic look and said, ‘I’m afraid we were not able to establish that.’

Dan turned to the jurors but kept his mental focus on Hogg. ‘How did Mark Roberts travel to Queensgate Park?’

‘On foot, we presume, as his car was still at the hotel he was staying at.’

‘Not a taxi?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘Or a bus?’

‘Well, yes, equally.’

‘And he must have passed numerous security cameras?’

‘We couldn’t find any footage of him.’

‘It would be fair to say that you don’t know how long he had been there?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Or how he got there?’

He swallowed. ‘No.’

‘And what he was doing there?’

A shake of the head. ‘No.’

Dan paused before the next part. He knew he’d made some headway: he’d been able to get the officer to admit that they knew little about Mark Roberts, revealing how they’d focused on the offender and stopped thinking about the victim.

This next phase in his questioning was the crucial phase though, because it was where Nick’s case became interesting, where the jurors would think that there was a story they weren’t being told and that perhaps Nick Connor was nothing more than what he said he was: a weak and dishonest thief. But a murderer? Not a chance.




Chapter Sixty-Seven

Jayne was in her car, watching, waiting, parked across the road from the council offices.

Most people had a lunch break and the day was warming up, so Jayne expected Leoni to go for a walk.

She’d been there for a couple of hours. The offices were in a row of seventies concrete squashed between Victorian millstone, a modernisation that aged the most quickly of all. The interior was dim, smoked glass preventing her from getting a good view inside. The main door had opened occasionally, but if Leoni was at work, she was either staying at her desk or else she had copped for the late lunch.

Jayne was unsure if she’d recognise Leoni, the photograph she’d seen in Wakefield was from when she was a teenager, but she needn’t have worried. She knew it was Leoni as soon as she emerged; even though her hair had changed from the dyed black Jayne in the photograph to blonde and scraped back, she bore a strong resemblance to her mother. Or at least how Sarah might have looked had she not been derailed by drink and boredom.

Leoni headed towards the main street in the town centre, now pedestrianised, so Jayne had to get out of her car to follow. Leoni was wearing a long jacket, her hands jammed into its pockets, and almost seemed to shrink in the crowd.

Jayne kept a discreet distance, but Leoni was enjoying her leisurely stroll away from the office and it was hard to maintain a slow pace.

There was a department store on the main street and Leoni was headed right for it, so Jayne decided that the sudden crowd of people enabled her to get closer. She was almost on Leoni’s shoulder by the time they reached the store, and Leoni held the door open for her as she went in. There was no look of recognition, no anger at being followed. Just a woman buying her lunch, not paying attention to her surroundings.

Leoni went to the food aisle and picked up a meal deal, couscous and salad.

There was only one way out of the shop, so Jayne went back outside to wait. There was a bench in the middle of the precinct, next to a stone planter. The drinkers would take it over later, but for now it was filled with lunch-break people, enjoying their sandwiches in the sun. Winter was tough and bleak in Highford, so people grabbed at whatever sun appeared, with men in tracksuit bottoms and nothing on top, drinking from lager cans, their bodies lean and ripped.

Jayne was about to head over to them when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

She jumped back, surprised. When she turned, she gasped.

It was Porter.

He started pulling her towards an alley that ran between two shops.

Jayne tried to push him away, but his grip was strong. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

‘Just get in here. Don’t make a scene.’

She yanked her arm away and pushed him in the chest. People stopped to watch. ‘Why are you here?’

‘Quick, in there, before she sees me,’ he hissed. ‘We need to talk.’

‘There’s no debate,’ Jayne said, remembering the threat she’d made to Porter the night before when she’d called him. ‘Rodney is talking and telling everything.’

‘Please, out of sight. She can’t see me.’

Jayne considered him, wary, but there was something in his eyes that was more plea than threat. She looked towards the department store. Leoni was at the till, fishing in her purse for some money. ‘You better make this quick.’

She went into the alley but told Porter to go further in, so that she’d be able to run to the street if he turned nasty. Once they were out of sight, she said, ‘Are you ready to talk?’

‘I’ve come a long way and dreaded this moment for a long time. Let’s at least have lunch.’




Chapter Sixty-Eight

Dan turned a page on his notebook, just to emphasise to the jurors that he was moving on to the next part, and to allow Chief Inspector Hogg to wonder what was happening next.

Dan straightened. ‘Chief Inspector, what do you know about Mark Roberts’s movements in the months leading up to his death.’

‘I know some of it, but fairly limited, due to his lifestyle.’

‘Lifestyle?’ Dan worried for a moment that there was something he didn’t know, that Barbara had kept back from him. ‘How do you mean?’

‘He was a loner. No one ever came forward that he confided in, and when we spoke to those people who knew him, no one knew what he had been doing with his time. His bank accounts showed that he travelled around a lot, but that might have been to do with his job.’

‘As a journalist and writer?’

‘Yes. And self-employed, so there was no one to keep any records except himself.’

‘What about his laptop, or his phone? Were his appointments on those?’

Hogg narrowed his eyes. Dan knew the answer, and Hogg knew that he couldn’t avoid it. ‘We don’t know if he had a laptop.’

‘A journalist and a writer without a laptop? As the senior officer, the one directing the investigation, didn’t that strike you as unusual?’

Hogg swallowed. ‘All I know is that we didn’t recover a laptop. Either from the scene or where he was staying.’

‘And a phone?’

‘Yes, he had a phone. We got his phone records and he’d last used it at eight thirty, but we don’t know who called him because the number belonged to a pay-as-you-go bought in cash six months earlier. The shop where it was bought didn’t have any CCTV going back that far.’

‘But Mark Roberts had a phone with him?’

‘I just know he made a call at eight thirty.’

‘And the location the call was made from?’

Hogg let out a long breath. He knew where the questioning was going. ‘The cell siting put it close to where he was found the next morning.’

‘And his phone was on a contract?’

‘It was.’

‘What sort of contract?’

‘An iPhone contract.’

Dan allowed himself a smile. This had all been buried in the unused material, not considered relevant by the prosecution, because who Mark Roberts was calling was not relevant when it was a robbery gone wrong.

Dan straightened. ‘How far did you look to see whether his phone had been passed on?’

‘We kept an eye on the online sites.’

‘And no one has been caught trying to sell an iPhone?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘And no one has been caught selling a laptop that could be traced back to Mark Roberts?’

‘No.’

‘If I understand it correctly then, the only item Nick Connor sold on was a couple of contactless debit cards.’

‘You’ll have to ask your client about that.’

‘But you’ve no evidence of Nick Connor selling a laptop?’

‘Well, no.’

‘Or an iPhone?’

He shook his head. ‘No.’

‘The two items that could contain information about whatever Mark Roberts was writing about, or would explain why he was in Highford, were never found?’

‘I’ve just answered that.’

‘And these are much more valuable than a couple of debit cards.’

‘That depends on how much you spend before they get stopped.’

‘How much was spent before they were recovered?’

Hogg had stopped looking towards the jurors and was fixated on Dan now. A bead of sweat ran down his temple. ‘Nothing. They were never used.’

Dan paused to let that sink in, before he asked, ‘As the senior officer, what was your theory about a laptop or phone not being recovered?’

‘I didn’t have one.’

‘You ignored their disappearance?’

‘I follow the evidence.’

‘And the evidence concludes that Mark Roberts had a phone not long before he died you haven’t recovered, and you can’t establish a link between the phone and Nick Connor, right?’

‘Well, yes, I see what you mean.’

Dan widened his eyes and turned to the jury. ‘You ignored it because if the phone or laptop had been taken before Nick Connor chanced upon the scene, he would no longer fit your case?’

Hogg didn’t answer, so Dan turned back to him.

‘That’s the uncomfortable truth, isn’t it, because if the laptop or phone had already been taken, someone other than Nick Connor had already been at the scene?’

There was a fine bead of sweat on Hogg’s top lip as he replied, ‘All I can say is that the items were never found.’

‘There was no laptop or phone found in either Nick Connor’s flat or the cottage Mark Roberts was renting?’

‘No.’

‘Nor in the burnt remains of Nick Connor’s clothes?’

‘No, they were not.’

‘What about footprints at the scene?’

‘Yes. We recovered burnt trainers at the back of the defendant’s home. Nike Air Vapormax, size 10. Very distinctive. They matched the footprints in the blood.’

Dan rummaged in his papers for the crime scene photographs before inviting the jurors to go to their bundles and go to the page he was holding aloft. ‘Those footprints?’

Hogg squinted as he peered forward before answering, ‘Yes.’

‘Pointed towards the body?’

‘They appear to be so.’

‘Perhaps from someone peering in for a closer look as they stumble across someone already dead?’

The judge intervened. ‘You can’t expect the officer to speculate on that, Mr Grant.’

Dan nodded his apology, but the seed had already been planted. He turned back to his notes. ‘But turning to what you might know, Chief Inspector, you said that Mark Roberts had been travelling around. Did that include to somewhere called Brampton?’

Hogg thought about that, and answered, ‘Yes. A small resort on the Yorkshire coast.’

‘Did you find out what he was doing there?’

‘We didn’t pursue that line of inquiry.’

Dan made a show of seeming surprised. ‘Really? A murder victim’s movements in the months leading to his death didn’t seem important?’

Hogg blushed. ‘There was no known connection between Brampton and Nick Connor, and Mark Roberts visited a number of places.’

Dan smiled when he said, ‘Your focus was on the offender again, not the victim, wouldn’t you agree?’

Hogg took a deep breath as he tried to hide his irritation. ‘No, I don’t agree.’

‘How long before he came to Highford was Mark Roberts in Brampton?’

Hogg put his head back as he thought about that. ‘A couple of weeks.’

‘Shortly after visiting Brampton, he was found murdered in Highford?’

‘Yes, that’s what I just said.’

‘Have you heard of someone called Rodney Walker?’

A few seconds pause and then, ‘Is he the man who killed some children years ago.’

‘Two children, to be exact, so the allegation went. It was the Brampton connection that reminded you, wasn’t it?’

‘The Brampton Murders, yes. They’re somewhat infamous.’

‘If I told you that Mark Roberts was in Brampton investigating that case, would you be surprised?’

‘He was a journalist and writer. I can understand that.’

‘And that he was investigating a notion that Rodney Walker was innocent?’

The judge intervened. ‘Do you have evidence of this, Mr Grant? You’re starting to give evidence yourself.’

‘I do, My Lady.’

‘You better make sure you produce it.’ She gestured to Hogg, ‘Continue.’

Dan made a silent prayer that Porter or Rodney would come forward to tell the story, because he dreaded telling Jayne she might have to tell the whole thing herself from the witness box.

Hogg had straightened himself during the brief interruption, trying to regain his composure. ‘I don’t know what the deceased was doing in Brampton.’

‘No, you wouldn’t, Chief Inspector, because you didn’t ask, did you?’

His voice was quieter when he replied, ‘No, we didn’t.’

‘Did you know that my investigator went to Brampton last week to look at what Mark Roberts was investigating?’

He looked confused for a moment, before answering, ‘How would I know what a defence investigator is doing?’

‘It’s agreed evidence that she was assaulted less than twenty-four hours after she began investigating there. Had you heard about that?’

Hogg looked over towards Frank, who was staring at his papers, his focus away from the witness box. ‘No, I haven’t.’

‘Did you hear about what happened to me last week?’

‘I heard that you were assaulted. Is that what you mean?’

‘A night in hospital for me, Chief Inspector. And my office?’

‘Burnt down, I heard. I was sorry to hear that.’

‘If I can summarise it, therefore: Mark Roberts visited Brampton to investigate the Rodney Walker case and was then battered to death in Highford. My investigator visited Brampton to see what Mark Roberts was investigating and she was assaulted, and then in Highford I was assaulted and my office was destroyed by fire. Does that strike you as suspicious?’

‘I’m not a fire investigator.’

‘Knowing a bit more about the Brampton connection, do you wish you’d looked further into it?’

‘Well, obviously it sounds suspicious.’

‘Yes or no, Chief Inspector?’

Hogg gripped the edge of the witness box, and Dan saw in his eyes that he knew that whatever answer he gave, the damage would be done. If he admitted that he wouldn’t have investigated it, his investigation was too blinkered. Admit that he would have done, Nick looked a little less guilty.

Dan could feel the tension of the courtroom as everyone waited for the answer, those jurors making notes pausing with their pens, ready to make sure they didn’t miss it.

Eventually, he said, ‘Yes, with hindsight.’

Dan thanked him for his evidence and sat down. He took a deep breath. He had done what he could. Now, it was down to Rodney and Porter.




Chapter Sixty-Nine

Dan rushed into the pub, looking round, until he saw Jayne.

The pub was in the town centre, all glass front and wine bar feel, one of those places that reinvents itself to the latest fashion every few years, a bad copy of the fancier places in the big city. It sold gin from coloured bottles; the man behind the bar all sleeve tattoos and perfect beard.

Dan hadn’t chosen it for the bright lights. He knew it would be rigged up with CCTV cameras, just in case things got nasty. She was sitting with a man much older than her, his grey hair thinning, but the way he held himself screamed police to him. Upright, stern, confident, his casual clothes too smart.

Jayne saw him and came over, pulling him to one side. ‘How’s the trial?’

‘Going all right. The prosecution case has finished. Is he the Brampton detective?’

‘One and the same.’

‘Are we treating him as a suspect for Mark’s murder?’

Jayne looked over her shoulder. ‘Do we have a choice? For a case that he regards as long since closed, he’s come a long way. And look at him. He’s a man ill at ease with himself.’

‘Has he told you much?’

‘He said he was waiting for you, because he hadn’t decided how much he wanted to say. And he’s drowning his sorrows, too, because he knows this could ruin him.’

‘How much he talks isn’t down to him,’ Dan said, and went past her and up to Porter, who stayed in his seat.

Dan sat opposite. ‘I’m hoping for some frank talk now, Mr Porter, because Jayne went to see Rodney yesterday, at his request, and he didn’t talk kindly about you.’

Porter glowered. ‘I put him away. I don’t expect gratitude.’

‘No, that’s not right. You didn’t put him away. Rodney did that all by himself by staying silent. You just made sure he stayed there. And let Leoni stay free.’

Porter looked to Jayne, whose face remained impassive, and then back to Dan. He took a deep breath and sat back. He drained his glass and slammed it back on the table.

‘That’s right,’ Dan said. ‘Rodney told Jayne everything.’

Porter had seemed tense before, hostile even, but as he looked at them both, he slumped and appeared tired. ‘I’ve always known this day was coming.’

‘You start then.’

‘If I do, I lose everything.’

‘If it helps Nick Connor, I’ll force you into court and make you talk.’

‘You defence lawyers just don’t care whose life you ruin.’

‘If it’s the truth, it’s not down to me.’ Dan held out his hands. ‘Now’s the time.’

‘What if I refuse to go into court, even if you witness summons me?’

‘Why would you do that? You’ve come all this way to talk to us.’

‘Mr Grant, I was a police officer, and I’m not helping a murderer throw up a smokescreen. What if he’s guilty and it really was just a robbery gone wrong? It’d be the second error, that’s what.’

‘What was the point of you coming then?’

‘To tell you. That’s all I need to do.’

Dan thought about that for a few seconds before he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his Dictaphone. He put it on the table. ‘If nothing else, we can tell Mark Roberts’s story for him. His mother might like that.’

Porter held out his empty pint glass. ‘I’ll need another one for this.’

Jayne took it from him and went towards the bar, pausing by Dan long enough for him to get out his wallet to pass her a twenty.

As Jayne was at the bar, Dan switched on the dictation machine and said, ‘You’ve come a long way.’

Porter eyed the red light on the machine and ground his jaw. Eventually, he said, ‘I had to do something. Knowing about the reporter changed everything.’

‘You hadn’t realised you’d locked up the wrong person for the murder of two children until he came along?’

‘No, that isn’t how it was, but it was more complicated than just knowing.’

Jayne returned with the drinks, a bottle of beer for Dan, who took a gulp from the bottle and held out his hands. ‘Okay, the floor is yours.’

‘Locking up Rodney was the right decision, and I was convinced I had the right man. He was in the area where Ruby was found on the day she went missing. Her belt was in his garage, some blood too.’

‘And William?’

‘His blood on the rear seat belt. And we found one of his small toys in Rodney’s garage, a toy car he’d been carrying around. Once we had that, it seemed straightforward. He was staying silent, so what else could a jury do but convict him?’

‘What changed?’

‘His solicitor. Ken Goodman.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Porter took a drink and shook his head. ‘You’ve no idea how much this will cost me. My reputation will be shot, and Brampton is a small town with long memories.’

‘But whatever you know, it’s been troubling you.’

‘It has, and I should have said more back then, but I couldn’t.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Back in the nineties, it was a different world. Lawyers and court staff and police officers, we all socialised together. We accepted gifts and freebies. Lawyers invited coppers and court staff for meals and drinks, all on the firm. There was no bribery, cases weren’t dropped, nothing like that, but it helped to oil the wheels. Ken Goodman was the same. Legal aid was granted more easily, and he got the nudge from the custody sergeants when there was something interesting coming in. That’s how he got the Rodney Walker case, because how else would Rodney know who to use? It worked for us though. He defended our relatives for free and passed up his clients’ secrets. In return, he got to play at being the big man in the town, staggering around the town-centre pubs, grabbing and pawing at any woman he saw, convinced his status would get him into their beds. Sometimes it did, but most times it didn’t, but we wrote off any complaints as clumsy passes. We made sure he didn’t get stopped when driving home from the golf club, too much whisky inside him. It doesn’t sound good, when I look back, but it worked.’

‘My old boss used to tell me how different it was,’ Dan said. ‘Not sure it was a good thing.’

‘It got the job done. Anyhow, it was my turn for Ken Goodman’s hospitality, so he took me and a couple of other detectives out for a meal at one of the local hotels. He said it was a thank you for Rodney’s case. Sharing the profits, was his way of putting it, although it was Ken being the showman, the small-town success story.’ He held up his hands. ‘I know, it doesn’t seem right to celebrate the case, children died, but it was free booze and food. Not many detectives back then would have refused, and the booze was flowing all right. Ken knew how to entertain, and the two other detectives had their fill and had to leave, but me, I’ve always had a good engine, so it was just Ken and me at the bar, our heads almost on the bar towels, talking about Rodney. And what Ken said changed everything.’

Porter paused as he took another drink.

‘It was my fault really, for goading him, because I was doing the usual police routine for defence lawyers. How can you sleep at night? All that kind of stuff.’

Dan gave a small laugh. ‘I’ve had that quite a few times. It’s usually because there’s a weak case and they know it, because there’s never any concern about my sleeping habits when it’s a strong case.’

‘So, you know how it works. I was ripping into Ken a bit, but he’s a good old sport, until he came out with, “You know you got the wrong person?” I waved him away at first, but he became insistent. I asked him what he knew.’

‘And he told you it was Leoni, not Rodney, who was the killer?’

Porter nodded.

‘For the benefit of the tape, Andrew Porter is nodding,’ Dan said. ‘How did you react to that?’

‘I laughed him off. I didn’t believe him, of course. It was just a defence lawyer ranting about an innocent client, but lawyers have different opinions on innocence to coppers. For you lot, it’s about whether it can be proved. For me, it’s about whether they did it. But Ken wouldn’t shut up. He got really serious, in a way I’d never seen before, as if he wanted me to do something about it.’

‘Did he tell you the full story?’

‘Not then. Just kept saying that it was Leoni, not Rodney. It was the drink talking, I told myself, and it was all getting a bit hazy, but I wanted to know more. I went to his office the next day. He was worried at first, because he’d breached a client confidence. That happened all the time, war stories, but this was different. It was a murder case involving two children, and the case was a big deal in town.’

‘He told you though?’

‘Yes, he did, because it was weighing on him.’ Porter took a long gulp of his beer. ‘You know that thing they say about a problem shared is a problem halved? It’s rubbish. A problem shared is a problem doubled, because it made it my problem too.’

‘Make it my problem too then. What’s the story?’

‘Rodney was serving his sentence, a couple of months after his trial, and he’d broken down and called Ken, asked Ken to visit him. When he went, Rodney told him the real story, because he couldn’t stand the idea of people hating him for something he hadn’t done. William had been the first victim, the boy by the cliffs. Leoni had gone missing, so Rodney went looking for her, worried that she was in a dangerous place and there were a lot of people drinking.’ He shook his head. ‘He found her all right though, because he was just starting to become frantic when she appeared through the crowd. At first, he felt relief, because William’s disappearance had got everyone panicking, and Leoni made it two missing children, but she just came up to him and held his hand. As simple as that.’

‘Where were you at this point?’

‘On the cliffs, looking for William, and it was something Rodney told Ken that made it seem believable. It was when William was found, and everyone there remembers the scream. But it was what Leoni said to Rodney that chilled him. She said, “I told the policeman where the boy was.” As simple as that.’

‘Did you find out who that policeman was?’

He gave a bitter laugh. ‘Yeah, me. I remembered when Ken told me, because I remember thinking how I should have listened to her, but she was just a child getting in the way.’

‘But that one comment doesn’t make her a killer?’

‘No, but we’d assumed that the blood smeared all over the rear seat belt clasp was from Rodney buckling his daughter in, but it might have come directly from Leoni, who buckled herself in.’

‘Rodney knew then that his daughter was a murderer?’

‘I don’t think he processed the thoughts. Who could imagine such a thing of your own child? He should have brought her in, but he loved her. His wife had abandoned them, so his children were all he had left. Perhaps he figured it was a one-off, and that somehow he’d work out what to do.’

‘Ruby got in the way of that, I’m guessing.’

‘Yes, she did. Where Leoni lived was right next to the rugby pitch and she was an older girl, knew Ruby’s brother, so she must have talked her into going with her.’

Dan swirled the beer around, his fingers around the neck of the bottle. ‘What happened to her?’

‘She was tortured. Her belt was wrapped round her neck and tightened too tight, but her hands had been tied behind her back, so she couldn’t get to the belt to loosen it. Leoni must have watched her struggle until she died.’

Dan sat back and looked out of the window. Even though he saw human depravity so often in his job, the depths of it never ceased to amaze him. ‘And Rodney?’

‘That’s how he found them. Ruby dead. Leoni staring down at her, although the belt had gone from her neck. She must have kept it as a souvenir because that’s what we found when we were at the house. Rodney panicked. He was faced with the choice of either seeing his daughter being locked away and being the angel-faced murderer they’d talk about in the papers, or he’d help her, provided she promised never to do it again.’

Dan glanced towards Jayne, who was transfixed, horrified, even though she’d been proved right.

‘She promised,’ Porter continued, ‘but what does a promise from a ten-year-old mean? He believed it though, because he buried Ruby, thought it was better than seeing his daughter locked away. I don’t know how I’d deal with it if I were given the same choices.’

‘But why didn’t he tell the truth when he was arrested?’

‘Would we have believed him? Casting the blame on to his sweet little daughter, who’d already been through enough? How low can a person go? No, he knew he’d be locked up, so he accepted it, saw it as the price for giving his daughter her life.’

Dan sat back and took another drink. ‘Once Ken told you all this, what did you do?’

‘I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t believe Ken at first, but he seemed so certain about it. I decided I wanted to hear it from Rodney himself, so I visited him. He agreed to talk, provided that it was off the record.’

‘I didn’t know there was such a thing with the police.’

‘There isn’t, but I can decide what I remember and what I choose to forget. No tape machines. No notebooks. No pens. Just two men having a frank conversation. He told me the same story Ken had told me, and I believed him.’

‘Why hasn’t there been an appeal, if you knew you had an innocent man?’

‘Come on, Mr Grant, you’re not that naive. Truly, what could I do? Persuade the CPS to reopen the case because a convicted murderer told me that his young daughter was the real killer? Don’t be ridiculous. And anyway, Rodney was right. It was for the best. For the town. For the families. They had their monster. We’d have little chance of bringing a case against Leoni, because it all came from Rodney, who had his own vested interests in saying what he did. And for a long time, I was glad I kept it that way, because what would the town think of me if I secured Rodney’s release but couldn’t bring a case against Leoni? It’s cowardly, but, truly, it was the best thing all round.’

‘Is that why you’re here?’ Dan said, anger in his voice. ‘To make sure it stays that way? Why I have this?’ He pointed to his eye. ‘Why my office lies in ruins, because everyone has to be sacrificed just to keep Brampton out of the spotlight?’

Porter looked confused, and then shook his head furiously, distress in his eyes. ‘No, no, no. I’m here because I’ve got to do the right thing. Ruby was supposed to be the last one. That’s what Rodney was doing, giving Leoni a chance, but we both got it wrong. Mark showed me that when he told me about the others, and I was too cowardly then to do anything about it. I don’t even know what I could have done.’

‘Why didn’t you keep track of her?’

‘I did, at first, but a few years passed and nothing happened, so I moved on – we all did.’

‘You got it wrong again.’

He took a deep breath before nodding in agreement. ‘I was a policeman, there to fight crime, to catch killers and thieves. Leoni is the one I let slip through, whether I thought I was doing the right thing or not. I got on with my life. I retired. But then the reporter showed up, and everything changed.’

‘You found out she’d killed again?’

‘Yes, I did, and I wish I hadn’t.’

‘And now?’

‘I’m here to do the right thing. At last.’




Chapter Seventy

Jayne was at the rear of the courthouse in Langton.

The day had started earlier than she’d hoped, after an evening of Dan being lost in his own thoughts, Jayne sprawled across his sofa, her head in his lap, channel-hopping until he decided he needed an early night.

That was the other side to Dan Grant, the preoccupation with his cases. Her head was a little fogged from the night before, but that was the drawback of Dan avoiding the bottle, because she’d never been one for letting a bottle go unfinished.

She’d got to Langton early, not wanting to risk missing the prison van arriving. Rodney had further to come, and there was always a worry that the governor would refuse the request, but Dan reckoned the police would see the risks in him not being produced.

Dan would be able to check whether Rodney was expected, but the earliest sign would be whether he got off the prison van. Dan had a murder trial to run and didn’t want to trust everything on messages from the cells.

A woman appeared further along and stopped nearby. Blonde hair, visible even in her hooded jacket, her hands thrust into the pockets. Jayne recognised her from the day before. Leoni.

Jayne turned away, surprised. How did she know? She hadn’t been at court the day before, as far as she knew, and Dan had said that Leoni hadn’t been mentioned during the evidence. Why was she there?

Before she could think anything more about it, the heavy diesel rumble of a vehicle echoed between the city-centre buildings. The prison van. Tall and white, with small darkened windows, just enough to allow the prisoners to see out. Was Rodney behind one of them, his first view of a changing world in more than twenty years? Would sight of the outside world give him second thoughts, wonder whether he could cope if released? It was one thing wanting to do the right thing, but would he sink back into preferring his regular routines?

The van shot down a concrete ramp at the side of the courthouse, stopping by a side door. Jayne was able to move to a spot where she got a decent view. There was some shouting as a security guard in a white shirt went inside, before emerging shortly afterwards with his arm pulled back, a chain taut as someone else in the van delayed an exit.

Rodney had his head bowed as he left the van, the security guard leading him, both of Rodney’s wrists shackled together.

He looked different to how he’d seemed when she’d travelled to meet him. More ill at ease. He’d had a prison strut as he made his way across the room. His survival instinct would have taught him that, because weakness stands out in prison, makes him prey. Away from his prison wing, he seemed smaller, squinting upwards into the sunshine, and looked like he no longer belonged in this world.

As he glanced upwards, Jayne raised her hand in acknowledgement, and he saw her and nodded, his expression serious.

Then it changed.

His eyes widened, his mouth dropped open, and for a moment it looked as if he might burst into tears. Instead, he turned away and was pulled into a side door, lost to the darkness of the cell complex in the depths of the courthouse.

Jayne looked to her left and stepped back in surprise. Leoni was next to her, staring at her.

Rodney must have seen her, and Leoni was making it clear that she knew who Jayne was.

Jayne didn’t know what to do. Her instinct told her to run. Leoni was a murderer, but her glare was intense, accusing.

Jayne swallowed her fear and said, ‘Game over.’

Leoni didn’t answer. Instead, she kept her stare for a few seconds longer, before turning to walk away.

Jayne let out a long breath and noticed that her hands were shaking. She knew what Leoni’s stare meant: that whatever happened in the courtroom, Nick’s case wasn’t the end of it.




Chapter Seventy-One

Dan was emerging from the robing room, running his finger round his collar, as Jayne came to meet him, rushing from the security barrier.

‘Rodney’s here,’ she said, breathless. ‘I saw him arrive, but not just Rodney though. Leoni too.’

He craned his neck to look through the door and towards the street. ‘Why is she here?’

‘I don’t know, but she was waiting for Rodney. And she knows who I am, gave me real daggers before she walked off.’

‘Someone has tipped her off.’

‘That’s what I thought. But who?’

‘I’ve one guess,’ Dan said, and turned towards the door that led to the cells.

The clang of the door echoed as Dan went down the stairs. The press of a buzzer brought a security guard to the other side of a screen, and Dan asked for Rodney Walker before sitting down.

His breath steamed up the glass screen as he waited. He didn’t have to wait for long. The lock rattled and Rodney was shown in.

Rodney wasn’t as brash as he had been the last time Dan saw him. He slumped into the chair and cast his gaze to the floor. His shoulders heaved as he took a deep breath.

‘Are you ready, Rodney?’

He looked up. ‘This is it then. Is Porter doing the same?’

Dan reached into his pocket for his Dictaphone ‘He’s not going into court, he won’t, but I’ve got something better,’ and he waved the machine. ‘The whole story. I’m going to the media with his, so the world will hear the story Mark Roberts was going to write. It’ll be heard beyond this courtroom.’

Rodney thought about that, before saying, ‘Good. That was the deal, that I don’t do this alone. Let’s go.’

As Dan put the Dictaphone away, he said, ‘Leoni was here before.’

‘I know, I saw her. I guessed she would be.’

‘Did you tell her you’d be here?’

‘I called her last night.’

‘But why?’

‘To tell her what I was going to do. It changes everything. For me. For her.’

‘But why tip her off?’

‘Because I had this one last hope that she might have gone into the police station herself. It was her chance for some redemption, to make it right.’

‘I don’t think she took it.’

‘I know. I could tell from her expression. She wasn’t there to see me. She was there to warn me off, to somehow tweak my emotions. Do you know what she mouthed when I looked up? I love you, Daddy. Can you believe that? She wanted me to break, to get back on the prison van and forget all about it.’

‘And why didn’t you?’

‘Because I’m trying to do the right thing, however much it hurts.’ He wiped his eyes and his voice broke. ‘I haven’t seen her in over twenty years but I knew it was her. She looked just like Sarah did at that age. And a father’s love never dies. She might be incapable of that emotion, but I can feel it, and seeing her in the flesh like that…’ He blew out. ‘It made me feel sick, because I wanted to reach out for her, have my little girl hold me like I’d always hoped she would.’ Tears ran down his cheeks. ‘Do you know she never asked for a hug? I thought little girls were supposed to love their daddy, be all over them, sit on their knees and play stupid games.’ He held up his hand. ‘I know, I’m making it all about me, but it’s only when I look back that I can see it. She’s dead in here,’ and he patted his chest. ‘Always has been, because I tried. I blamed Sarah for it, and me, but I never thought of blaming her.’

‘Are you going to go through with it, Rodney? I need to know, because I’ve got a client depending on you.’

He wiped his eyes. ‘I’m ready.’

Dan left him and went back to the court corridor, anxious for the case to start before Rodney had a change of heart. Porter was there, waiting further along.

As Dan approached him, he stood and said, ‘This isn’t a good day for me, Mr Grant. Are you sure I need to do this?’

‘That was the deal I made with Rodney. He’ll do it if you will. I’ll speak to the press, and you should too. If you talk to them, you can control the information.’ Dan stepped closer. ‘And you know, deep down, that it’s the right thing to do. I made a deal, a promise. Whatever you think of defence lawyers, you’re the one with the dirty secret.’

With that, Dan went into the courtroom, wanting the cool hush to calm him. If he was going to get his own revenge for what happened to his office, and for the beating he took, it had to go right in court.

He checked his watch. Almost time.




Chapter Seventy-Two

The public gallery was quiet as everyone waited for the trial to resume. This was the part people wanted to hear the most. The story from the accused. Would he change their minds? Would he wilt under the prosecution examination?

Nick Connor was sitting back, his arms folded.

Dan was in front of him, his mouth against one of the small gaps in the glass screen. ‘Remember all that we talked about, how you’re going to leave it to me?’

Nick leaned forward. ‘Because I’ll mess it up. That’s what you mean.’

‘I’m creating doubt. That’s your best option. If you go into the witness box, you’ll be ripped to shreds and all the doubt will disappear.’

Everyone stood as the judge made her entrance. As she took her seat, once everyone had bowed, she said, ‘Do you need some time with your client, Mr Grant?’

‘I do apologise, My Lady. I’m just confirming my instructions,’ he said, and then back to Nick, ‘There have been some developments.’

‘Is it to do with the questions you were asking yesterday? About those seaside murders?’

‘Yes.’

‘It was lost on me, man, but just do what you’ve got to do.’

The judge’s impatience grew. ‘Mr Grant?’

He stepped away from the dock and returned to his place. ‘I’m ready, My Lady.’

The judge nodded to the court usher, who left to fetch the jurors. Once they were all seated, staring expectantly towards Nick Connor, she asked, ‘Mr Grant, do you intend to call any evidence?’

Dan stood. He knew he was going to disappoint everyone, at least in the short term, as he announced, ‘My client does not wish to give evidence, but I call Rodney Walker.’

The murmurs of surprise and the shuffles of people moving in their seats filled the courtroom.

The news about Rodney Walker must have filtered out. From the prison, that was Dan’s guess, because a reviled prisoner attending court to talk about his crimes was big news. The number of reporters had certainly increased. At the start of the trial there had been two. One from the local paper, and another one who’d feed the story to the online outlets before the local reporter had the chance to get her copy approved. There were six now, with a journalist Dan recognised from the television, along with others he’d never seen before. Dan assumed they were from the nationals, because stories involving those who murder children sell well.

Barbara was in her usual place, but there was someone new sitting next to her. A man, around thirty years old, well-built and good-looking. Although they weren’t talking to each other, they were in adjoining seats with other spaces free, which told Dan they were together.

Jayne was sitting a few seats away, but her arms were folded, a scowl on her face.

As he turned away, he caught a glimpse of someone entering the public gallery. Unassuming, her hands in the pocket of her hoodie, hood down, she sat at one end, with a direct view towards the witness box. Her blonde hair was tied into a knot on the top of her head, so that it swished and bounced around as she took her seat.

He winced as a memory came back to him. Two figures raining blows, in silhouette, nothing said. But one had longer hair, so that it bounced in the glow of the distant street lights.

She caught his glare and, as she narrowed her eyes, Dan detected the faintest cold smile.

He turned to face the front. Leoni had been one of his attackers. Who else could it be?

And another memory came back to him. A flash of blonde hair disappearing into Carl Ogden’s kitchen when he’d burst in, drunk. Leoni. That’s why Oggy had threatened him, because Leoni had told him to.

But how had she known? Had she seen Barbara in Highford and worked out who she was?

A jangle of keys diverted his attention. Dan had been told that Rodney Walker would be brought through a side door rather than through the dock, due to the proximity of Nick Connor. A door opened, and everyone in the courtroom turned to look.

Rodney was in his prison gear of jeans and grey sweatshirt, chained to a security guard, his wrists cuffed together. They weaved their way to the witness box, every pair of eyes following them, until Rodney stood in the dock.

The security guard unlocked one of the cuffs, but Rodney remained chained to him from the other cuff; the guard stood to one side.

The judge must have caught Dan’s uncertainty, because she looked down and shook her head. ‘Serving prisoner, Mr Grant.’

Dan understood. Rodney would remain locked to the guard until he was back in the secure van.

Rodney’s voice trembled as he took the oath, before he straightened his back, a small nod to Dan indicating that he was ready.

Then he saw her. Leoni.

He looked down and took a few deep breaths. For a moment, Dan thought he was going to back out, say that he couldn’t do it, but when he looked up, he was filled with resolve. He angled his body towards the judge so that he couldn’t see Leoni.

Dan smiled to put him at ease before asking, ‘Mr Walker, you are in prison for double murder. Is that correct?’

‘That’s right,’ he said, but it was barely audible, so he coughed and said louder, ‘Yes, I am.’

The court was silent, and Dan could feel the tension, wondering what he could possibly say that could be relevant to Nick’s defence.

‘It might be that some members of the jury are familiar with your case, but who was murdered?’

‘Two small children, more than twenty years ago. William Clegg and Ruby Overfield.’

‘The press refer to them as The Brampton Murders, is that correct?’

‘It’s a snappy headline.’

‘Did you kill those children?’

He looked back to the public gallery and stayed silent.

This was the moment when Rodney needed to speak – Nick’s case was hanging on his next words – but he wasn’t talking. Instead, he was staring towards the public gallery, grinding his jaw, breathing hard.

Dan didn’t push him, he didn’t want to force out an answer that wasn’t the truth, but the knot in his stomach grew as he waited, and it was almost as if everyone in the courtroom was leaning forward, straining for the answer.

The judge was about to intervene when Rodney turned back to Dan and said, ‘No, I did not.’

Dan tried to hide his relief, and he worried about the judge losing patience with him, the questions seemingly nothing to do with the current case apart from the mention of Brampton. He moved the questioning on. ‘The deceased in this case was Mark Roberts. Did you ever meet him?’

‘Yes, he came to my prison. He was writing a story about me. Or a book or something.’

‘When was this?’

‘Just after Christmas. He wanted my co-operation, but the first time it was all low-key. It sounded like one of those churned-out true crime things, where he wanted to talk about the crimes and get my side of it. I spoke to him just to break up the monotony, but I had nothing to tell him. But the second time, he was different. More excited.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘He told me he believed I was innocent and reckoned he could prove it. He wanted to lead a campaign. I told him no, and he became insistent, pleaded with me, saw it as a way of raising his profile. I refused, but he said he’d prove it anyway, as if he knew why I was saying no.’

Dan faked a look of surprise, because he knew the story, but he had to play along with the reactions of everyone else in the courtroom. ‘Why did you say no?’

‘Because I didn’t want the truth to come out.’

‘Which is?’

Rodney looked towards the back of the courtroom again, towards Leoni. ‘That I didn’t kill those children. And Mark Roberts had worked that out.’

Dan paused to let those words sink in, and then asked, ‘If it wasn’t you, Mr Walker, who do you think killed them?’

‘I don’t think. I know. It was my daughter, Leoni. Sweet little ten-year-old Leoni.’

There was an audible gasp from a few people, and then a bang as someone left the courtroom, like the hard smack of a hand on the wooden door.

Dan looked round. Leoni had gone.



Jayne followed Leoni out of the courtroom, trying not to disturb the proceedings and keep her distance, but Leoni must have suspected something, because once she was out of the building she began to run.

Jayne bolted for the exit, ignoring the shouts of the security staff, and banged hard on the glass door to get onto the street. She looked up and down, trying to see Leoni through the city centre crowd, but she wasn’t there. She’d got too much of a head start.

‘Shit!’ She stamped on the ground in frustration, her hands on her hips, turning, still a vague hope she would see her head bobbing as she ran. It was futile. Leoni was gone.

She was about to turn back to the court entrance when she saw a man was leaving.

It was Chris. She’d seen him in the gallery but had been too angry to speak to him.

His smile was cautious as he approached. ‘Hi.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘My sister is one of her victims, remember.’

‘You don’t seem surprised by events this morning.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘I knew it wasn’t Rodney. It had to be someone else.’

‘But Leoni?’

‘It makes sense.’

‘Is that the only reason you’re here, for your sister?’

‘Sorry, I’m not understanding you.’

‘You lied, Chris. You told me you hadn’t heard of Highford, but you were there a month ago.’ He started to protest, but she raised her hand to stop him. ‘Just button it. I saw your bank statement. Why were you in Highford?’

His shoulders sagged. ‘I wanted to know how much of it was true.’

‘You knew about Leoni?’

‘Not as such. Mark told me he’d worked out who did it but didn’t tell me who.’ He shrugged. ‘None of it matters now.’

‘Of course it matters. What about last week? It mattered enough for you to sleep with me so you could get information from me.’

‘They won’t lock up Leoni on Rodney’s say-so. Ruby will stay dead. There’s no change. And us? That wasn’t just about the case. We happened because it felt right.’

She stepped closer and wagged her finger in his face. ‘No, because I know what right feels like now. I was feeling sorry for myself and you were there. Self-pity is never a good reason for anything other than drowning your sorrows.’

‘All right, I’m sorry for having a great night with you, but I’m not hanging around for this.’

‘For what?’

‘Abuse from you. Or listening to how that bastard buried my sister. I’ve got my answers, so I’m leaving.’

Jayne softened. He was right. Knowing about his sister was one thing. Hearing how it happened must have felt like he was reliving it. ‘Okay, I’m sorry, but just be straight with people. I felt let down and lied to.’

His smile flickered. ‘Thanks for the advice. Goodbye, Jayne. If it helps, I enjoyed our night. I wish it could have been under different circumstances.’

‘Yeah, well, me too.’

She watched him go, his attention on a device in his hands. A phone, perhaps? As he became lost in the crowd, heading in the same direction Leoni had, she turned back to the courthouse.

She wanted to know how the rest of the story turned out.




Chapter Seventy-Three

Dan let the whispers in the courtroom die down before he moved on to the next question.

‘We’ll come back to Leoni later, but when Mark Roberts came to see you for the second time, did he tell you why he’d changed his mind about you?’

‘Not just changed his mind. He was enthused. Yeah, that’s the right word. He was thorough, because I thought he’d just stick to the case, rehash what happened, want to know my evil mind, all the clichés, but he went further. On the first visit, he just wanted to talk, like he was doing one of those talking with killers type of books, where he sets out some great insight, because he turned up for a thirty-minute chat, as if he could work out more about someone than all the years of prison psychologists. But he carried on researching, followed the trail, spoke to witnesses, because he said he wanted to write about the impact on Brampton, where it happened. It was Chris, the brother of the little girl, Ruby, who changed his mind.’

‘Did Mark tell you why?’

‘Because he thought he was going to get a tale of how much he loathed me, but he got a different story instead. Chris believes in my innocence, and just think about that. If the brother of one of my supposed victims doesn’t think I’m guilty, there must be a story there, which made Mark speak to other people. Like my lawyer, and the senior detective. Then he tried to track down my children, and that’s what really changed his story. At first, I think it was because he was after some angle on Leoni, to see how the case had affected her. Collateral damage, or whatever. By the time of the second visit, when he’d looked more into Leoni, he was completely different. Excitable, as if he’d discovered there was more to my story.’

‘Did he tell you what it was about Leoni that made him change his mind?’

‘No, he didn’t. Perhaps he saw the same thing that I did, that she was cold, dead inside.’

The judge interrupted him, ‘Mr Walker, let’s not speculate. The answer is no, he didn’t.’

‘That’s how she was though, even as a small child,’ Rodney persisted. ‘But I never imagined that it would end up like it did. I blamed myself at first, thought I had made her like that, but I know now that it was just how she was.’

Dan tried to bring the focus back to his questioning and away from the judge. ‘What happened when the children died, Mr Walker?’

He took a few seconds to compose himself, before saying, ‘It was Easter. I lived in a small seaside town and there was always this festival. A bonfire on the cliffs, fairground rides, some sort of Viking thing. All the kids were there, and I’d taken mine too, because my wife had left me and I always seemed to be working, and, well, it just seemed like I had the chance to give them some fun. Then that boy went missing. William.’

‘How old was he?’

‘Six. He’d got separated from his father, or his father had stopped paying attention to him, but when he went missing, everyone on the clifftop was looking for him. Brampton was like that, very close-knit, and those cliffs are dangerous. A hundred feet high and with a sheer drop. There were safety people there, keeping people away from the edges, and temporary barriers, but children are curious. Leoni had gone for a walk around the fairground, but when William went missing, I was worried about her, wondered if there was a predator around, so I was looking for her. I found her on the steps that lead down to the beach.’

‘How was she?’

‘Calm. Too calm for what she said next.’ He let out a breath to compose himself. ‘She said: “I told the policeman where the boy was.”’

‘And where was he?’

‘Behind a pillbox. It’s an old concrete thing, built during the war, so the Home Guard or whoever could sit and watch for an approaching invasion. There’s a few around Brampton, but they’re all crumbled away now. This one had been built right into the cliff face, but the cliffs had eroded, so that it stood on its own. Leoni pointed down to the space behind the pillbox, between the concrete and the foot of the cliffs. As I looked down, I thought I saw something. A flash of red, cloth or whatever, or maybe blood on pale skin. I asked her how she knew and why hadn’t she told anyone else. She said she’d told a policeman but he’d ignored her, and that’s when I noticed the tear on her dress, and the blood on her hands, mixed in with dirt, as if she’d been clambering.’

The atmosphere in the courtroom had become tense, everyone straining to hear every word.

‘What did you think?’

‘I didn’t know what to think. What does a parent think in those situations? You don’t start believing that your daughter has murdered someone, but I knew straight away something wasn’t right. I grabbed Leoni and her brother and rushed back them to the car. We had to get out of there, that was all I could focus on.’

‘What happened when you got home?’

‘I was a wreck, because deep down I knew, but I couldn’t confront it.’

‘How was Leoni?’

‘Different, but the wrong different, because she seemed happier somehow. I was sitting downstairs, watching the news all the time, or expecting the police to arrive, and all I could hear was Leoni singing upstairs, or talking to her dolls, the ones I’d bought but she never played with. For the first time, she was a normal little girl.’

‘Didn’t you think of calling the police, because if you weren’t sure she was the murderer, she might have seen something that could have helped them?’

‘I wasn’t sure enough she’d done it, but I wasn’t sure enough she hadn’t either. I stayed quiet to protect my little girl and hoped that whatever had happened was a one-off.’

‘But it wasn’t.’

Rodney closed his eyes and swallowed. When he opened them, there were tears on his cheeks, but his voice held firm. ‘There was a fair at the rugby club behind our house not long after, and all the kids were there, and families, and Leoni wanted to go. I let her, and she took Robbie, her little brother. I went too, to watch, to make sure nothing happened, except I lost her. They went skipping off into the crowd, her and her brother, so I searched all afternoon, just wanting to see what she was doing, and then I heard the panic.’

‘Panic?’

‘Ruby’s mother scouring the fair, her daughter lost, and after William the town was really twitchy, because there was a child killer still on the loose. I joined the hunt, just in case it was a mistake, but the longer it went on, I knew.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I went home. As I got to my drive, I could hear them in the garage, and I thought thank God I made it back before anything bad happened.’ Rodney paused to compose himself. His voice broke when he said, ‘I was wrong. Ruby was dead. The chatter was Leoni talking to her brother, who was in shock, just staring, his body rigid. Leoni had throttled Ruby and then bashed her head on the ground. The poor little girl was just mashed up, dead, all red around her neck; and I grabbed Leoni and was shaking her, desperate, asking her what she’d done. She started to cry and looked at the body as if she’d never seen it before, and she got really frantic, punching my chest. I thought there must be something wrong with her, but I could make her better, so it would never happen again. I loved her, she was my little girl, and didn’t want to see her locked away. And if it didn’t happen again, was I being so bad? I couldn’t bring back poor Ruby, but I could save my girl.’

There was absolute silence in the courtroom. Even the judge had stopped making notes.

‘Mr Walker,’ Dan said. ‘You buried Ruby’s body.’

Tears ran down his cheeks as he said, ‘I shouldn’t have done, because I made her family’s torment worse, but I was panicking; I wish I could take that back, make it different.’

‘You were convicted after a trial. Did you say all of this then?’

‘No. I said nothing. I wasn’t going to betray my daughter.’

‘Did you tell Mark Roberts all this?’

‘No. Leoni made me a promise that she’d never harm anyone again. That promise kept me sane, that despite what she’d done, I’d saved her, so she could lead a good life, put all that childhood horror behind her. People can change, I thought.’

‘You were prepared to sacrifice everything for Leoni, a girl who murdered two children?’

He slammed his hand on the witness box. ‘She was my girl. I’d do anything for her.’

‘Why are you here then, betraying that promise?’

Rodney’s fingers grew tighter on the witness box. ‘Because she broke that promise, Mr Grant. She didn’t change, I know that now, and Mark Roberts is dead.’

Dan paused to let that sink in, for people to realise that a connection was coming.

‘Mr Walker, Mark Roberts was found murdered in Highford. Do you know that town?’

‘I do.’

‘How do you know it?’

Rodney looked to the judge and then to the jurors opposite. ‘It’s where Leoni lives now.’

Dan let that hang in the air, joined Rodney in looking over to the jurors, who seemed either shocked or more curious, their certainty about Nick’s guilt no longer there.

Dan nodded and said, ‘No more questions?’

As he sat down, he let out a long breath. Rodney hadn’t let him down.

He looked back to the dock. Nick was looking down, his head in his hands.




Chapter Seventy-Four

Dan rose to his feet.

The judge had taken a break after all the evidence had been given, just to allow the jurors to refresh themselves before the closing speeches.

This was it, the crucial part. Cases are never won on the questioning. They’re just the groundwork for the closing speech. No one has ever collapsed under the strength of cross‑examination. For the prosecution, no defendant has ever crumbled and wailed a confession, unable to escape the trap set by the prosecutor. For the defence, no police officer has ever pointed to the dock and urged the judge to release a man they now think is innocent.

No, cross-examinations are about the cold sweat, where gaps are left, inconsistencies found, lies exposed, but they are never admitted. The closing speech is where those moments are stitched together and made into a new whole. Minds are changed, perceptions altered, a new truth emerges.

The prosecutor had given his speech, a short repeat of the opener, pointing out that the only person with any connection to the dead body was Nick Connor. He had Mark’s blood on his trainers, his stolen wallet burnt to a charred mess in his garden, along with the clothes he must have been wearing. Two plus two equals four, nice and neat. There wasn’t much else he could say.

Dan had to make it look different.

He looked back to Nick Connor, who wore the stress of the trial in the tight purse of his lips and the sheen of perspiration visible under the courtroom lights. Beyond that, there was Barbara, who gave Dan a smile. He knew what it meant: make this count.

He turned back to the jury and frowned.

‘A man died,’ he began, his voice soft and solemn. ‘Mark Roberts was the victim of a vicious assault, beaten by a blunt instrument and left to die in a pool of his own blood. No regard for his body or his memory or whatever his life had meant to those closest to him. An awful crime, clearly committed by an extremely violent person, because the violence was so extreme. Hit with a blunt instrument, again and again, numerous head injuries until his face was no longer recognisable. I don’t need to remind you too much of that, as the images presented to you will stay with you for the rest of your life. You must separate those emotions of horror and anger, and perhaps even a desire for revenge, and ask yourself this question: is Nick Connor the man who did that?’

He twisted his body so he could point towards the dock, making the jurors look with him, towards Nick.

‘Nick Connor is what some might call a career criminal. A petty thief. A headache for the local police.’ He raised an eyebrow and gave them a faint smile. ‘I would not recommend him as a neighbour. But is he a murderer? We’ve heard about his character, but nothing that suggests he is violent.’

He turned back to the front and spoke with more authority. ‘What actual evidence is there? Some of Mark Roberts’s property was found at Nick Connor’s home. Some of the victim’s blood was on his clothes. The wallet was burnt to a charred lump. He sold the victim’s debit cards. How do you think all that happened? A robbery gone wrong? That’s the prosecution theory. Or just a lowlife petty criminal stealing property belonging to a dead man? If you think the second option, that he stole from a murder victim, either discarded by a killer with no interest in the contents of a wallet, or even by Nick Connor picking the dead man’s blood-soaked pocket, you’d be entitled to despise him. Can you imagine anything more callous or heartless? Probably not. But, members of the jury, Nick Connor isn’t on trial for stealing a dead man’s property. He is on trial for murder: the prosecution has asked you to conclude that he must be the murderer because he is a thief. But is that right?’

The jurors were watching him carefully. Some with their heads cocked, interested, intrigued, while others made notes.

Dan held out his hands. ‘Have you heard any evidence of blood spatter on the clothes the police recovered? The answer is no. Have you heard anything about Nick Connor hanging around Queensgate Park, waiting for a mugging victim? The answer is no. Have you heard of any connection between Nick Connor and Mark Roberts? Once again, no. Where’s the murder weapon? The answer? Not at Nick Connor’s home.’

He leaned on the desk by putting out one hand, in an effort to look relaxed. Every one of his stances was designed to present a mood, to let the jurors see what he was seeing.

‘Think about it, members of the jury. Can you imagine a scenario where a thief, when presented with the chance to make a quick few quid, won’t take the wallet? Do you think that a thief who has been the subject of many police investigations would immediately call the police? Would he trust them to believe him when he said it was nothing to do with him? No, a thief would not. It would be wholly out of character for someone always on the wrong end of the law to involve the law, because the law and Nick Connor have been unsuitable bedfellows.’

He lowered his tone and spoke more softly. It drew the jurors closer.

‘Nick Connor and murder do not go together in the same sentence, which leaves you with one question, and one that will trouble you: if it is not Nick Connor, then who? It’s a natural reaction for you to make leaps of faith and hope you’ve got it right if you find him guilty, because that is what the prosecution is asking you to do, make a leap of faith. Things have changed though, since the case started, and at the heart of it all is Mark Roberts, the innocent victim in this case, because this is where the prosecution case shakes on its foundations. There are questions.’

He slammed his hand on the desk. ‘First question. What was Mark Roberts investigating? The prosecution hasn’t supplied you with that information. I have, through the evidence of Rodney Walker. Mark Roberts was investigating the murder of two children more than twenty years ago, and he believed the killer was still free.’

He slammed his hand again. ‘What was Mark Roberts doing in Highford, the place where he met his death? All we’ve heard from the prosecution is that it was the town where he died. But today, you heard something new, from Rodney Walker. His daughter lives in Highford. And not just his daughter, but the person he names as the killer of those two precious children who were brutally murdered. Was she about to be exposed? We’ve heard of no other reason why Mark Roberts was in Highford. It is too much of a coincidence that Mark Roberts should die in the same small town where the person he was about to accuse of murder lived.’

He didn’t slam his hand this time. He had their attention. ‘And the third question is what was Mark Roberts doing in that park, dark and quiet? To meet someone? To confront someone?’

He looked at each of them in the eyes, one by one, so that he was their focus, no one else. ‘Can you really rule out the possibility that the murder of Mark Roberts was connected to his investigation, an investigation that has at its heart two callous and brutal murders of young children? Can you rule out the possibility that a common thief merely acted like a common thief? That is all it takes, members of the jury, that you think of it as a real possibility. If you think that, whatever views you hold on the character of Nick Connor, you must find him not guilty of murder.’

Dan let his words fade on the silent courtroom before he sat down and let out a long breath. He’d finished. Putting aside all that had gone on, he’d done his best for Nick. All he had to do now was wait.




Chapter Seventy-Five

Dan’s father was staring out of his window. Another day was turning into one all about waiting for something to happen, just to break the monotony. Cricket was showing on the television, but he wasn’t paying any attention.

The visit to the pub with Dan had been good, but it had depressed him too, because it got him thinking of all that he’d missed out on since his stroke. He’d shut himself away, ashamed of his damn withered left side, his arm useless, his leg not strong enough to support himself, either stuck in his bloody wheelchair or confined to an armchair in front of the television.

He could lift himself about using his right arm, so he didn’t have to suffer the indignity of being helped onto the toilet, although it involved falling onto the seat rather than any nimble use of his body.

The cider blunted his dignity and, at the end of a long day, he’d been known to drag himself along the floor when he’d had too much, when it didn’t bother him how he got to his bed, but the mornings after brought shame. Was this what he’d come to, staring out of a window? The pub visit had reminded him that the world just carried on. He hadn’t wanted anyone to see him like this, a shadow of the man he used to be, but in the end no one cared. He was a five-minute distraction, because people got on with their lives. He had let his come to a halt.

There was a knock on his door.

He thought about not answering, he wasn’t in the mood for much talk, but the venture into the outside world had whetted his appetite for more. Wasn’t this the point, that he wanted more things to happen? Was this Dan, ready to take him out again?

He pushed his wheelchair round and wheeled it slowly towards the door.

His electric wheelchair was to one side, too bulky to be used indoors, not when he could manoeuvre himself in his old wheelchair. It was slow work, using only one hand, his right foot used to push against the floor, so that the wheelchair zigzagged through his flat.

When he opened the door, there was a woman there. Young, pretty. Perhaps a new assistant at the home.

‘Can I help you?’

‘Mr Grant?’

‘That’s me.’

‘This is really embarrassing, but I felt I had to do this. I’m your son’s new girlfriend and I know we haven’t met before, but he means so much to me and I just want to meet his family. We’ll be going public soon, and well,’ and she laughed and blushed, ‘I want to know more about him. Sounds sad, I know, but we’re getting serious and I should know his family better.’

He was surprised. Dan had never mentioned a girlfriend. Then again, why should he? He was a good-looking young bloke, shades of himself in him, so he was sure there’d been plenty.

‘Yes, sorry, come in.’ He pushed himself backwards as she went past.

He tried not to look at her behind as she walked in front of him, but he was an old man from a different time, and what the hell, even if it felt wrong because she was his son’s girlfriend.

As she went in, she looked around.

‘Not much to see,’ he said. ‘Where I’ve ended up, but what went before was good, so I’ve got my memories.’

‘It’s cosy. You get all the help you need but your own space too. Do they bother you much, the people who work here?’

He came to a stop and put the brake on. ‘They leave me alone. They have a communal dining room along there, but I’m not interested in that. I can work a microwave and I’ve got an alarm if I need something. They’ll check on me a couple of times a day, but that’s it.’

‘It’s good that you’ve got some independence.’

‘What did Dan say about me?’

‘He’s proud of you, even if he doesn’t show it. He talks about you all the time.’

He smiled. It was good to hear that. ‘How long have you been seeing him?’

‘Just a few months, but I can tell it feels right.’

‘He’s a good man. He’ll look after you. Tell me about you though. If you’re going to become part of the family, let me know more. What’s your name?’

Her smile was broad and bright, and straight away he saw what Dan saw in her. Her eyes glinted, and her blonde hair was long and luscious, even though it was tied up.

‘It’s Leoni,’ she said.




Chapter Seventy-Six

Dan paced on the spot, close to the windows at the end of the court corridor. He wasn’t there for the view, it was nothing special, just an amusement arcade, the window filled only with a large statue, promising exotic rewards inside, along with some bargain shops.

There was an attempt to gentrify the area, with a new bar aimed at bearded beer lovers, real ales served in wooden surrounds, but people in Langton liked things just the way they were. People who flock to the big cities do so for the new adventure, to discover new things, and that need changes neighbourhoods as trends move on. Langton was one of those small cities that no one flocked to, and those who stayed there did so because of the lack of change.

For Dan, it had none of the charm of the small town nor none of the buzz of the bright lights. It existed. That was the best he could say about it. Any attempts to make the area look better were ruined by the litter blown by the buses that came in a steady stream from the nearby bus station.

Those were just random thoughts to keep himself distracted, knowing that the hours ahead could drag, with just the tension of the verdict to keep him going.

Jayne was leaning on a wall next to him. ‘Did you see Leoni?’

Dan stopped. ‘I guessed it was her. I recognised her too. I think she might have been one of the people who attacked me last week.’

‘She’s gone now though. I tried to see where she went, but she ran. She might never come back.’

‘She’s not my concern right now. It’s about Nick Connor, not Leoni.’ He frowned. ‘Did you see the man sitting next to Barbara?’

She blushed. ‘That was Chris, Ruby’s brother.’

Dan didn’t add anything to that. He didn’t want to think of Jayne and Chris together.

Barbara walked over. Porter was with her and he held out his hand to Dan. ‘I’ve come to say goodbye.’

Dan was surprised. ‘I thought you might stay for the verdict,’ he said, shaking his hand.

‘I’ll find out about it later. This case isn’t about me. It’s about Barbara and Mark and Nick. If I’d acted differently all those years ago, this might not have happened. There’s nothing for me to cheer about, whichever way it goes.’

‘I understand.’

‘What are you going to do with that recording?’

Barbara spoke up. ‘I’m going to write about the case, and how one event leads to another, using Mark’s notes. I’m sorry, I really I am, but you’ll be part of it.’

Porter gave a rueful smile. ‘I’ll lose a reputation, perhaps even be investigated for perverting the course of justice or something, but your loss is still greater than mine. Goodbye, and good luck.’

They both watched him go, Dan noticing how he didn’t seem as imposing, as if he’d shrunk somehow, taken away a little bit of himself.

Dan felt distracted for a moment. There was something amiss, but he couldn’t pin it down. Before he could get any closer, Barbara spoke up. ‘Do you think Mr Porter will be all right?’

‘Only he knows that, but he’s told the truth. For more than twenty years, he’s been fearful of it. Now it’s out there, he can deal with it.’

She looked back towards the courtroom. ‘How long do you think they’ll be?’

‘The jury? I’ve stopped trying to guess. I’ve known it be unexpectedly quick. I’ve known it take a few days when I couldn’t work out why. At least the judge helped.’

‘How?’

‘She was brief in her summing up. I’ve known some who will spend a day or more so that it felt often like they were reading out the whole case. This time, she left it to the advocates. We’d made our cases, our arguments, and what did the case really amount to? Whether being a despicable thief also made him a murderer? The judge just reminded them what they have to take into account and then let them get on with it.’

‘Is that good though?’

‘It means that she didn’t sway them against Nick. Judges are neutral, but they’re human too and aren’t above putting a slant on things, to nudge a case the way they think it should end.’

She looked back to the clock on the wall. Nearly four o’clock now. ‘Will she let them go on all night?’

‘She’ll find out soon how near they are. If they’re a long way from a verdict, she’ll tell them to come back tomorrow.’

‘We just wait, then?’

‘No real choice, I’m afraid.’

She put her hand on his. ‘Thank you for what you did in there.’

‘It’s my job to look after Nick, but thank you.’

‘No, I didn’t mean Nick. I meant what you did for my son. He always had dreams of being a writer, of seeing a book he’d written in a bookshop somewhere. He never got to see that happen, but his persistence meant something in the end. What he discovered brought justice for those poor dead children.’

He patted her hand. ‘Thank you.’

They both stared out of the window in silence for a few minutes more.

Dan turned to Barbara. She seemed more pensive than he expected, distracted almost. Before he could say anything, the usher emerged from the courtroom doorway and bellowed, ‘For anyone interested in the case of Nick Connor, the court is now in session.’

Before Barbara could say anything, Dan said, ‘Probably means come back tomorrow.’

They both headed for the doorway, Dan holding the door for Barbara.

As Dan went through, the usher nodded to him. It made Dan pause.

Dan leaned in to whisper. ‘Verdict?’

‘That’s what I’m hearing.’

Dan’s stomach turned. That was too quick. There must have been some people who weren’t persuaded by him, who would convict Nick Connor because he was the prisoner in the dock. People with firm convictions like that don’t sway easily. It can only mean one thing: guilty.

Keys clanked in the door that led into the dock and Nick followed. Dan nodded to him, to let him know that the verdict was in, but tried not to give away his feelings.

Nick gave a helpless shrug. Dan returned it. He didn’t know either.

The judge came in next, and then the jurors.

The following few moments seemed to drag. The foreman of the jury rose to his feet as Dan’s chest tightened, butterflies in his stomach, a tremble in his fingers. He confirmed that they had a verdict upon which they were all agreed.

Dan closed his eyes. He couldn’t imagine how Nick must be feeling. Dan would walk out of court and go back to his life, whatever happened. The whole of Nick’s future rested on the next few seconds.

Then it came. Those words.

‘Not guilty.’

There was a shout of ‘yes’ from the dock before Dan put his head back, relief coursing through him.

He looked to the dock and gave Nick the thumbs up; Nick was wiping his eyes with relief, tears on his cheeks. Dan looked to Barbara, and he was surprised. He expected her to show more pleasure. Instead, she was staring straight ahead, her jaw set.

Dan was distracted by the words of the prosecutor, muttering some congratulations as he collected his papers, before Dan smiled his response and closed his eyes.

It was all over.

But as he looked back again to the public gallery, Barbara was still there, unmoved.



Leoni sat down on the sofa opposite as Dan’s father switched off the cricket.

‘How did you meet Dan? Bit of a closed book, that one.’

‘We just saw each other around and started talking. We spoke online too, and one thing led to another, and,’ she held out her hands, ‘here I am.’

‘Ah, online. It’s all so different now. I’m glad he’s got someone though, because it’s been a bit rough for him lately.’

‘He’ll recover though. Good men do.’

‘He is a good man, thank you. I don’t know how much of that is down to me. Not much, I suspect.’

‘Don’t be hard on yourself, Mr Grant. I can bet he wouldn’t like to lose you. No one should lose their father.’

He frowned. That was an unusual response. Perhaps it was nerves.

‘You’re very pretty, if I’m allowed to say that these days. He’s got lucky.’

‘No, I’m the lucky one, but thank you.’

He thought of something. ‘Wait there.’

She laughed. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

He pushed himself towards an old wooden cabinet, chipped and scarred, the varnish cracked like a spider’s web. His wheels squeaked. There were some old novels on top, and a collection of vinyl records alongside, too high up to reach, but they were a reminder of his old life. They were faded now, the edges worn and ragged from when he kept them on the floor in his old house and his cat used to sharpen his claws on them.

He opened a drawer and pulled out a small collection of photographs. He hadn’t looked at them for a while, but it seemed the right time.

‘I don’t know if you’ve seen these,’ he said, and chuckled. ‘The first rule when you meet the parents is that they dig out the old pictures.’ He passed one over. ‘There’s one from when Dan was at school,’ and he passed over a picture of Dan in his school uniform. ‘I didn’t know then that he was going to be a lawyer. He kept his ambition to himself. I thought he’d go into the factories, like me.’

Leoni looked at the picture and said, ‘Do you ever wish he had?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Being a lawyer can be difficult because they’re always on one side, which means that someone else gets hurt on the other side.’

‘Let me tell you, love, I’ve had my share of fights and battles. We’re both the same, Dan and me, we do what’s right, but yes, people get hurt. That’s life. That’s what I taught him as a boy, that whatever battle you fight, do it hard. If you don’t win, at least you’ll know you did your best.’

‘Whoever gets hurt along the way?’

‘If the fight is right, there’s always a price to pay.’ He passed over another picture: Dan in a graduation gown. ‘This is him leaving university. That was a proud day for me, and his mother. She’s dead now, cancer, but it was so special for her. Her boy, her Daniel, with a degree. Letters after his name. Dan was the first one from both our families to go to university, so it was a big deal to us.’

She took it from him. ‘I can see the man he was about to become. He looks so confident, so sure of himself.’ She handed it back. ‘That’s what I love about him.’

He leaned back and gestured towards a cider bottle on a counter at the back of the room. ‘I wasn’t going to start this early, but this seems like a cause for celebration, meeting you. Could you get me a glass and pour me one? You’ll learn that I like it too much. I can bet Dan has told you that already.’

‘No problem, Mr Grant.’ She went past him, and he could hear her opening a cupboard, looking for a glass.

The view out of the window seemed a little brighter now. It was good to have some company, and for Dan to be settling down at last.

Leoni was behind him, although he hadn’t heard her pour out any drink. She was by his left shoulder, his weak side, so he had to twist to see what she was doing.

She moved, as if she was avoiding his gaze.

‘Leoni, are you all right?’

She leaned over his shoulder to take the photographs from his grasp, before tearing them in half and throwing him into his lap.

‘What the hell?’

‘Say goodbye.’

Before he could respond, a cord tightened round his neck. He gasped, and then gagged as he tried to breathe. He reached up with his good hand, but she was too far the other way, staying on his weak side. He pushed with his foot against the floor, desperate, panicking, bewildered, trying to use his wheelchair against her. She was too strong, pulling back hard.

She was snarling in his ear, guttural sounds, spittle hitting his skin.

He thrashed his head, felt his cheeks flush as he tried to breathe. His head felt like it was going to explode, his chest straining. He tried to get his fingers underneath the cord, but it was too tight, digging into his skin.

He tried to cough, but it came out as a gurgle. His chest pushed out, reaching for air.

Then the pain started to subside, although not from any release. Her grunts of effort were still there, and the creak and whine of his wheels as she pulled, but it was as if he was leaving his body, seeing it from a distance. From above. Her hair bobbed as she pulled back hard, her teeth gritted, his left arm still, his right arm just twitching up and down as everything came to an end.




Chapter Seventy-Seven

They convened in a pub in Highford, the Craven Heifer.

It had been Nick’s request, his need for a drink taking over everything else, although Dan had chosen the pub. It relied on the lunchtime trade, with two-for-one meal deals, burgers and pies. No one chose it for a night out, so he knew it would be quiet. Nick had been all over the local paper since the case started, and the website was showing the verdict as breaking news, and Dan thought Nick deserved the privacy. In the Craven Heifer, they’d be ignored, no one caring who was in there, provided it gave a boost to the pre-weekend takings.

Dan needed the drink, too. He had waited with Jayne outside the side door at the court as Nick’s freedom was processed, until he emerged with his meagre belongings in a clear plastic bag tied up by a red tag. He left holding it high, the media taking pictures, Nick punching the air and grinning in bewilderment. For the first time in his life, things had gone right for him.

Dan realised how much he had been waiting for the trial to end, before everything came crashing down. He had been running on adrenaline, his anger about the attack and the arson keeping him going. Now that the trial had ended, and gone his way, his relief made him sag. He wanted to put his head back and fall asleep for a long time.

Barbara had travelled ahead, to pack her things and check out of her hotel. She didn’t want to stay in Highford any longer than she had to. Dan understood that. The town was where her son was murdered. He could hardly take offence. She was going to call in though, just to say goodbye before she headed for the motorway.

Jayne brought more drinks to the table, Nick grinning, enjoying his first taste of freedom, looking round constantly. Dan’s tie and collar were undone. He had lots of tough decisions ahead, his office, his firm, but for tonight he was going to enjoy the moment.

Jayne put another beer in front of Dan. ‘You did it.’

‘No, we did it, together.’ He held out his bottle to clink against hers. ‘Nick, how are you feeling?’

He grinned. ‘Just magic, man, like I thought I was done for.’

‘What’s next for you?’

His grin faltered. ‘Probably start somewhere new.’

‘A new beginning?’

‘Where no one knows me.’

‘You’ve been found not guilty. You can start again here.’

‘I don’t think so. My life will be just as shite somewhere new, but at least no one will think I’m a killer who got away with it.’

Dan laughed at that. ‘I suppose that’s a fresh perspective.’

‘See, that’s what I mean. I’ll leave the changed lives to those who’ve got all the fancy words and education.’

‘Where are you spending tonight?’

‘I’ll find somewhere. I always did.’

Barbara appeared in the doorway, looking around for them, and then waving as she saw them.

Dan raised his bottle as she bustled over. ‘You sure you’re not staying for one, Barbara? Or is this just goodbye?’

‘No, I’m heading off, all packed up, but thank you. I’m here to ask a question of Nick. A request, really.’ She sat down opposite him and took his hands in hers. She softened her voice and said, ‘Will you come with me, to the park?’

Nick looked wary, cocked his head as he considered her for a moment. ‘Why?’

‘Because it changed our lives. It was where I lost my son. It was where you lost your liberty, and almost your own life. I’m leaving Highford now, probably never to return, and I want just a few moments of reflection. I helped save you, Nick, and that means a lot to me.’

‘She’s right,’ Dan said. ‘Without Barbara, you’d be starting a life sentence tonight, not enjoying a drink.’

‘Please,’ Barbara said. ‘It’s my way of saying goodbye to Mark, and I’d like you to join me. We can both reflect and be better for it.’

Dan raised his bottle. ‘You owe her, Nick.’

‘Okay,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘But will you drop me here afterwards? I’m enjoying the beer too much.’

‘Of course, and thank you,’ she said, and sighed as she turned to Dan. ‘It’s goodbye, Mr Grant, and to you, Jayne. You believed in me. I’ll never forget.’

Dan stood to give her a hug, Jayne too, before they watched her leave, Nick shuffling behind her. An unlikely friendship.

Jayne was grinning. ‘I wasn’t expecting a happy ending.’

‘No, me neither,’ Dan said, laughing. ‘You don’t get many happy endings in my job.’

They sat and drank their beers together, Jayne leaning against him, her head against his shoulder.

‘What now?’ she said. ‘Me and you, I mean.’

‘Lover-boy not joining us?’

She lifted her head. ‘Chris, you mean?’

He raised his hands in apology. ‘I’m sorry, ignore me. It shouldn’t matter to me what you did in your life before this week.’

‘But it does?’

He laughed and patted his heart. ‘In here, yes.’

‘As long as you feel something, because I do. I have for a long time.’

He smiled. ‘Yeah, me too.’

She slapped him on the arm, laughing. ‘You kept that covered up well.’

Dan thought about that, before answering, ‘I had my reasons, but let’s just enjoy each other and see where it goes.’

‘I can live with that.’

Two men in suits rushed into the pub, looking around, agitated.

Dan and Jayne exchanged glances. He recognised one of them immediately. Graham Hogg, the Senior Investigating Officer.

‘What does he want?’ Dan said, before they saw him and marched over.

Hogg’s anger was evident from the flush to his cheeks and the tension in his stride.

‘DCI Hogg, what can I do for you?’

‘Do you know what you’ve done?’

Dan’s temper flared. ‘My job. What’s your point, because if you’ve come to bleat about losing a case you shouldn’t have run, save it. I’m not interested.’

‘You arrogant piece of shit.’

Dan put his drink down. ‘Just hold on, because you’re way out of line.’

‘Leoni Walker. Or Revell, as she is now. Did you ask your client about her?’

‘I’m not telling you what Nick said. Client confidentiality, you know that.’

‘Did Nick mention that he knew her?’

Dan was about to answer, but he faltered. Goosebumps popped onto his arms. ‘What are you talking about?’

Hogg leaned forward on the table and rested on his knuckles. Spittle flew as he said, ‘We keep intelligence on these people, however petty their offending is, because they all take drugs, and where there are junkies, there are dealers. Where do you think Nick Connor spent most of his time during the winter?’

Dan knew what was coming, but he asked anyway, his mouth dry. ‘Go on, where?’

‘Her house. We ran her name after the verdict came in, and there she was, listed alongside innocent little Nick as one of his associates. There were rumours that she was selling his stolen stuff for him, but she’s cute. Never been caught with anything, but we knew who she was.’

‘Hang on. Are you saying that Nick Connor was a friend of Leoni Walker? Or Revell, or whoever?’

‘What do you think I’m saying?’

‘But why didn’t you mention it during the trial? You’d have ruined my defence. You blew it.’

Hogg slammed his fist on the table. ‘Because you sprung it as a last-minute surprise. How were we supposed to know?’

Dan knew he was right, but what did this mean? His mind was whirring fast but nothing was making sense. Nick hadn’t given anything away.

He looked back to Hogg. ‘Why are you telling me?’

‘Because we heard you were in here, celebrating your win, and you don’t deserve the peace of mind. When you go to sleep, just know that you freed a murderer, because look at the coincidence now. The wrong-place wrong-time man turns out to be close to the woman you say was responsible for the murder. Join the dots, Dan Grant, and sleep well.’

And with that, they both turned and left.

Dan and Jayne sat in stunned silence, until they both realised the same thing at the same time. If Nick really was the killer, there was another danger.

‘Barbara,’ Jayne said.

They left their drinks and ran for the door.




Chapter Seventy-Eight

Dan drove. He’d had just two drinks and didn’t think he’d be over the limit. And anyway, he knew the roads better than Jayne.

Jayne was sitting forward, straining her seat belt, trying to see the way ahead. ‘What’s happening, Dan?’

‘Like it sounds. Nick’s a killer. He was all along. He killed Mark Roberts for Leoni, because of course she wouldn’t do it herself, not now she’s learned better ways to do it. That’s why he’s moving away, because his case has exposed Leoni.’

‘Did you tell him about Leoni?’

‘I didn’t have time, and I don’t think he knew anything anyway. Leoni has a different surname now. Whatever reason Leoni gave for needing Mark dead, it didn’t have to involve her killing two children, but he must have seen her when she came into the courtroom. Leoni. She kept that first name, and she was there, in full view. That’s when he knew who she truly was. When I looked back, I thought he’d be more excited, but he had his head in his hands. But he’s still a killer. He fooled us and we freed him, and Barbara’s with him.’

‘That doesn’t mean he’s going to harm her. He’s just got out of prison. He won’t want to go back. It’s something else. Like your conscience troubling you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You thought it had a happy ending. Now, you know that it’s just one more guilty defendant getting away with it.’

‘I’m allowed to feel let down.’ He drove faster, the terraced houses blurring past, his hands tight around the wheel. The park wasn’t far away. He didn’t know what to expect when he got there, but there was something slightly off-kilter.

Then he remembered.

‘Something Barbara said is bothering me,’ he said. ‘We were speaking at court, when we were waiting for the verdict. Porter was still there, and he asked her what she was going to do with the recording we made, where he told us about his part in it all. Barbara said that she was going to write an article, using the recording and her son’s notes. She made it sound like it might be cathartic.’

‘Sounds reasonable.’

‘I thought so at the time, and I was too busy worrying about the verdict to think more about it, but it niggled me, and my mind kept going back to it, but I couldn’t work out why.’ He braked hard at some red lights, the dark shadow of the park ahead. ‘But now I can’t help thinking about which notes they are.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘She said she was going to use Mark’s notes, but which notes would they be? Her whole involvement was based upon the murder being connected to whatever he was writing, designed to stop him writing it, but she didn’t know what it was. His laptop was gone, and his notes too.’

Jayne thought about that. ‘Perhaps she meant what she’d worked out since?’

‘No, she was very specific about it. Mark’s notes. Not my notes, but Mark’s notes.’

‘Are you saying she’s dodgy in some way?’

‘I’m wondering whether there is more going on with her than she is letting on. Think about it. Who’s been directing us in this investigation? Barbara, that’s who. Why did you go to Brampton?’

‘Because she’d discovered that Mark had been there.’

‘At every stage, it was Barbara who nudged us along to the next discovery.’

‘It was Chris who sent me to Wakefield though, told me to follow Leoni’s trail, just like Mark must have done.’ She frowned. ‘They seemed strange at court today.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Like they knew each other. Remember, the whole point about me going to Brampton was to find out why Mark had gone there; but if she’d met Chris, she’d already know.’

‘Are you thinking they were working together?’

‘It would make sense, because Chris didn’t believe in Rodney’s guilt, so he found an ally in Mark. And when you think about it, every part of the case has been led by Barbara or Chris, all explained by some invoice or bank statement she’d found, or Chris directing. It wasn’t about helping Nick. It was about us coming to the same conclusion she’d reached.’

‘But she did that to get Nick out of prison, so she could find the real murderer.’

Dan raised his eyebrows. ‘Except the police information suggests that he is the real murderer.’

The lights changed to green. Dan accelerated hard.

‘She wanted justice for her son,’ Dan said, shouting above his engine noise. ‘That’s what she’s always said. When Nick was acquitted though, I thought she’d look pleased, but she was the opposite. More determined, serious.’

‘She’s with Nick now.’

‘Exactly. She came to the pub and asked him to accompany her to the park. What was the phrase? For a moment of reflection?’

‘What, you think…?’

‘I don’t know, but we’re about to find out.’

He swerved across the road and scuffed his tyre along the kerb as he stopped outside the park entrance.

The park was semi-circular in shape, the entrance just a small alley at the end of a street of houses. They walked into it, slowly, wary of the darkness. A path ran along the top of the park to a similar entrance on a parallel street, with another tracing the edge in a wide loop. Highford lay below, so that during the day it became somewhere for dog walkers and young parents with prams to stroll with a view of the town. At night, the town below was set out in glittering lines and swirls of orange street lights. The struts of a climbing frame were visible as a skeletal silhouette over a cluster of bushes.

‘Where was Mark Roberts found?’ Jayne asked.

Dan pointed along the path that ran closest to the houses but hidden from them by the trees behind. ‘Just there, by a bench.’

‘Barbara can’t have gone in here,’ Jayne said, shaking her head. ‘I can’t see or hear anyone. Try calling her.’

Dan scrolled through his contacts until he found Barbara’s number. When he pressed call, there was a flicker of light in the distance and the sound of a light ring. It rang out twice before being cut off, the light extinguished. ‘She’s over there. Come on, we’ll go in.’

‘But why didn’t she answer?’

‘We ought to find out.’

As they walked along the path, the world behind them seemed to disappear, swallowed straight away by the dark and the silence. They had to focus to keep an eye on where the path was, the grass edges barely visible.

Dan shouted, ‘Barbara?’

No one answered.

‘I can’t see them,’ Jayne said.

Dan stopped and gripped her arm. ‘Listen.’

Low grunts and moans drifted towards them.

Jayne pointed. ‘That way.’

They increased their pace, every nerve on edge, tensed. The skeletal frames of the playground began to emerge as they got closer. A slide. A see-saw. The moans got louder. The sound of someone in pain.

Then a voice. ‘Don’t come any closer.’

It was Barbara.

They stopped. Dan called out, ‘You all right?’

She didn’t answer, so Dan stepped forward, trying to penetrate the darkness. An outline of a figure appeared.

Jayne pulled her phone from her pocket and flicked through the apps, until she found a flashlight app. She pressed it, and the playground was illuminated by the sharp beam.

She screamed, almost dropped her phone, before putting her hand over her mouth.

Dan said, ‘Oh fuck,’ before adding: ‘What have you done?’

Barbara was standing, breathing hard, her hair tangled, a hammer in her hand. Blood dripped from it and her face was spattered red, her eyes wild and bright in the light.

Someone moved by her feet.

Dan held his hands out as he got closer. He spoke softly, trying to calm her. ‘Barbara, put the hammer down.’

The figure moved again, tried to raise its head, grunted and collapsed again.

It was Nick.

‘Barbara, why?’ Dan was still edging forward.

‘I wanted justice for my son. I’ve always said that.’

‘Free Nick, that’s what you said.’

‘Free Nick and get Mark’s killer. That’s what I’m doing.’ She jabbed the air with the hammer.

‘But when did you think that? Today?’

‘All along.’

‘What, it was all just so you could do this?’

‘Do you think there’d be justice if he went to prison? Your kind of justice, maybe, but not mine. Not for what he did to my boy.’

‘But how do you know that?’

‘I had Mark’s notes. I know what he found, because the police didn’t care about the whole story. The man who rented out the cottage where Mark was staying let me look around and his laptop was there. The police didn’t want his stuff, because it was a robbery gone wrong, correct?’

Dan stepped closer. ‘But Nick? How can you be sure?’

She raised the hammer and screamed, ‘Get away!’ Her eyes were wild.

The light wobbled as Jayne watched the scene.

‘You’d try to stop me,’ Barbara said, panting hard, animalistic. ‘That’s your world, where everything is just a process.’ She spat the word out. ‘For people like me, who’ve lost someone, it needs more than a process.’ A deep breath. ‘This pig would be out in fifteen years, with most of his life left. What about Mark’s life? Or my life? No, he had to feel what Mark felt. In the dark, scared, no one to help him. Except, here you are, superman, always the saviour.’

Jayne shouted as Nick moved, his hand reaching upwards, towards Barbara’s leg. His face glistened with wet blood, his hair matted, grotesque. He opened his mouth, blood covering his teeth.

Barbara screeched. She brought the hammer down. It thudded into his head. He went flat to the ground, his arms splayed. Barbara carried on, each strike wet, a sound like hitting fruit, three, four, five times, until she sank to the ground and dropped the hammer.

She was kneeling in Nick’s blood. She put her head back and let out a loud wail, before it turned into sobs and her head sank into her chest.

Blue flashing lights strobed the night, an engine driving hard.

Dan and Jayne didn’t move, both stunned. Barbara cried into her hands as she waited for the police to come. Running footsteps sounded on the path, a torch brightening the scene more than Jayne’s phone.

They stepped back as the police ran past. There were houses overlooking the park. Someone must have called them.

Jayne was about to put her phone away when she saw a text. Out of habit, she checked the message.

It was from Chris.


Got Leoni. She’s done something in an old folks’ home. Someone came out screaming. Police there.



Her hand trembled. What did he mean he had Leoni? And the police at a rest home? Then it struck her. Dan’s father.

She looked to him, but he had his phone to his ear, his hand over his mouth, stumbling towards a bench further along.

She hadn’t heard his phone ring, but then she remembered that he always kept it on silent, vibrate only. Disturbing court hearings with phone ringtones never goes down well.

She went to him, knelt in front of him and took his hands in hers.

When their eyes met, there were tears in his. ‘That was the rest home. My dad’s been killed.’

She swallowed and closed her eyes, before nodding and saying, ‘I know. By Leoni.’

‘What, how do you know? How long?’

‘Just now. Chris has got her.’ She passed him her phone.

He wiped his eyes and read the message. His voice hardened. ‘Call him.’

‘Why? We should tell the police.’

He shook his head. ‘No. I want her.’

Jayne hesitated, but she knew she was feeling only a small part of Dan’s torment.

She called Chris and, when he answered, whispered into her phone, ‘Where are you?’

‘I’m not telling you. I just wanted you to know that I’ve got her.’

She glanced towards the police officers near Nick, Barbara in handcuffs. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to find somewhere dark and kill this bitch. I just wanted you to know that you did a good job. Now, this one is for me. And Ruby.’

‘No, please, Chris, you don’t have to do this. You’ve arrested her, that’s all. If anyone asks, this conversation never happened.’

‘For what? A murder no one believes she did? Some suicides no one believes she took part in?’

‘What about today? You said she’s harmed someone else. The police will be looking for her.’ She took a deep breath and glanced at Dan. His jaw was clenched, his stare fixed straight ahead. ‘It was Dan’s father.’

‘The lawyer, the one you work for?’

‘Yes, him.’

Chris fell silent and Jayne wondered whether he’d lost signal, until he asked, ‘Is he with you now?’

‘Yes. He’s in front of me.’

‘Tell him he can join in the fun.’

‘Chris, where are you? What can you see?’

Jayne could hear the steady whoosh of traffic noise in the background.

‘Near a canal. There are boats, all clustered together. There’s a tall chimney by some wasteland. I’m heading for there. The motorway will drown it out.’

‘Chris, please don’t.’

‘If Dan wants his revenge, he needs to be quick, but if the police arrive here, it’ll be over before they get out of their car.’ Then he clicked off.

Dan stood. ‘Where are they?’

‘Near the motorway. There are canal boats and a tall chimney.’

Dan thought for a few seconds before saying, ‘I know where that is. Come on, we’re going.’

‘But what about here? The police?’

‘We’re witnesses. They’ll find us.’

And with that, he set off for his car, marching this time, his fists clenched by his side.




Chapter Seventy-Nine

A flash lit up the car. A speed camera.

‘Dan, slow down.’

‘I need to get there.’

‘At this rate, you won’t! You’ll kill us both.’

Dan knew she was right, but it was hard to think rationally, his mind bombarded with thoughts of his father, wanting to know what had happened, but equally wanting to shut it out of his thoughts.

He glanced across. Jayne was gripping the door. The buildings were flashing by too quickly, the tyres at the edge of their tolerance whenever they rounded a corner.

He slowed down but said, ‘I’m just trying to keep my mind off my father. I won’t be able to do this if I think about him. What happened? What did she do?’ He banged the steering wheel. ‘I need to do this. For him.’

‘I know, I understand, but you can’t do anything rash. We could back away and let the police take over.’

‘No. I need to know, to hear it from her.’

‘How far away is it?’

‘Not long.’ His eyes were fixed straight ahead. ‘We should have suspected more about Chris. You told me he pretended not to know about Highford but had been here to buy petrol. How long ago?’

‘A month or so.’

‘That’s probably around the time Barbara started visiting here. They must have met in Brampton.’ He banged the steering wheel again. ‘Damn them. This was it, always the plan. Barbara wanted to kill Nick, because she wanted revenge, and she sugar-coated us into believing it was Nick she cared about. And Chris wanted Leoni. I should have spotted it.’

‘He used me too.’

‘They used us both. Barbara sent you to Brampton and Chris sent you to Wakefield, knowing that you’d hear the same story Mark had heard, because Barbara had the notes all along. They played us like puppets.’

‘And I would have been no surprise to Chris, because he knew I’d find him eventually. I’d speak to the same people Mark had, because the same people were involved. Every time I mentioned Mark’s name to anyone, I was sent along to the next person, down the trail, like I was following signposts.’

‘Just like they intended.’

‘They didn’t plan on your father though. That was Leoni.’

Dan clenched his jaw. ‘We’re here now.’

They rounded a corner and came across a large roundabout. A subway in the middle connected two sides. The motorway ran underneath, a long line of orange lights heading towards pitch-black countryside in the distance.

‘There’s a side road to the canal down here,’ Dan said, and turned off, stopping before they got to a gate. ‘Look, the boats.’

Jayne followed his finger and saw them, the canal at the end of a long slope, so that the motorway was higher, at the top of a grass embankment. On the other side of the canal was an open space where there had once been a factory, the old foundations still visible but starting to become overgrown by grass.

They got out of the car. ‘I can’t see them,’ Jayne said, trying to peer into the darkness.

There was a steady hum of traffic from the motorway, but in a lull a voice shouted out, ‘Over here.’

They both turned to where they thought the shout had come from, uncertain at first, but then Dan saw the faint shadow of someone waving, by a fence on the embankment.

‘There they are,’ he said, and set off running, clambering over a metal five-bar gate that blocked off the road down to the canal. Jayne followed, the gate clanging as she got over.

The path was steep and the loud slaps of Dan’s leather soles echoed along the water, his tie streaming over his shoulder. Jayne had almost caught him by the time they got to the foot of the embankment, her pumps more suited to running, both panting hard. They started to scramble up, towards a wooden fence that ran along the top of the slope. Wild grass trailed against their legs, slippery under their smooth soles.

When they got within twenty yards, a voice said, ‘I’ve been waiting for you.’

‘Chris?’ Jayne said.

‘Don’t come any closer.’

Dan scrambled past her, until Chris shouted, ‘No!’

He stopped and bent over, sucking in deep breaths. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘This is for Ruby. And for you.’

Dan straightened. ‘Chris, calm down. You’ve done nothing yet.’

‘That’s why I was waiting. You deserved to be a part of this.’

Dan looked beyond Chris. There was someone tied to the fence. A glint of metal told him that she was cuffed. ‘I don’t want to be a part.’

‘There’s no choice in this, Mr Grant.’ He stepped back to pull her by her hair, her pale skin caught by the street lights over the motorway. There was blood around her mouth and nose. ‘The face of innocence. More than twenty years of lies and cover-ups, just so she can carry on. William. Ruby. David Green. Lee Bridges. Mark Roberts. She killed your father. She will carry on if we don’t stop her.’

Dan closed his eyes. Rage surged through him as he thought of his father and his office, the beating and the stabbing, all because of her. He shared Chris’s desire to hurt her, to take out this crushing grief on her, for her to feel his pain.

He opened his eyes and held out his hands. ‘Chris, you’ve stopped her. Arrested her. You’ll say she struggled, which is how she got the injuries. She can go to prison for what she’s done to my father, and they might look again at Ruby and William.’

Chris gripped her hair tighter and snarled through gritted teeth. ‘That’s not enough.’

‘But why now? You could have done this at any time. You’ve been to Highford before.’

Chris let go of Leoni, who was gasping and spitting out blood as her head hung down. ‘See, things have gone too far. You can put me here as a plotter, because Barbara won’t protect me now that she’s killed Nick.’

Dan put his hand out, to stop Jayne saying anything. ‘You don’t know that. He’s a fighter and he knows the area. Barbara isn’t capable. You can back away and no one will know.’

‘Do you think I can’t see the flashing lights? I know what happens when there’s a murder. Look, in the distance. That’s where the park is, high over the town, because the darkness was Nick’s cover. I watched the blue lights converge like disco lights. She’s done it.’

‘But why did it have to be with her? I don’t get it.’

‘I promised Barbara. I had to hear it from Rodney too, because there was still that fraction of doubt that Mark had got it wrong, so I needed to be sure, even though I knew in my heart he was right.’

‘What are you going to do, Chris?’

‘Kill her. Right here, right now, make her suffer and beg and all the things she’ll have made Ruby do.’

Dan took another step forward. ‘But that will ruin your life too. Another victim for Leoni, in a strange way. That’ll be her final thought, and in the end that will make you the loser. Don’t let her win like that.’

‘You don’t get it at all, do you? Even you, your father not even cold yet, and you’re still a slave to the system. It’s not just what she did to Ruby. It’s what it did to my parents. Hollowed them out. They died inside when Ruby died. She is a cancer.’

Leoni spluttered more blood and groaned, before lifting her head and saying, ‘She pissed herself when she died.’

Chris looked down at her. ‘Huh?’

‘Ruby. She cried and cried and pissed herself, and it excited me.’ She started to laugh, blood across her teeth. ‘That’s something you’ve never understood. For the first time in my life, with William, I felt something. An emotion. A thrill. Ruby was even better, because I knew how twitchy the town had got. I knew what was happening on the rugby field, because I’d seen it on the clifftops with William. That panic. Fucking delicious.’

Dan held his hands out. ‘Don’t listen to her, Chris. She’s trying to make you act, to ruin your own life too. She knows hers is over. She wants to take you with her.’

‘Oh, Mr Restraint,’ she spat. ‘Your father died like a lamb, couldn’t stop a little woman like me.’

Dan took a deep breath, his fists clenched so hard that his fingernails dug into his palm. Stay calm, he told himself. Don’t play her games.

She cackled when she said, ‘I just pulled tight on that cord until those rheumy old eyes went blank, his dead arm flopping on the arm of his wheelchair like a dying fish. No more Daddy for you.’

Dan turned away and wrestled with his desire to go for her, to feel her neck in his grip.

Jayne walked past Dan, her phone raised. ‘No one is attacking anyone tonight.’ She dialled 999.

‘No, no,’ Chris said, panic in his voice as he came down the slope, his arms outstretched.

There was a crack behind him, barely audible above the noise of the motorway. It was Leoni. She’d kicked at the wooden rail around which her cuffs had been attached. She kicked again, screeching this time, until the rail popped from the post.

She ran her hands along quickly, Chris turning to stop her, but he wasn’t quick enough. She was able to get free and clambered over the top rail, landing hard on the other side, her wrists still attached together.

Leoni took one more look back before scrambling towards the top of the embankment.

Chris ran after her. Dan and Jayne exchanged glances before following them, all of them heading towards the bright lights and the steady noise of traffic.

The embankment levelled out at the top and ended on the motorway hard shoulder. The traffic roared past, headlights blaring. Leoni headed towards it, her hair streaming wildly behind her. Someone sounded a horn. Leoni ran into the nearest lane but faltered when she got there, the cars in the other lanes moving too quickly.

This wasn’t a suicide mission but an escape.

She stopped, tottering within inches of cars racing past, some swerving away, until Chris grabbed her from behind and pulled her back.

They both fell back onto the hard shoulder, Chris’s arm around her throat, before he hauled her to her feet.

He was panting hard as he restrained her, his arm tight around her neck. She was thrashing and trying to kick out, but his grip was too strong. The traffic was behind him, the passing lorries and cars making their hair blow about, Leoni’s long and over her face.

‘The police are on the way,’ Jayne said. ‘Please, come away.’

Dan joined her. ‘I need you, please. I want justice for my father, but my kind. It’s my right. I’m the grieving son. I should decide.’

Chris shook his head, his eyes wild. ‘Do you know how long I’ve waited for this?’ He had to shout to be heard. ‘Year after year of thinking of the moment I had my hands on my sister’s killer?’

‘And I can bet it isn’t as good as you thought. She is just another sad and pathetic criminal, despite what she thinks of herself. Let her suffer behind bars, every day dreaming of being free. Isn’t that the real punishment?’

There was a lorry in the distance, lights along the trailer, the headlights bright, coming down off a slight slope. Chris turned to look at it, and Dan knew what he was thinking.

‘Don’t, Chris, I’m begging you. If you throw her under, I will see that image every day. And I can’t protect you. You’ll go to prison for the rest of your life, and that will suck the last dregs of life from your parents.’

Dan stepped closer, but Chris leaned back and lifted Leoni’s feet off the ground, as if to throw her into the carriageway.

Dan stopped, his hands out.

Chris took a step backwards. He was right at the edge of the inside lane, the passing whoosh making his clothes billow.

The lorry was getting closer, the headlights blinding, perhaps only two hundred yards away.

‘Please, let her go.’

Chris closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

Dan thought he was about to relax and release her, and for a brief second Dan didn’t care whether she ran across the traffic, to her likely death, but he shook his head. He couldn’t think like that, couldn’t be a part of this.

When Chris opened his eyes again, they were filled with fresh resolve. He turned to the lorry. Only a hundred yards away now. The horn blared, a long warning. There was traffic in the middle lane so it couldn’t move out.

‘Now, Chris,’ Dan shouted. ‘Come with me. Make her suffer in jail.’

Chris’s lip trembled as he shook his head, a tear running down his cheek. He glanced towards the lorry again, now almost on him, the horn still sounding. ‘Sorry, Dan.’

He gripped Leoni and stepped backwards into the carriageway.

Dan screamed, ‘No!’

He thought Chris was smiling as the lorry slammed into them. It hit them with a wet thud before the air was filled with the sound of screeching tyres.

He turned away, Jayne with him, as they smacked and thudded against the underneath of the trailer. The lorry slewed and skidded to a stop, and Chris and Leoni were just shredded rags and glistening flesh strewn along the carriageway.

As the other cars braked and skidded, Dan slumped down. Jayne sat next to him, and for a few seconds, neither said anything.

Jayne broke the silence. ‘It’s over.’

Dan let out a long breath. ‘Yes, over.’

She put her head against his shoulder and Dan put his arm around her. They both held each other as they stared ahead at the growing queue of headlights and the blue flicker of the approaching police.




Chapter Eighty

Dan and Jayne sat on a bench, looking out towards a calm North Sea, deep and blue. The headland stretched to their left, the grass-topped chalk cliffs over pebble beaches. The sweep was much longer to their right, where the beaches became sandier, the view interrupted only by the grey jut of the harbour and the fairground brightness of the seafront.

‘I’m glad you brought me here,’ Dan said, his hands thrust into his jacket pockets.

She hooked her arm through his. ‘I was worried that you’d hate it because it was where it all started. What happened here ended up costing your father his life.’

‘That’s why I’m glad. If you hadn’t, it would have been a shadow on the map. Now, it just feels like another town, because this was just a setting, not a cause. Wherever Leoni had grown up, she’d have been the same.’

‘Her mother might have been different though. It sounded like the town trapped her, was too small for her.’

Dan shook his head. ‘I’m pretty sure she’d have been the same wherever she was. If they’d been in a bigger city, she’d have found the distractions sooner, that’s all.’

They sat in silence for a while, comfortable in each other’s company.

It had been more than a month since Chris had dragged Leoni under the lorry. His father’s funeral had been the week before, delayed because of the police investigation, his body released once they were satisfied that his killer was dead. For the first time, he saw a murder case from the victim’s perspective. He didn’t know how much that would change him.

It had been a strange funeral though, because Dan felt the gut-wrenching loss he expected, but there were other emotions that he hadn’t expected, and made him feel guilty.

It was a sense of freedom he felt most, as much as he tried to shut it out. The past month had been a series of jolts whenever he thought of wanting to see his father, of turning up with his usual bag of cider bottles to endure his gruffness for an hour or so, brought to an end by the reminder that he’d never do it again. But there was also the realisation that he was no longer tied to Highford. No family. No business. All he had left were memories. He could go where he wanted, Jayne the same.

Barbara’s trial was still a couple of months away, but Dan didn’t think about that. She’d receive her own justice, although Dan wished he’d spotted her ploy before the trial. Nick would still be in prison and Barbara might have had a chance of dealing with her grief. More than that, his father would still be alive.

Jayne being with him had helped him. The move from former client to lover had felt natural, and when he thought of her now the memories of her bloodied and sobbing in a police station were a distant memory. Instead, it was how she looked in the morning, her hair across her pillow, contentment on her face as she slept. Or her laugh, bright and happy. When they were together, it felt like it was meant to be. He wondered now why he’d fought it for so long, but perhaps the time was just right.

Jayne gestured towards the beach. ‘I’m glad it’s worked out okay for him, too.’

Porter was walking Freddie, throwing pebbles towards the sea and watching as he raced into the waves, barking and running around. Porter slapped his leg to bring Freddie to heel before heading towards the seafront and Dan and Jayne.

They’d met earlier and walked to the beach together, awkward at first, Porter wondering what lay ahead. Rodney Walker had saved him, which was a strange fact to acknowledge. Dan had done nothing with the recording, too overwhelmed by his father’s death at first, and then Rodney had asked him to destroy it. Too many lives had been ruined. He didn’t want anyone else to suffer.

As Porter stamped his feet to get rid of the sand, Jayne said to Dan, ‘Do you think Rodney will appeal?’

‘He said not,’ Dan said. ‘And I don’t think so. The decisions he made all those years ago have caused too much havoc. He’s scared of how the world will view him if he’s released. He didn’t kill anyone, but he knows he isn’t guilt-free. Prison keeps him safe, lets him feel he’s where he deserves to be.’

As Porter reached them, bending down to clip on Freddie’s lead, he said, ‘How long are you two staying?’

‘Just a night,’ Dan said. ‘I wanted to see the town, but we’re heading north next. We’re taking a few months off, doing a bit of travelling.’

‘Where to?’

‘Whitby, and then all the way up to Scotland. I want to be where people aren’t.’

‘That’s a good place to be,’ Porter said, and held out his hand. ‘Thank you for everything.’

Dan stood to shake, Jayne too.

‘I don’t blame you,’ Dan said. ‘You were protecting your home town. I might have done the same.’

‘That doesn’t make it right, but how it is now is as good as we are ever going to get.’

There were no long farewells. Dan watched him head towards home, his head down. Dan knew that Porter was feeling guilty for not speaking up. He was a police officer. He was supposed to protect people.

‘Come on, let’s go,’ Jayne said.

‘Where to first?’

‘The rest of our lives?’

Dan smiled. ‘That sounds like a great idea.’
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