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Epigraph

We’re all suckers for tragedy
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Chapter 1

Amanda Mayhem’s body lay on the floor beside the bed. Her eyes were closed, and her long, tanned legs stretched out from below a flowery silk dressing gown. Clutched in her hand was a single lavender rose, the purple matching the colour of her perfectly manicured nails. She looked peaceful. On the immaculately made bed sat her husband, Johnny. He had just murdered her.

His dark floppy hair fell over his eyes, and coarse stubble darkened his jaw. His head was in his hands, and when he looked up to see who had just entered the bedroom, his shimmering emerald eyes were wet.

“Pause it, will you, love?” asked Tom, as their son’s cries from upstairs cut through the noise from the television. He pushed himself off the sofa and left the room, as Erika fumbled down the side of the cushion for the remote control. She froze the screen and laughed aloud at what it showed.

It was her.

Or rather, the actress who had been chosen to play her. The Erika Piper of this true crime drama.

Her high cheekbones, bagless eyes, and perfectly pressed trouser suit flattered Erika and were a far cry from what she remembered looking like on that night, seven years ago. As Leo’s cries were sated by a shushing Tom upstairs, Erika time-travelled back to that night in her head.

She remembered walking through the unlocked door of the house Johnny and Amanda had shared in Ashton-under-Lyne, a market town to the east of Manchester city centre. In the 90s, Johnny had ridden the Britpop wave and enjoyed success as the singer of The Darling Roses. Of the various horticulturally named bands, The Stone Roses had obviously gone on to headier heights, but Johnny’s band’s successes had afforded him a five-bedroom house in a sought-after area of the city. It had also brought him into the orbit of Amanda Paige—a model from the city who was making waves of her own.

As Kurt and Courtney’s flame burned out on the other side of the Atlantic, Johnny and Amanda’s was only beginning to smoulder—flickering, toying with combustion. And combust it did. The two became lovers. It would prove to be a volatile romance. This generation’s Sid and Nancy.

The red-top papers loved them—the constant swapping of love for hate and back again was the gutter press’s dream. When they arrived at a club or at a restaurant for a romantic celebration, cameramen were waiting, falling over each other to get the best angle—much to the ire of Johnny, who frequently lashed out, unable to stop himself from rising to the bait constantly dangled in front of him.

When they announced they were getting married, articles questioned how wise that decision was, and armchair experts speculated how long it would last.

The Darling Roses split up at the turn of the century, having made their money. Johnny and Amanda would probably never have to work another day in their lives. And, it seemed they’d defied all those who said their relationship was doomed to fail.

Until that night, seven years ago, when their relationship juddered to a halt in the most extreme way possible.

The front door had opened onto an expansive hallway flooded with light from LED spotlights embedded in the ceiling. Police officers made their way down the hall towards the rooms on the ground floor, their feet slapping on the tiled flooring. DI Simon Black and Erika had stood in the entranceway, waiting. After a fruitless search, the officers assembled once more in the hall, eyeing the stairs. They led the way, climbing past framed album covers and live shots of Johnny whipping a crowded arena into a frenzy.

When they got to the top of the stairs, it was obvious where Johnny was. Visceral, animal-like howls came from the bedroom at the end of the landing. The door was slightly ajar. One of the officers assumed the lead and made his way cautiously along the strip of landing. Erika remembered his heavy boots sinking into the plush carpet and thinking how out of place he looked. How out of place they all were.

When he got to the door, he took a breath to steady his nerves and shoved it open. He stepped back to reveal the scene.

Inside the bedroom, Johnny was sitting on the bed, though nothing about him was as cherubic as the dramatisation on television had depicted him. A filthy, dishevelled beard bunched around his shrieking mouth, and lank, greasy hair hung over his bloodshot eyes. Eyes that popped with rage and dilated pupils that showed he was under the influence of some sort of illegal substance. In his hand, he casually twirled a blood-soaked baseball bat.

On the floor, at his feet, lay his wife. Unlike the television programme’s pre-watershed version, it did not look like she’d met a peaceful end. Lying on her front, her fair hair was matted with blood. A gash, presumably from the baseball bat, had opened up on the back of her head and was spilling blood onto the expensive cream carpet. Her lacy ivory lingerie was stained crimson. Blood splattered the walls and most of the furniture. It looked like one blow from the bat was all it took to end her life. A few more to make damn sure of it. There was one thing the program did get right though; a lavender rose had been placed in one of Amanda’s hands.

Johnny had been handcuffed and led away. He had put up no resistance, but, as he was taken out of the room and down the stairs towards a waiting police car, he kept screaming that he’d been set up. DI Simon Black had congratulated the officers still in the room, unmoved by Johnny’s vehement protestations. Erika remembered feeling torn. There was something in Johnny’s screams that got to her.

In the here and now, the living room door opened and Tom finally emerged from the hallway, retaking his place beside Erika on the sofa.

‘Little Leo just needed a cuddle,’ he said.

He looked at her; at her bitten nails and her furrowed brow, and she could see that he was wondering whether or not to ask the question she’d been asking herself. In the end, he did.

‘Are you sure you want to watch this?’

She’d contemplated this since the adverts had first aired a month ago. Seeing Johnny’s face did something to her. She’d been tense, jumpy. That old cliché that every police officer had a case that stuck with them—this was hers.

Erika nodded. She needed to see it. Tom grabbed the remote and pressed play.

‘Jesus, is that who they’ve chosen to play you?’ he laughed, breaking the tension in the room as ‘she’ made her way around Amanda’s body on screen. ‘Who did you blackmail to get her as Erika Piper?’

Erika yanked a hair from his chest, and he grimaced. As she moved to grab another, he called for a truce, and they both laughed.

On the screen, the recreation of the crime scene faded to black. It had been badly edited. The black was replaced with a cramped room. The walls were off-white, and Erika suspected they had once been pristine, though they hadn’t been painted in a long time. There was an area of damp above the small, barred window. Two very uncomfortable-looking chairs took centre stage. A B-list presenter Erika recognised but didn’t know by name strode in from off-camera, unbuttoned his suit jacket, and sat down. He reeled off a monologue about how he had been granted unparalleled access to Johnny Mayhem. The self-importance was nauseating. He mumbled to the camera about feeling nervous, hamming it up for the viewers by dabbing at his considerable forehead with a silk handkerchief, when a door at the far end of the room opened.

Johnny Mayhem emerged and was led to the vacant chair by a prison guard. Johnny thanked the guard, shook the presenter’s hand, and nodded a greeting at the assembled production team behind the scenes. This was the first time Erika had seen him since the final day of the court case, the one that found him guilty of murdering his wife. Gone were the rock star looks; his hair was now short and parted to the side, his unruly beard trimmed to stubble. The fog that had clouded his eyes seven years ago had also disappeared—his emerald eyes were piercing.

Johnny and the presenter, who introduced himself as Michael Sims, began by discussing the night of the murder. Even after all these years, Johnny still professed his innocence, insisting that the police had arrested the wrong person that night. When Michael asked if he had any idea who was behind his wife’s murder, he shook his head.

‘I’ve thought about it every day for the past seven years and have always come up empty. It sounds like a cliché, but everyone adored Amanda. I can’t think of a single person who would have wanted her…’ Johnny struggled to finish the sentence. He opened and closed his mouth like a fish struggling for breath on land, before looking away from the camera. After a few moments, he looked back at the presenter and mumbled his apologies while wiping his nose with his sleeve. The program cut to an advert.

‘Jesus. He’s going for the Oscar, isn’t he?’ Tom said, and Erika laughed. She agreed with him. The clean-cut look, the pleasantries as recording began, and the “woe is me” attitude were on show for one reason and one reason only—to convince the watching audience to feel sorry for him. Any sympathy Erika had felt creeping into her mind was quickly flushed away with the image of him sitting on the bed twirling the bloody baseball bat in his hands.

On the screen, the presenter had re-appeared and was talking again.

‘How do you feel about the new witness coming forward?

‘Extremely grateful,’ Johnny replied. ‘From what I’ve heard, it’s far from conclusive, but my lawyer thinks we stand a good chance when we appeal.’

‘And that’s in a few days, right?’

Johnny nodded.

‘And how are you feeling about the possibility of being released from prison? About being proven innocent?’

A small smile crept onto Johnny’s face, though he quickly masked it. When he spoke, he looked at the camera with puppy dog eyes.

‘Will it feel good that I’ve finally shaken off the ‘wife-killer’ tag? Absolutely. To know that you have been falsely accused is a horrible feeling. But, to know that your wife’s killer is still out there somewhere, walking the streets as a free man, is torturous.’

‘Do you have any ill-feeling towards the police?’ Michael asked, the tone of his voice making it abundantly clear that he was hoping for a soundbite that he would be able to dine out on for years to come.

The camera switched back to Johnny and this time, the puppy dog eyes had disappeared, replaced with a look of fury.

‘You know, the police were just doing their job, but they got it spectacularly wrong. I’ve tried for years now to let go of my anger. To forgive; to forget. But two names have orbited my brain since I was thrown in here.’ He glanced around the small room, as if to make his point, before looking back at the camera, glaring down the lens. ‘Simon Black and Erika Piper.’

Erika’s heart skipped a beat at the vitriol with which he spat her name. The presenter looked like he was close to climax, and she could see him urging Johnny on. When Johnny didn’t speak, the presenter took up the mantle.

‘What have you got to say to Simon and Erika?’

Johnny snorted. His eyes were still firmly fixed on the lens.

‘They know they got it wrong and they should pay for that. The truth will come out. I’ll make sure of it.’

Johnny took a deep breath and pushed herself out of the chair, motioning to the prison guard that he was ready to go back to his room. He didn’t even say goodbye to the presenter, though when the camera cut to him, Michael looked delighted. A veiled threat to end the show was more than he could’ve hoped for in his wildest dreams. He was beaming as he bid the nation goodbye, urging them to tune in next time when the result of Johnny’s appeal would be known.

‘Are you okay?’ asked Tom, as he turned the television off.

Erika nodded, though she wasn’t sure she was. The fact that Johnny had held her name in his head for so long was disconcerting. As she followed Tom up the stairs, Leo emitted a shrill cry in the darkness that felt foreboding.








Three Months Later








Chapter 2

The news of Johnny Mayhem’s successful appeal had been in the headlines for twenty-four hours, and continued to fill newspaper front pages and television screens today. News channels replayed footage of a smartly suited Johnny leaving court with a huge smile plastered on his face. The speech his lawyer had reeled off, pleading with the public to respect his client’s privacy upon his release and demanding a full investigation into the murder of Amanda Mayhem, was also being played on loop. Pieces dedicated to trashing the police’s work at the time appeared in the less upmarket news outlets, and a quick scroll through Twitter exposed huge swathes of vitriol towards anyone involved in the original case.

‘Surely they can’t let that murderer out of prison on the word of a junkie?’ said Susie.

In the aftermath of the breaking news and personal trashing, it took all of Erika’s willpower to leave the house to attend the meetup with her NCT group. Despite only knowing each other for the best part of ten months, stories of giving birth, stitches, and leaking nipples were a quick way to cement firm friendships. After discussions about haemorrhoids, it felt like no topic was taboo. In the end, Erika was pleased she had gone. It had taken her mind off the news—until now.

‘There must have been enough evidence to clear his name,’ Erika mumbled. ‘No judge is going to let someone walk free if there was even a hint of doubt.’

‘But one newspaper said that the dealer only had a video that showed Johnny at his house earlier in the night. Sounds a bit sketchy to me,’ she replied, pushing a strand of blonde hair behind her ear with one hand while shoving a spoonful of mushy vegetables into her son’s open mouth.

‘I bet he wouldn’t have been released if he wasn’t famous,’ Lily chimed in.

‘Do you think there will be some comeback on you?’ asked Jill, rubbing sick off her shoulder and out of her hair with a wet wipe. The enormity of the question mixed with the levity of the act almost made Erika laugh. Almost.

‘I’m not sure,’ she replied, shoulders slumping slightly. ‘The DCI at the time; the guy in charge—Bob—has retired. I was the Detective Sergeant then, partnered with Simon Black, who was the rank above me, and he’s left too. I imagine a new investigation will be opened into the death of Amanda Mayhem and the police will issue an apology to Johnny.’

‘Will you be involved in the new case?’

Erika shook her head.

‘No. When I go back after maternity leave, it’ll be to the desk job I agreed to take after my last case.’

Instinctively, she reached for her head and ran a finger along the waxy scar—the one left behind when the killer had split her scalp open.

It had been Erika’s final case as a Detective Inspector, as Tom and she both felt that, with a baby on the way, it would be safer if she retired from the action and focused on the paperwork. A move that made sense, in theory, but one she still hadn’t come to terms with. It felt like all the hard work she had put in over the years—the selfish choices she’d made and the blinkered view she’d adopted to get to the top of her game—was all for nothing. Wasted energy.

She blinked the tears away before the other women could see them and looked down at Leo, asleep in his pushchair. Leo—or Liam, to give him his full name—was the only reminder Erika needed when she felt frustrated that, in fact, she had made the right decision. After getting stabbed in the stomach about five years ago, she’d been told that the chances of conceiving were implausibly low. And yet, the little baby lying there beside her, chest rising and falling slowly, was proof that miracles could happen.

The previous year, during her final case, the dangers of the job had been laid before her in stark black and white, and as Leo’s eyes gave a light flutter, she knew she had made the right decision. Still, knowing she’d made the right decision and coming to terms with it were two entirely different things.

They discussed the impending finish of their respective maternity leaves whilst hoovering up their lunches, before beginning the military-grade operation of exiting the café with numerous pushchairs. They bid each other goodbye, and Erika began the short walk home, her thoughts on the job she’d loved and lost.



Tom set the bowl filled to the brim with crisps on the table and threw himself onto the sofa beside Erika. He picked up the remote and selected the second episode of A Rose for the Dead. The program began with a montage of news headlines from around the world—the same footage of Johnny Mayhem walking free from court that had been on loop for over twenty-four hours.

Erika had mixed feelings about seeing him walk free. As part of the team that had helped convict him in the first place, the feeling that he was innocent sat at odds with how convinced she had been that he was guilty. She had been at the scene of the arrest. She had seen Amanda’s broken body and heard Johnny’s howls of rage; the baseball bat turning malevolently in his hands. She had studied the forensic reports, and the information that only Johnny and Amanda’s prints were present on the baseball bat were imprinted on her brain. She had seen Amanda’s defensive injuries—deep purple bruises that had bloomed and spread across her forearms—and the broken bones in her hands. The house had shown no sign of forced entry, and Erika knew that Johnny was the sole holder of a key, aside from his wife and a diminutive Latino cleaner they paid less than minimum wage for. The case had been open and shut. It had to have been him.

And yet, new evidence had convinced a judge that it couldn’t have been him. That he was elsewhere for part of the night. New evidence that had set a supposedly innocent man free. The gnawing feeling in Erika’s stomach that she had experienced the whole way through episode one had returned. She had put it down to nerves, about finding out how she would be portrayed perhaps, but really, the feeling was guilt. She had been part of the team that had consigned a man, wrongfully, to seven years in prison.

Michael Sims, presenter not-so-extraordinaire, sat on a plush, velvet chair and stared into the camera. The top button of his shirt was unbuttoned, allowing dark hair to spill over the top. When he spoke, his tone was sombre.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the second episode of A Rose for the Dead.’ He stopped, and motioned around at his surroundings. As the camera zoomed out to reveal more of the room, it felt like someone had punched Erika in the gut. ‘We’re here today, with Mr Johnny Mayhem; an innocent man, to discuss his feelings on release, redemption and reprisal.’

The chosen location for the interview was the bedroom in which Amanda had lost her life. Aside from being cleaned of the blood that had splashed on the walls and drenched the carpet, the room remained the same. Johnny was sitting on the bed, his arms behind him, holding him up.

The same bed he had been sitting on all those years ago.

‘Is this a fucking piss take?’ Erika muttered to Tom.

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s sat in the same place he was after murdering his wife…’

‘After finding her dead, you mean,’ he interrupted. ‘Remember, he was found innocent.’

Erika threw Tom a withering look.

‘It’s like he’s trying to rub our nose in it. Trying to make a point.’

On screen, Michael had started his questioning.

‘How does it feel to be a free man?’

Johnny looked around the room, at the expanse of luxury surrounding him, and breathed out a sigh.

‘You know, it’d odd. For seven years, I had a routine and I had people around me. And now that I’m out, now that I’ve been proven innocent, being here feels more like a punishment than anything else. Being at home, without the love of my life, it feels wrong. My only wish now is that the police get their act together and get to finding the person responsible for Mandy’s death.’

Michael nodded his head sagely, revelling in the drama.

‘And have you heard from anyone involved in the case that sent you to prison? Anything from the police?’

Johnny barked a hollow laugh. ‘You must be joking. But you know what? I don’t really care. I’ve been proven innocent and that’s all that matters. The world has finally seen me for who I am. Who I really am.’

Michael leaned forward and tapped him affectionally on the knee, before asking, ‘What do you have to say to your knight in shining armour? The man whose evidence has led to your freedom?’

On screen, a moment passed between the two men. Johnny looked annoyed at the question posed to him and the presenter wilted slightly under his stare. The show wasn’t live, and Erika wondered why the footage was left in. When Johnny spoke, his face has reddened.

‘Two things. I’d obviously like to say a massive thank you for coming forward but, of course, I’d question why it took seven years. The evidence was on that phone all along, and he let me rot in prison. Sorry,’ he said, shaking his head and painting a smile back on. ‘There are just a lot of different emotions to deal with right now.’

Michael handed him a tissue. Erika rolled her eyes.

‘Do you have plans to meet up with your saviour?

Johnny looked straight at the camera, venom in his eyes.

‘Oh, I reckon our paths will cross again. In fact, I’m sure of it.’






Chapter 3

Erika wasn’t concentrating on what she was doing and winced at the sound of her alloys scraping against the kerb as she pulled into the parking bay. Not a great start to a day she had already been dreading for months—the end of her maternity leave. She looked around at Leo in his car seat, smiling expectantly at her, and felt a rush of contrasting emotions. She clicked the seat belt and got out, before she could change her mind and simply drive home, pretending that work and life outside their little family bubble didn’t exist.

She got Leo out of his seat and picked up his cuddly lion toy, Sonya. Tom had chosen the name. He said since he couldn’t be called Leo on account of the name already being used, Sonya was the obvious choice. And, ridiculously, it stuck. Erika grabbed the bag stuffed with back-up clothes, milk, dummies, and a multitude of other bits necessary to keep a small human alive, and slung it over her shoulder.

Opening the gate while balancing so many items was a task in itself, and when she made it into the small front garden and up the steps, she paused in front of the door. She exhaled deeply and knocked. There was movement inside; steps in a hallway and the metallic clinking of locks. The door swung open, and Erika was afforded a warm greeting, one that settled her slightly.

Clare, their godsend of a childminder, flashed a huge smile at her, before making a fuss of Leo and welcoming them in. They walked down the hallway and into a bright playroom. From the corridor, Erika could hear Clare locking the door, and she was pleased that Clare was so security conscious. The childminder then followed them into the room and sat on the floor, immediately picking out the toys Leo had shown interest in during his settling-in day. Erika set him on the floor, and he treated Clare to a wide, gummy smile. Erika watched the two of them playing together, pushing coloured blocks into a shape sorter. Still playing, Clare went through their routine with Erika, checking his nap times and feeding patterns, pausing only to coo at Leo when he demanded her full attention. Her meticulousness and empathy reminded Erika of how they had felt upon meeting her for the first time, on the day when they’d visited many childminders and been less than impressed by most. Clare had stood out like a beacon in the fog.

Clare could see that Erika was hesitating and assured her that Leo and she would have a lovely day and that he’d be looking forward to seeing his mummy at the end of her shift. Clare scooped him up, and they walked to the door. Erika turned the key in the lock and blinked back tears as she said goodbye to her little man. Clare patted her arm and told her she would keep in contact, that she knew how hard the first day was. Erika nodded, thanked her, and walked back towards her car.

She painted a smile on as she drove past Clare’s house and gave a wave. Twenty metres up the road, she pulled into another space and let it all out. The guilt she’d been feeling about handing her baby over to a stranger surged out. She knew everyone did it, and that he would probably have a brilliant time doing all sorts of activities and playing with toys he’d never seen before, but it still felt unnatural. She consoled herself with the fact that Tom would be picking him up once his own shift was over, so he wouldn’t be there for the whole day, but still.

Pulling down the sun visor, she saw that she’d made a mess of her make-up. She set about making her face work-suitable and, when she was finished, headed for the station.



‘How are you doing?’ Sandra enquired, as Erika settled into her seat.

‘Fine,’ she replied, looking around the basement office and trying to conceal her true feelings. Sandra was the office manager and had been known to take her role rather seriously.

‘I know your heart is probably still on floor three,’ she said, ‘but the work we do down here is important too. I know the things they say about us up there.’

She rested a hand on Erika’s shoulder.

‘You’re one of us, now,’ she added, before walking away.

Creepy pep talk over, Erika surveyed her new desk and found a welcome back card and a lemon cupcake awaiting her, along with a wrapped gift for Leo. The little surprise gave her a lift, and as she logged onto the computer to check her job list, she thought to herself that maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. That being out of the line of fire might be okay—as long as she could avoid Sandra.

By lunch, she had changed her mind. The most exciting thing on her agenda for the day was making sure the information handed to her in many manila folders was typed up and filed away. She had gone from a detective inspector tasked with bringing murderers and rapists to justice to being a glorified secretary, holed away on a subterranean floor.

A visit from DS Andy Robinson, the man she’d been partnered with in the aftermath of ghastly events during her last case, did nothing to cheer her up. In fact, it darkened her mood further. Hearing details of the case he was on felt like Jim Bowen popping out of nowhere to show her what she could’ve won. He gauged her mood and muttered something about going for a drink soon to catch up before scampering back to the lifts and returning to the promised land.

Once he was gone, Erika checked her phone and flicked through the photos Clare had sent. One showed Leo enjoying a mushed-up banana, and another captured him napping in a pushchair, his chubby legs dangling over the side. She set the phone down, her mood slightly improved, and made a mental note to apologise to Andy for being blunt.

Just then, the phone rang. After the briefest conversation, she set the receiver down again, and her improving mood headed south immediately. She locked her computer screen, picked up her bag, and walked toward the lifts with a heavy feeling in her stomach.

Being summoned by the DCI—whose team she wasn’t even technically on—on her first day back at work was not usually regarded as good. All sorts of things flashed through her mind, though the most worrying one, the one with the flashing neon sign and disorienting Wurlitzer music vying for pole position in her brain, was whether she was about to be fired on the spot for her part in Johnny Mayhem’s wrongful imprisonment.

She ascended in the lift to the third floor, and when she walked out, a wave of nostalgia hit her that momentarily stifled the worry. The stain on the carpet where her former partner Liam had once spilled two coffees simultaneously. The hubbub of busy people doing important tasks. Her office—or rather, her former office—nestled in the corner of the room.

Seeing it shouldn’t have brought back happy memories—God knew the hours spent in there poring over pictures of broken bodies and other macabre enterprises—but it did. It wasn’t the grisly murders she missed, per se, but rather the sense of purpose that came along with it. The feeling that she was making a difference, getting justice for the victims.

Andy glanced up from his computer screen, and a look of confusion flashed across his face when their eyes met. Erika pointed toward the DCI’s office, and the confusion deepened. He held up his hands and wished her luck wordlessly as she made her way to Bob’s old room. She knocked, and a brusque voice invited her in.

DCI Victoria Killick sat behind the same oak desk where Bob and Erika had hashed out ideas for so many years. Instead of his considerable bulk, Erika was greeted by a minuscule woman with pursed lips and a dark bob streaked with red. She nodded a greeting and motioned to a chair in front of the desk, into which Erika duly sank. Setting down the piece of paper she had been perusing, Victoria fixed Erika with a look that she imagined had taken down many a hardened criminal, despite the woman’s small stature.

‘Erika Piper, how lovely to meet you,’ she said in a cockney accent, a small smile transforming her face from severe to friendly in an instant. She introduced herself and then took a moment to size Erika up. ‘How are things on the bottom floor?’

‘Fine,’ Erika lied, for the second time that day. She didn’t want to appear ungrateful for a job she had basically begged Bob to give her before he retired—especially after only three hours of actually doing it.

But Victoria’s eyes made it clear that she hadn’t bought the mistruth.

‘You are probably wondering why I’ve called you here,’ she said.

Erika nodded, unable to force her tongue into action.

‘Well, I’ve been going over your file…’ she started.

And Erika didn’t hear much more. She knew where this was headed. She zoned out and thought about all the free time she’d have. Perhaps, this was a good thing. The money she’d save on childcare would be a positive, and she could also get round to finally painting the kitchen, too.

She was brought back to the room when she caught the word exemplary.

‘Sorry,’ Erika interrupted. ‘Exemplary? I thought you were firing me.’

Victoria laughed.

‘God, no. The opposite, actually. Erika, you are wasting your talents in the basement. Admin, though essential to the successful running of any organisation, is not for you. You have been instrumental in bringing some of the most horrible shits in the north west to justice.’

Erika realised then that she was staring at the DCI, mouth open and jaw almost detached.

‘Look,’ Victoria said. ‘Yes, you were part of the team that got the Johnny Mayhem thing wrong. But, at the time, the jury bought it and the judge did too. You weren’t the only one at fault
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