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He has always been there.
No one has ever seen him.
Now he is watching you.
You’re next.
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I’m watching you.

I’ve been doing it for a while now.

You’re not big on security, are you? There’s no lock on your back-garden gate. Just a latch. I tried it once during the daytime when there was no one around and it made a grating noise when two pieces of old metal scraped together, so I came back and oiled that for you. Now I can let myself in whenever I want without making a sound.

Your house is like most of the others in this town. Quite small and old, but the garden is perfect; it’s long and not overlooked by any neighbours, providing you and me with all the privacy we need, and there’s a tall fence at the back, with no other houses or flats behind it, just a hill. There are mature trees and bushes for me to stand behind. Perfect spots to observe you, unseen.

I could do without the wind chimes, though. Are you into all that feng shui nonsense or do you just like the sound they make? That metallic tinkling every time a breeze passes through them grates on me, and I have to make a real effort to blot it out but it’s worth it for the view. I take a step back and look up to watch as the bathroom light goes on and I get a charge of excitement from this stolen moment of intimacy between us. You shed your clothes matter-of-factly, not realizing you have an audience and I catch a glimpse of the outline of your body as you step into the shower. I can’t make out every detail through those frosted-glass windows but they are way less private than you imagine, particularly when it’s dark out here and the light is on in your bathroom. You should really put a blind up.

I watch intently as you rub shampoo into your hair, then let the water rinse it away and I get an uninterrupted view of your body as you face the window. I can make out those darker patches on your chest and, too late, I realize that a higher vantage point would have allowed me to see everything. I will watch from the hill next time.

You take your time. Is this deliberate? Do you know I am here? That’s not possible but I catch myself smiling at the notion. I know you’re careless with the back door. You only lock it when you are on your way up to bed. It’s probably unlocked now and I wonder what you would do if I came in? How would you feel if you stepped naked from the shower to find me standing there?

Would you scream?

Would your heart stop?

Would you want me?

I know it’s been a while since you’ve been with a man. Maybe I’m exactly what you need.

But there’s somewhere I have to be right now and it really cannot wait.

I’ll be back soon, though.

I feel as if I truly know you now and I’ve made up my mind.

You’re special.

You’re the one.

You’re next.
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Costa Rica

The poor little sea turtles get confused. Newly hatched, they burst out of the sand, spot the man-made lights, then move inland towards them when they should be going out towards the sea, where they belong. This is fatal. They use up all their strength, while heading towards the mirage of the lights, thinking it’s the ocean. When the sea turtles finally run out of steam, they find themselves close to a main road illuminated by street lamps, neon restaurant signs and gaudy bar fronts. Exhausted, they die in their hundreds, not even lasting a day.

If it wasn’t for volunteers like Rebecca, none of them would make it. The sea turtles are cute little guys but they don’t have a clue. On their own, they perish. And there were so many of them, pushing with their tiny legs as they traversed the beach, struggling for every inch of progress across the sand yet taking themselves further away from their true destination with every kick. That’s when the volunteers stepped in. You had to pick them up, ever so gently, turn round and carry them back towards the sea.

It was a simple and rewarding task and Rebecca Cole was glad of it. She didn’t want to think about anything else apart from rescuing the sea turtles before she moved on again – to another place, another country – until her mind had cleared. Life here had a pleasing simplicity. She was barefoot, dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, her hair sun-bleached from months travelling in far warmer climes than Britain. Rebecca carried the ‘little dudes’, as the Australian surfer guy next to her kept calling them, one at a time back across yards of white sandy beach, then lowered them gently just before the shallows and watched with satisfaction as they first crawled then swam out to sea.

She waved at the latest one. ‘Good luck, mate,’ she told him. ‘I just saved your life. Don’t mention it,’ and the Aussie guy laughed at that. She turned and they locked eyes for a moment. He was cute and gave her the impression he liked what he’d seen and why not? Rebecca was tanned and had even lost weight from all the walking she had done on this trip. The Aussie guy had no idea how fucked up her life was, and Rebecca had no intention of enlightening him.

When guys asked her, she always gave them the same spiel about hitting her late twenties and wanting to quit the rat race for a while and kick back, resisting the temptation to add that she was trying to find herself, because as clichéd as it sounded, it was as authentic a description as any for her situation. In reality, she did feel lost.

Rebecca was in a mild enough mood for now, though, distracted by the sea turtles and their faulty internal satnavs, in no hurry to move on, taking each day at a time. She had barely thought about her own troubles today and that was unusual. Even when you supposedly left your worries thousands of miles behind you, you never did, not really. They stayed with you, like unwanted travel companions.

She felt lighter today than she had in a long time – but she should have known it wouldn’t last. It was Polly who came looking for her. She had befriended the other English girl on the bus from the airport, in that no-consequences way fellow travellers have of coming together on the road, before drifting apart later when they’ve moved on. It had been nice to have someone to walk around with, then drink and talk together till the early hours, before crashing at the hostel. But the look on Polly’s face provided few clues to the seriousness of the call Rebecca was about to take.

‘It’s your mum?’ She made it a question, as if she wasn’t sure that the woman on the other end of the line was actually telling the truth. ‘Calling from New Zealand?’ Again spoken as if she half expected Rebecca to answer, ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘OK,’ was all she gave in reply, because Rebecca couldn’t be bothered to explain that her parents divorced years ago, and her mother was remarried and living in Auckland with her second husband. Rebecca walked unhurriedly across the sand at first, until she realized the call might be costing her mother more than a few dollars, so there could actually be a serious reason for it. Also, she thought, why not just hang up when you learn I’m not there? Why wait on the line while someone goes down to the beach to find me?

The bloke on the reception desk pointed to the phone in the lobby, which was out of its cradle and lying on the table waiting for her. She took it and said, ‘Mam?’

‘Oh, Rebecca,’ and that was all her mother managed before the tears came and Rebecca was left to repeatedly ask, ‘What’s happened? What’s wrong? What’s happened, Mam?’ Her Northumbrian accent broadened when she was stressed and it was always mam, not mum.

‘I’m sorry,’ her mother said between sobs as she tried to compose herself, ‘it’s taken me ages to track you down.’

‘I told you where I was staying,’ Rebecca protested, and her exasperation came through. She was about to remind her mother of the detailed email, with all her ports of call listed in case of emergency, but before she could her mother finally took a deep breath and calmed down just enough to say, ‘I’m sorry, Becky. It’s your father.’

‘Dad? What’s wrong with Dad?’

‘He’s gone, darling. He’s gone.’




[image: Penguin walking logo]

3

Rebecca couldn’t imagine a stranger time or place in which to receive the news. Moments earlier, she had been on that beautiful beach with the other volunteers, helping to guide sea turtles back towards the ocean. Now she was standing in the foyer of the hostel, rigid with shock. Her father was dead.

Her mother tried to articulate the details, but it was too much for Rebecca to take in. On one level, she knew her mother obviously wasn’t making this up, so it had to be true and she would never see her dad again. Rebecca couldn’t tally this undeniable fact with the way that the world outside their phone call seemed to be carrying on normally, as if nothing at all had happened. Rebecca became acutely aware of everything around her, as if her senses, struggling to deal with this, were trying to blot the awful news out by overdosing her with other details. Her mother’s voice seemed fainter somehow and not because of the distance between them. The guy behind the reception desk was flirting with two girls in backpacks who were checking in and somewhere music was playing. It was a happy, life-affirming summer song she had heard in every bar and café for weeks. Rebecca realized that whenever she heard it again, it would always remind her of this moment.

‘How?’ she asked again weakly, her mouth bone dry.

Rebecca’s mother managed an explanation of sorts but it mainly comprised of how little she actually knew.

‘The police think it might have been his heart,’ she told Rebecca. ‘And he had a fall, I think.’

The police? Why were they involved?

There was going to be a post-mortem, her mother explained, and Rebecca couldn’t bear that thought. They were going to cut him open and the idea made her feel nauseous, even though he was already dead and she knew he couldn’t feel anything. She swayed slightly. It’s getting hotter in here, she thought. For some reason the hotel, with its blinds and ceiling fan, was hotter than outside, and she felt as if she was burning up.

‘Are you going to be all right?’

She looked towards the sound of a worried voice. It belonged to one of the girls who’d just checked in, her face a picture of concern, and her friend was also staring at her. Christ, what must she look like to prompt such a reaction from strangers? The guy behind the reception desk was frowning at her too but was that concern in his eyes or did he think Rebecca was just another drugged-up European about to collapse on his floor?

Rebecca didn’t want them to help her but she wasn’t going to be all right and she knew it.

A hastily purchased, last-minute flight took most of the rest of her money but Rebecca couldn’t stay in Costa Rica now. With her mother living ten thousand miles away, she was her father’s only remaining family. She couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing him again or missing his funeral. She had to get home.

It was a four-hour bus ride from the coast back to the capital, San José, then on to Juan Santamaría International Airport to catch the plane to London, which took a little over ten hours. She spent much of that time thinking about her father, and though she felt a great sadness at his loss it still didn’t feel quite real, as if this was all just a mistake somehow and he would be waiting for her when she returned, standing next to his old car at the railway station. He couldn’t really be gone.

Rebecca’s plane touched down at a rainy Gatwick Airport, which was at least ten degrees cooler than the tropical paradise she had left behind. She was tired and felt emotionally drained but still had a long way to go. Rebecca caught a train to St Pancras, to connect with a northbound service from Kings Cross to Newcastle, before waiting for a much smaller one to her home town of Eriston. The connecting train was, predictably, cancelled, and Rebecca had to hang around Newcastle Central waiting for the next one. She bought a tea in the little café on the main platform and read a newspaper while she waited. She hadn’t seen a single person reading a physical copy of a paper since her train had pulled out of Kings Cross. Everyone was on their phones or tablets instead, surfing promiscuously from site to site, not knowing and maybe not caring whether they were reading legitimate news or batshit conspiracy theories invented to suit someone’s political agenda. Her father, a former editor, would have been appalled. He’d been a newspaper man all his life and believed in their power to promote the truth. Rebecca had believed in that too once.

When it finally pulled apologetically into the station, the train to Eriston was small, old and decidedly rickety. It rattled along the ancient track and lurched quite violently as it went round corners, the driver applying his brakes when they were still some distance from each of the numerous stations scattered along the way between Newcastle and the Northumbrian coastline.

She looked out for the familiar landmark, which would signal that the end of her journey was close. The lighthouse stood proudly on the Point just outside Eriston – a promontory that jutted out from the coastline – a white sentinel that was long derelict but brought back fond memories for Rebecca whenever she saw it. Much of her childhood and teenage years had been spent there. Local children treated it like a castle to be played in and teenagers used to take it over in the evenings, before the place had been condemned as dangerous and fenced off. Now it reminded her of friends she had not seen in a long time and Alan, of course, her first boyfriend. She wondered if he would still be in Eriston after all this time. How would she react if she saw him again and how would he feel about her? Was any of that even important any more?

By the time she finally reached her home town, it was late, dark and there was hardly anyone left on the train, apart from a tiny handful of fellow passengers, late workers or weekday drinkers who wasted no time in heading home. Eriston had turned into a commuter town, its houses sold not to young local couples but city workers who were happy to turn a profit on a Quayside apartment in Newcastle and trade it in for walks on the coast with a dog, before bringing up their children by the seaside. Her father had accepted this as an inevitable consequence of the collapse of virtually every local business but had decried it nonetheless. ‘Everyone used to know everyone in Eriston,’ he’d remind her, during one of their periodic phone calls. ‘It’s not like that any more.’

Rebecca had planned to get a cab from the local firm, only to find the doors of its tiny premises by the station firmly shut. It was surely too early for them to be closed for the night and she was puzzled by this until she realized the closure was permanent. This local business, too, had failed.

With little option, Rebecca trudged out of the empty station, dragging her suitcase behind her on its wheels, one of which had worn down badly on her trip. Now it squeaked slightly, as if announcing her arrival, and she felt every bump in the road, making it more unwieldy. The journey was all uphill too; her father’s house lay on the high ground overlooking the town and coast, a view he had always cherished and a major factor in his decision to buy it in the first place. His house was one of the ‘Apostles’.

There was no one on the path she walked and no cars on the road either. The only signs of life came from lights in the windows of houses she passed, but their curtains were all drawn and she felt quite alone. It was starting to get colder too, thanks to the sea breeze, and one of Eriston’s regular mists was beginning to obscure her view of the road ahead. Great, she thought, perfect timing, but she kept going, hoping the exertion would warm her. As Rebecca walked, she wondered how it would feel to let herself into her father’s house for the first time without finding him there. Would she expect him to suddenly appear from an upstairs room and tell her off for not phoning, so he could pick her up from the station in his ancient Volvo, like he used to when she visited him for weekends? That was before her life became too busy and their time together less frequent, while she attempted to carve out a career as a newspaper journalist. Once again, she questioned why she had spent so much of her valuable time in a dying industry, destined to go the way of the mines and the steelworks.

No point in going over that again. Instead Rebecca focused on the steep climb ahead of her. It was then that she caught a flash of movement from the corner of her eye and she started. She turned sharply to follow an indistinguishable blur that had come from the far side of the bushes that separated a row of houses from the churchyard. Was somebody there? Was someone watching her? Or was her mind simply overwrought because she was tired from travelling and back on the dark and narrow streets of her home town? The mist didn’t help. It always seemed to cling to Eriston like it couldn’t bear to leave.

Rebecca stared into the bushes. She kept her gaze fixed on them but could see nothing lurking there now so, cautiously, she moved on up the hill, stopping more than once to turn and glance back the way she had come. No one there now, if there ever had been.

When she rounded the corner at the top of the hill, the Apostles loomed into view. Four large Victorian town houses made of dark grey stone, turned almost black from decades exposed to the sea air. They had been built together in one block, crumbling monuments from a different era and each one had a large letter carved into a space on the arch above its front door, clearly visible still, even in the light from a solitary street lamp.

M, M, L and J.

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

The Apostles.

Rebecca’s father, Sean, lived in John, which was the house at the end of the block on the right. There were no lights on; not in his house or any of the others, which were all empty now, their owners having passed on or sold up. Her father used to have a next-door neighbour when she visited from college, but Mary Allen was old even then, and the state of her empty property told its own story. The front door looked as if it hadn’t been opened in years, and the windows were covered in heavy net curtains so thick with dust you couldn’t see inside. She must have died or moved into a nursing home, leaving her father as the last remaining resident of the Apostles. Now even he was gone.

The bulb on the street lamp kept flickering, as if it couldn’t make up its mind whether it should be on or not. She hoped it wouldn’t die before she was even through the door. Rebecca fished inside her jacket pocket for the key. She couldn’t wait to get inside, out of the dark and the chill and into the familiarity of her father’s house, even without him there. She was worn out and in need of a hot shower. Rebecca slid in the key and tried to turn it, but nothing happened. She took it out, examined it closely to ensure it was the right one, then tried it again but the door wouldn’t open.

Rebecca scrutinized the lock. Only then did she realize it was new, with a different manufacturer’s name on it. Why would her father change the locks? Had there been a break-in? He hadn’t mentioned one. Maybe he had done it while she was away. She visited him so rarely these days he had probably never even given it a thought.

What could she do now? She didn’t have a back-door key because she had never needed one and a locksmith wouldn’t come out at this hour. She could hardly stay here on the doorstep all night, but where could she go? Rebecca didn’t know anyone in Eriston any more. She had lost touch with her friends years ago.

She had no choice but to walk back into town and hope somewhere was still open. Otherwise it would be a long, cold night at the train station, where even the waiting room would be locked. The last thing Rebecca wanted was a hotel bill, but she needed a roof over her head for the night. She trudged back down the road, pulling her case behind her. At least it was downhill this time but it was also dark, misty and very quiet, which made Rebecca feel isolated and more than a little nervy, particularly when she reached the churchyard again. She got a better look at it on the way down because the corner angled round and she could see the tombstones from the higher ground. That would be enough to spook some people at this hour, even if they didn’t know the graveyard’s history. People were still obsessed with the case even now, almost two decades on, and its ghoulish location had fascinated reporters and their readers. A twenty-one-year-old woman murdered in a graveyard captured the imagination. Her reasons for being there were equally intriguing. If you added in the quest to reveal the identity of her killer, you were left with a story that would run and run, long after Simon Kibbs had been arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment. Rose McIntyre had even acquired a tabloid nickname, the Eriston Rose.

Without Rebecca being conscious of it, her pace quickened as she passed the churchyard and increased further when she reached the spot where she had seen movement from behind the bushes on her way up the hill. There was nothing there this time but Rebecca still felt the presence of … something. This time she did not turn back.
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I watched you from the hill tonight while you showered. I got to see all of you this time.

It was almost enough but not quite. I needed more and a thought started to form. You take long showers. Your unlocked garden gate beckoned me and I thought why not?

I know why not, of course, but for some reason I couldn’t help myself. Am I getting worse? It’s the longing that gets to me. I’d been thinking about this all day and I couldn’t come up with a reason to deny myself.

I stepped out from the cover of the bushes and moved unobserved from the hill, till I reached your gate. I opened it silently and stepped through, but this time I did not linger in your garden. I knew it was risky but I quickly crossed the lawn and moved towards the back door. I took the handle in my gloved hand, slowly turned it and it opened.

I stepped inside and found myself in your home with you still in it and it was such a rush. No matter how many times I do this, it still gives me a thrill.

In the kitchen, the remnants of your evening meal were still visible. It was dinner for one naturally, because there’s no one special in your life right now. I don’t suppose I count.

I went through the kitchen, opened the door to the hallway, then looked up. The landing light was on and I could hear the shower. You were still in there and it was louder than I expected. You left the bathroom door open. Why not? You live alone, so there was no need for that extra layer of privacy.

The sound of running water abruptly ceased and was quickly followed by the scrape and swish of the shower curtain as it was pulled across, then I heard your feet step lightly down on to the bathroom floor. I couldn’t move, mesmerized by the thought of you standing there naked.

All I had to do was walk up the stairs and we’d be face to face for the first time, with you at your most vulnerable.

I had to see you.

The proprietor of The Anchor did not look too pleased to see Rebecca. She had hoped he might be grateful for any business but he seemed to view her as an inconvenience from the moment she stepped up to a door he was in the process of locking.

‘Can I help you, miss?’

‘I was hoping for a room.’

He regarded her as if this was a most unusual request and she wondered if the place was no longer a hotel. Perhaps lack of demand had turned The Anchor back into a pub, which it had been for nigh on two hundred years until the seventies, when its stable block had been converted into extra rooms and the place re-advertised as a coaching inn.

‘At this hour?’

‘I’m locked out.’ And she explained who she was and how she had been unable to get into her father’s house.

He seemed to accept this, though warily, and let her in. ‘We’ve got the Collingwood Suite, two king-size doubles and a queen, all with en-suite.’

‘Do you have a single room?’ She had seen the tariff on the wall behind him and didn’t like the look of the prices.

‘No,’ he said, in a tone that made her feel like a timewaster, not a traveller on her own.

Left with no other choice, she told him, ‘I’ll take a queen-sized double then, please, just for one night.’

‘Room fourteen,’ he told her, as he handed over the key. ‘Sea view,’ he added proudly, like she could see anything at all from her window at this time of night, except dark sky above a black sea.

‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll need your credit card,’ he said brusquely, ‘in case you want anything.’ The bar and restaurant were all closed by now, so he really meant in case she stole something or left early in the morning without paying, but it made her realize she was hungry. The unexpected need for a room was already costing her, might as well see if she could make the most of it.

‘Do you do room service?’

‘Not usually this late. I suppose I could make you a sandwich. Ham or chicken?’

‘Ham, thank you.’

‘And something to drink?’

After the day she’d had? ‘Yes, please. White wine would be perfect.’

She could tell by the look on his face that he had meant tea or coffee. ‘A glass,’ he asked her disapprovingly, ‘or a bottle?’

Rebecca was tempted to tell the judgemental git to bring her the whole bottle with a straw in it. She couldn’t justify the cost, though, and didn’t want to wake with a hangover in the morning. Instead she settled for the ham sandwich, a bag of crisps and a large glass of wine, which he brought up to her on a tray not long after she let herself into a coldly functional room, with Anaglypta wallpaper and a Velux window so high Rebecca would have had to stand on tiptoe to witness the promised sea view. She ate the sandwich and crisps seated at the dresser and took her wine to a more comfortable armchair in the corner of the room. She drank this while she ran a bath, which took an age because the water pressure from the ancient plumbing was so low.

This gave her time to reflect on her fruitless walk up the hill to the Apostles. On both legs of that frustrating journey, Rebecca had experienced the feeling she was being watched. On the way up, there had definitely been someone behind the bushes, at least for a moment. Teenagers? What would they be doing in the churchyard late at night? There were better places in Eriston to do the things teenagers wanted to do than a stark fifteenth-century church with a history of murder.

Who then, if not kids?

A thought flashed through Rebecca’s mind then and she immediately dismissed it as stupid.

The Chameleon.

I took the first step and the bottom stair creaked in protest. Normally I’d have been in your house already, while you were at work, so I could prepare. I would have known about that creaking step and avoided it. I berated myself for being so rash and breaking my own strict rules.

Absolute silence from your bathroom. Did you hear that and freeze, straining to hear more? Were you imagining an intruder in your house? Did a shiver of ice just pass through you?

I stood completely still, with one foot on the bottom stair and one still in the hallway, hyper-conscious, listening for any sound or movement, ready to react to it. Were you already dismissing this as nothing and reaching for a comb, or looking for a makeshift weapon and wondering if you should call 999?

It would have been so easy to bring this forward, taking it to its natural conclusion. I decided then: I was coming up.

But no. I took another step and halted there. It was too soon and I wasn’t fully prepared. When I acted on impulse and came silently through your back door, I told myself it would be all right. I was just going to take a look around and come back later. But I wasn’t able to contain my excitement and I know now that I must.

I stepped gently backwards, making sure to avoid the offending stair. I banished the thought of your nakedness and vulnerability because they were too appealing.

Suddenly I heard your voice and it startled me. Were you calling out to me? Was there someone up there with you? How predictable. I got a pang of jealousy. Who were you talking to? Not talking, no, and, as you continued, I realized you were singing softly to yourself. Some silly song I keep hearing on the radio, another dirge about a stupid girl getting over a bad relationship. All thoughts of creaking stairs were out of your mind now.

Conflicted, I turned my back on you just as the hairdryer started and I knew I had a few moments, so I used the time well. I walked into the lounge and carefully scrutinized it, judging you on your taste in furniture, ornaments and books, of which there are a number. I approve. I like a well-read girl.

I went back through the hall and into the kitchen, reaching it just as the din of the hairdryer abruptly ceased. That was quick. Too quick. I heard the floorboards as you stepped out on to the landing, then started to come down the staircase. You were moving too fast! I knew you’d be downstairs any moment and might be heading for the kitchen. I almost froze, a part of me wanting to wait for you.

But not tonight. Not like this. Resist the urge, I told myself as I heard you coming down.

Abruptly I snapped out of it and headed for the back door and, without breaking stride, I reached into the laundry basket for a souvenir. I grabbed the underwear from the top of the pile and stuffed the pair of knickers into my pocket. I opened the back door then and stepped through, closing it behind me just before you entered the kitchen. Seconds later, I could see your shape through the frosted-glass window on the door. If you’d been a moment sooner, I’d have had no choice but to finish it, but I didn’t want to do that. Not yet.

I retreated silently into the darkness, turning back when I reached the bushes. I waited then. It wasn’t long before you walked back into the lounge. I could see you so clearly, dressed in your PJs, your hair still damp. You sat down on the sofa and watched TV while I gazed at you.

I felt exhilarated by the narrow escape but frustrated. I wanted to go back in there and join you, especially when my hand automatically moved inside my pocket to caress the soft material there. It has touched you intimately and so will I.

But not tonight.

This can wait. It has to.

But it’s OK, because you’re not going anywhere.

You’ll keep.
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She would have slept in, if it wasn’t for two seagulls that chose to take each other on right outside her window. Their shrieks were like screams, which jolted Rebecca abruptly from her sleep. She experienced the disorientation of waking in an unfamiliar room, back in her home town after months abroad.

She blinked, let the room come into focus in the half-light of the post-dawn, then the seagulls let out another shriek and there was the speedy flutter of wings, as one or both of them beat a hasty retreat from her window ledge. Rebecca was still tired but once she was awake, that was it. There was no prospect of her nodding back off again.

She showered and joined the other residents for breakfast in a room that overlooked the harbour. There weren’t many fellow diners that morning and she suspected Eriston was continuing to lose the tourist battle against more fashionable resorts like Seahouses and Tynemouth. Not many people came to Eriston for holidays any more, so businesses were just scraping by. With no surplus cash for improvements, the pubs, hotels and shops started to become run-down, making them even less appealing to tourists. It was a vicious circle and it had been going on for a long time now.

Breakfast was one of those help-yourself buffets. The coffee was lukewarm and tasted burnt from the percolator, the bacon was soggy and the sausages looked suspicious. Rebecca settled for fried eggs on toast as the least-worst option. She was surprised to be approached by the owner halfway through her breakfast.

‘You said you were locked out?’ he asked unsurely, as if he might have dreamt this part of their conversation from the previous night.

When she confirmed this, he told her, ‘I can call the locksmith for you.’ His tone was still brusque and she couldn’t work out whether he wanted her to accept or decline this offer.

‘Only if it’s not too much trouble.’

‘If it was too much trouble, I wouldn’t offer,’ he told her flatly. ‘I know Gregg. We have a lot of locks,’ and he walked away to make the call, leaving her feeling that once again she had somehow said the wrong thing. Rebecca was beginning to worry she might have changed too much after more than ten years away from here. Could she no longer read its people or respond to them in the way they expected? Just then, Eriston no longer felt like home.

She checked out and waited for the locksmith in the lobby. Gregg was a big man in late middle age. He told her they could ride up the hill together in his van.

‘How did you know I live up the hill?’

‘Your name, pet,’ he said gently, and he nodded towards the proprietor of the hotel who was checking out other residents. ‘When he told me, I assumed you were Sean Cole’s daughter?’ When she did not contradict him, he said, ‘I’m very sorry for your loss. Your father was a gentleman.’

‘You knew my dad?’

In reply he simply nodded, then indicated she should follow him out to the car park to his little blue van and they set off.

‘Do you think you’ll be able to open the lock?’

‘I should hope so,’ he said. ‘I installed it.’

Of course her father would have used the local guy. Always choose the man who has to feed his kids and pay his bills even if it costs you a bit more.

‘Why did he change the locks?’ she asked. ‘Was there a break-in?’

It wouldn’t have been a surprise if there had been. The house was isolated and neighbourless, set back at the top of the hill and if her father was out, a burglar would see it as a soft target.

‘He didn’t mention one.’

‘What reason did he give then?’

‘He just said something about securing the place. I think stuff was going missing.’

‘Stuff? What stuff?’

‘Dunno.’

She realized she was cross-examining him now and that might not be a good idea while he was helping her out.

When they reached the top of the hill, he parked outside her father’s house. The place seemed so much less imposing now but, if possible, the Apostles looked even more run-down in daylight.

They got out of the van and went to the front door. Gregg reached into his bag and took out a large leather wallet, which he unzipped and unfolded. Each half contained a row of tools that resembled surgical instruments. He selected one, peered at the lock, then set to work.

It didn’t take him long. Soon the locksmith twisted his wrist and there was a satisfying click, as the tool turned in the lock and the door opened.

‘You’re in,’ he said.

She went into the hall and was relieved to see a spare set of keys where he had always kept them, in a little wooden bowl next to the phone on a small console table.

She turned back to Gregg. ‘Thank you so much,’ and she started to reach for her purse to pay him.

He backed away then and put his hand up. ‘No charge, pet.’

‘Oh no, please.’

‘It only took me a minute.’ He turned towards his vehicle.

‘But you came all the way up here.’

He was almost at his van now and he called back over his shoulder. ‘Like I said, I knew your dad.’ And that was all the explanation he seemed prepared to give her. He climbed into his van, then drove away, leaving Rebecca still holding her purse on the doorstep.

When he was gone, she closed the door and turned her attention to the house. The hallway looked exactly as it had done the last time she saw it. The coat rack had several jackets on it and a couple of scarves. He will never wear any of those again, she realized and suddenly she was choking back tears. For a moment Rebecca stood in the hallway and let the emotion hit her like a wave. There would be all manner of clothes and possessions she would have to sort through, because there was no one else to do it. Her father had been alone for a long while and had no other family. If he had friends who might have been able to help her, she was unaware of them. That was her fault because she hadn’t been back to see him in a while. The task was going to be down to her then, but not today.

Rebecca took a breath, steeled herself and walked into the front room. There was no doubting or denying it now. The empty house confirmed what she already knew. Her father was gone and he wasn’t coming back, but death had come to him swiftly and unexpectedly, so he had left his house that evening fully expecting to return to it later. Everything here spoke of a life interrupted. There was the sofa he rarely sat on, close to the armchair he favoured for reading and to watch the occasional documentary but never a soap opera or reality TV, because ‘life is too short to waste time watching crap television’.

Life is too short. He was right about that.

Two large bookcases dominated the room and she noticed the books were mostly old. Was he trying to save money by not spending any on books, though he used to consider them one of life’s essentials?

She went into the kitchen next. Whatever her father’s last meal had been, he’d done the washing-up and left the plate to dry by the sink. To give herself something to do, she reached for the kettle, filled it and switched it on. She opened the fridge and found some milk, sniffed it and immediately poured it away. Black coffee then.

When the kettle had boiled, she began to pour some of its contents into a mug of instant coffee when a loud noise made her start. A thump and a bang came from within the house and she spilled a little of the boiling water on the worktop. The thump was a heavy object landing on the floor in the hallway and the bang caused by the taut springs of the metal letter box, which snapped back as the parcel fell through it.

‘Jesus,’ she hissed. Rebecca had been genuinely rattled by the sound and realized she was on edge. It was so quiet up here on the brow of the hill, and every sound was magnified.

Rebecca went to see what had dropped through the letterbox and it was only then that she realized her father had added another layer of security to the house, with two sturdy bolts on the front door. He really had been taking this seriously – but why?

On the doormat she found a slim cardboard box with a London postmark on it. She opened it and pulled out a book. It was a used copy and looked at least ten years old, judging by its condition and the leaflet that came with it. Thousands of books! it said. Used, great condition, ex-library. There would be a great many ex-library books around thanks to government cuts.

The book her father had ordered was called Murdered – The Eriston Rose.

Why was he still thinking about that?
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PC Dominic Green was still waiting to speak. He’d been standing by the door for a while now. They had seen him but none of the four detectives had invited him to cross the threshold. Dominic had been told, more than once, never to darken the door of the major incident room again; yet here he was, darkening it. The man who had told him this still had his back to Dominic. DI Alex Hall was a large man with a short temper he could be relied upon to lose on a regular basis.

The sight of the uniformed officer standing there, patiently waiting for admission, proved too much for one of the other detectives. DC Fox did one of those fake coughs that are meant to alert other people to the presence of something faintly embarrassing. DI Hall turned, saw Dominic and the expression on his face soured. ‘What the bloody hell …?’ he began, but Dominic interrupted him.

‘I just need a quick word …’ And, before he could continue, he himself was interrupted by the DI.

‘No words,’ he said firmly. ‘Also, no leads, no half-baked hunches or outlandish conspiracy theories. Not from you. Ever. Understand? You’re not a detective and you never will be, thankfully.’

One of the actual detectives, DC Carpenter, gave a sycophantic laugh at that but the others couldn’t be bothered.

Dominic shook his head. ‘It’s not that; it’s –’

‘No.’ DI Hall put up a hand to stop him. ‘It’s always that. We don’t want your ideas. I think I have made that very clear.’

‘I know but –’

‘No buts,’ he said, ‘unless a killer is sitting in the back of your car and you have a signed confession, I don’t want to know.’

‘It’s –’

The DI actually shushed him then, as if he was a tiny child and he even raised a finger to his lips. The others were all looking at Dominic now. It was demeaning.

‘Fine.’

‘Fuck off then,’ concluded Hall cheerfully and he waved his hand dismissively.

Dominic made as if to leave but, determined to deliver his news, he told the assembled room, ‘Sean Cole’s daughter is back in town. I just thought you ought to know.’

Rebecca spent some time wandering from room to room in her childhood home, at a loss as to what to do first and feeling overwhelmed, not even knowing what to think. The house seemed so empty without her father, but at the same time she still could not fully accept that he was gone and never coming back. Wasn’t denial one of the recognized stages of grief? If so, she was struggling to move beyond it.

Every room in the house was messy, his bed unmade, books stacked on the bedside cabinets, clothes piled on chairs. Maybe he got lazy living on his own, thought Rebecca, or perhaps he didn’t care what the place looked like any more if no one came round to see it.

His office, a small room on the top floor of the three-storey building, was the worst. There were papers on his desk, obscuring much of it, and other piles of paper on the floor, as well as the ubiquitous books. A small couch was completely covered with more papers and books and a waterproof jacket, as well as a pile of laundry he had obviously washed and aired but not got around to putting away. It seemed he was a man who was easily distracted. That was how she thought of her father, as a person who seemed to have the troubles of the world on his shoulders, always busy doing battle with problems from work at the expense of his family and his own free time. She hoped he had at least found a little calm in his final years but, on the evidence here, it seemed unlikely.

It had not always been like that, though. Rebecca’s early memories were good ones. She sat down now in his ancient swivel desk chair, and began to move it from side to side and recalled her dad making it go all the way round at speed until she was giddy and squealed in delight.

There were other memories too, small things that had stuck in her mind and came back to her now: eating fish and chips with him on the jetty by the sea when Mum was out and he was too tired to cook; ice creams on the promenade; sitting in the front seat of his car while he drove, the seatbelt fitting loosely in all the wrong places. ‘Don’t tell your mum,’ he’d say and wink at her. It struck her now that most of her memories of her father featured just the two of them, and her memories of her mother were similarly of them as a pair. Rarely did she think of the whole family together, as if they were already estranged somehow, long before the formal separation. Now her mother was living a different life, thousands of miles away, and Rebecca was left to sort through her father’s possessions and find a home for all his things.

The doorbell snatched her from her thoughts and she trudged down the stairs, wondering if it was someone looking for her father, and she would have to break the bad news to them. She opened the front door to find a tall, thick-set man peering down at her. There were two other men behind him and they all wore suits. She waited for him to speak. When he did not, she said, ‘Yes?’

‘Rebecca Cole?’ he asked in the formal manner of someone in authority, and she immediately pegged him as a police officer.

‘Yes.’

‘Detective Inspector Hall, Northumbria Police. Would you mind if we had a word?’ He did not enlighten her any further.

‘OK.’

She thought he meant from the doorstep but he gestured with a palm
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