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To Nic,
In the words of McFly, it's all about you
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Chapter One

They come for him in the stillness of the early hours, rubber-soled boots muted as they sink into the thick pile carpet of the hallway. No splintering door frame to announce their arrival. One swipe of key card against touch-plate grants access with a soft click. They move inside the darkened hotel room, four-strong, tasers drawn. Red dots dart across the sleeping figures like mosquitoes. Shadows retreat as their eyes adjust, helped by the shaft of light that follows them through the door. 

Two peel off, moving towards the man who’s snoring up a storm. A third stays in the short corridor, blocking the exit, while the fourth pads around to the woman’s side of the bed. The other three look to him, tensing as he holds up three fingers. Two. One. 

Silence explodes into noise. Hands rip back covers, grabbing wrists, wrenching them together. Snores transition into grunts. Grunts become shouts. More noises than words, trying to make sense of the half-formed shapes trussing him, dragging him up from his dreams and into a waking nightmare. He bellows like a wounded animal as the cuffs bite into his wrists. He’s huge. A bear of a man, but his size is no help as the two men by his side heave him over the edge of the mattress. He struggles, twisting away from their grasp. One of them bears down on Grant with his full weight, forcing Grant’s head down at a rate of knots until his head catches the bedside table corner. The sound is somewhere between a thud and a crunch, cutting off his protests like he’s landed on a mute button.

The woman had woken a split second after her husband, and she twists now, struggling to sit up, but she’s pushed back against the mattress by a gloved hand. She opens her mouth to scream, a dark black oval amongst half-lit shades of grey, but the same hand clamps over her mouth.

‘Police. Stay put. Do. Not. Move. Understand?’

Her eyes dart like flies looking for a place to land, head wrenching to the side, looking for her husband. A second attempt to rise meets more resistance. Her mouth is suddenly uncovered, but only for the time it takes the arm to slide six inches lower, pinning her neck to the pillow. Her eyes widen, panic clearly visible even in the gloom. 

‘Understand?’

She tries to nod, but that just makes the forearm across her windpipe roll in deeper. 

His spare hand goes back to her mouth now, releasing just enough pressure with his arm that she can suck hungry breaths, air whistling through his fingers on the way in. Her eyes roll so far right as to practically disappear, as she seeks out her husband. A single silent tear makes a break down her cheek as he is dragged to his knees. 

The motion rouses him, and the noise he makes as he comes to is primal as his brain reboots. On instinct he slides one leg forward, pushing up. It takes the man either side of him by surprise, and for a split second she pictures Grant rising to his feet, the smaller men scattering in retreat. 

But it’s a parallel universe that never snaps into existence. Instead she hears the metallic snick of a baton extending, and can only watch as one of the men swings it in a deadly arc. It connects on the side of Grant’s knee. Sounds like a jockey whipping a horse, and his leg crumples beneath him. Grant falls towards the bed, towards her, his face a mask of pain. 

But the angle is all wrong. Instead of falling onto the mattress, his head whistles past the edge, continuing down to the floor. She hears rather than sees the impact. Even on the carpeted floor, the solid thunk sends a sickening shockwave to her core. This time when they lift him up, it’s as if someone has hit his off switch, head lolling forward like a puppet with strings cut. 

It takes three of them to hoist the barely conscious man to his feet, and they part-walk, part-stagger under his weight back towards the door, one of them reciting his rights as they move. The fourth man waits until they’ve cleared the entrance, and have disappeared into the hallway before he removes his hands from the woman.

She stares at him as he backs away, and something in her eyes makes him wonder if she’s about to leap out of bed, go for him against all odds. Instead, she pushes up to a sitting position, hugging knees to her chest. 

‘My husband,’ she says in a voice that sounds almost childlike. Soft, vulnerable. ‘Where are you taking him?’

‘Your husband is under arrest Mrs Brewer.’

‘Arrest? That’s ridiculous. Arrest for what?’

‘Murder.’

He sees the word strike home, stunning her like a sucker punch. Watches her try and process the blow he’s just dealt to her perfectly ordered world.

‘That’s … murder? That’s ridiculous. I’m coming with you. Where are you taking him?’



‘He’ll be interviewed at Patchway, but you need to stay here Mrs Brewer,’ he tells her. ‘We’ll be in touch when you can speak to him.’

‘But—’ she starts, and he holds up a hand to cut her off.

‘Stay here,’ he repeats, edge to his words like a teacher scolding a naughty child. ‘You can speak to him when we’re done with him.’

‘Well how long will that be?’ she asks, but his back has turned before she’s finished her sentence. Her voice is heavy with hope, but he heads out, following his team without even acknowledging the question.







Chapter Two

And just like that, I’m in the eye of the storm. The men who swept over the room like a wave have retreated now, like a riptide dragging Grant off out to sea. In the silence left behind, I hear my own voice screaming in my head to move. Throw on my clothes and follow them to wherever they’re taking him. But my body doesn’t respond, limbs made of concrete, bonded to the bed, as I suck in a succession of shallow breaths.

Move! 

I glance across at the concave impression where Grant had lain, literally sixty seconds ago. See the curve where his hip has dug deep into the memory foam. In spite of it all, I have to stifle a laugh at the stupid notion that I could cast a mould of him from it. But then my eyes fix on the bedside table. On the dark wet smudge that hadn’t been there when we’d slipped between the sheets. Blood. Grant’s blood.

Move! Now!

Seeing the trace of him is like a starter’s pistol. I leap up and zip around the room, snatching items of clothing like it’s a supermarket trolley dash. Stepping into rumpled jeans, slipping on flats. The briefest of pauses when my foot catches one of Grant’s leather brogues, sending it spinning away under the bed.

I have a ridiculous moment of worry about him having nothing on his feet, as if he hasn’t got bigger problems right now. Then I’m off down the corridor, patting my pockets in a panic, feeling for my car keys and phone.



I jog to the bank of elevators, jabbing an impatient finger at the button and check my phone. Just gone six a.m. 

‘Murder?’

Even though it comes out as barely a whisper, I look around, worried that someone might have overheard me. Stupid of course, there’s nobody there. It’s six o’clock in the bloody morning. 

The downward arrow above the doors glows with an eternity’s worth of promise before they finally slide open, and I slip sideways through the widening gap, as if the fraction of a second will get me to Grant faster.

Murder!

Here, now, in the cool calm box of the lift, the word seems so abstract. For it to be in the same sentence as Grant’s name just does not compute. Questions flit around my head, ones I can’t allow to land just yet. Can’t believe they’re actually ones I need answers to. Murdered? Who? Why? When? I shake them away. It’s a mistake. Has to be. They have the wrong man. The lift pings and doors slide slowly open, revealing the ghost town that is the lobby. The receptionist on nightshift is only visible from the eyes up, rest of her hiding behind a raised Kindle, making no effort to engage. As I breeze past, I catch a furtive glance that suggests she knows exactly why I’m rushing out into the night like the place is on fire.

As I run outside, leaving the warmth of the lobby, a fine rain jewels the air, lit up by spotlights that illuminate the front of the hotel. Even as I reach my car, my eyes are drawn to a pair of retreating red brake lights moving away at a pace along the tree-lined road, winking at me in the gloom. Wheels spin as I stamp on the accelerator, and I power down the half-mile stretch after them, catching the soft glow of headlights swinging left onto the main road as I try to make up ground. 

I keep my eyes fixed ahead as I follow them along largely empty roads, alone with my thoughts. This is a horrible mistake. There can’t be any other explanation. We’ll get to whatever station they’re taking him to, and straighten all this out. It’ll make for one hell of a story at dinner parties. I try and convince myself that we might even laugh about it when it’s in the rear-view mirror, but that does little to soothe the savage seas churning in my stomach.

The journey seems to stretch out beyond all sense of time. I keep a respectful distance behind the unmarked car, fearful that the very presence of headlights behind them at this hour might provoke a confrontation, but they simply wind their way out of the countryside, dragging me in their undertow. They edge towards Bristol, but break west at Bishopsworth, and do no more than flirt with the outskirts of Bristol itself. The road hugs the River Avon, matching it twist for twist. The officer had said something about Patchway. Is that a station or a town? My sense of geography here is sketchy at best, and the thought of losing the police car is a black fog, flooding me with a sense of dread I can’t shake. The Clifton Suspension Bridge sweeps across the sky above me, and a lump grows in my throat. Grant and his stupid tour guide skit. No matter where we travel, he makes up stories about the history, the landmarks. Stupid tales, not an ounce of truth in them, but ones that always tease a smile from me. 

Grant isn’t perfect, but he’s not capable of this – of murder. In all the years we’ve been together, I’ve never seen him so much as raise a hand let alone swing a punch or wield a weapon. His size is usually enough to make anyone think twice. Big enough that people move around him on a night out, like moons around a planet. 

The cloudbank up ahead starts to glow around the edges, trimmed with fire. My eyes feel grainy, like I’ve had sand kicked in them at the beach. The radio cycles through a playlist, punctuated by soundbites from a DJ with far too much enthusiasm for the early hour, but the chatter barely registers over the carousel of thoughts filling every corner of my mind. Should I call someone? A solicitor? The Manchester Standard has its own legal counsel, but they deal in contracts, in libel and slander. As far as I know none of the staff have ever been charged with a criminal offence to test the boundaries of their expertise, at least not in the nine years Grant and I have worked there.

‘One thing at a time,’ I mutter to myself.

Find out where they’re taking him. Call Rose, my editor at the paper. She’ll know what to do, or know who to speak to at least.

Breathe, Maggie. Breathe. I recite the mantra in my mind. Signs advertising the approach of the M5 motorway flash past, and I merge onto it, wondering if they’re making a straight run back to Manchester. That notion lasts less than ten minutes, though, as they peel off, looping back across the motorway, onto Gloucester Road, passing through Patchway, finally leaving the dual carriageway to pull up alongside a blocky two-storey pair of buildings. I watch as a black metal gate slides closed behind them, and I park in a visitor space out front.

I switch the engine off, stare at the clock, wonder if it’s worth a call to wake Rose up. I know they can hold him for twenty-four hours, no matter how trumped up the charges. I let out a loud sigh, realise I’m gripping the wheel hard enough to blanche my knuckles and let go, hands hovering an inch above it. The tremor is slight, but it’s there all the same, fingertips quivering like divining rods. I fight the urge to leap out, forcing myself to close my eyes for a three count, before snapping open, looking in the rear-view mirror. The eyes staring back look startled, exhausted. Far from the fire that Grant would bring if roles were reversed. 

I hold one last deep breath, blowing a noisy exhale through my nose, get out and head inside. A young female PC, hair pulled back into a tight bun, looking way too alert for this time of day, greets me with a smile from behind a Perspex screen as I walk into reception.

‘Morning, how can I help you?’ she asks, in a rolling Bristolian lilt.

‘My husband. I’d like to see my husband, please.’

The words feel clumsy on the way out, a combination of emotion and exhaustion. 

‘And you are?’

‘Maggie. Maggie Brewer. My husband, Grant, they brought him in just now. They hurt him, he’s hurt, I mean he hit his head while they were, you know…’

It’s as if the hour-long silence on the way here has brought me to the boil, words tumbling out at pace now.

The constable fixes me with a patient smile. ‘Mrs Brewer, slow down. You said he’s just come in? What makes you think your husband is here?’

‘The officers, the ones who took him, arrested him I mean, I followed them here. Just now.’

‘Okay, one thing at a time, talk me through what’s happened, and let’s see if he’s here.’

‘I’ve just told you he’s here,’ I snap. It comes out harsher than I intend and the edges of the PC’s smile harden. ‘Sorry, I’m sorry, it’s just …’ I punctuate it with a sigh. ‘I’m just worried about him. He hit his head, you see, and I just need to know he’s okay.’

The constable nods, accepting the apology, and taps at her keyboard. I crane my neck, trying to see what’s on screen, but the angle is too tight. Instead I stare at the young constable’s face, looking for a shift in expression that might tell me something, anything, but the poker face doesn’t crack. After the longest wait, she finally speaks.

‘So, what I can tell you Mrs Brewer, is that your husband isn’t here. I can—’

‘Sorry, sorry’ I interrupt. ‘What do you mean he’s not here? I just watched them drive him in.’

‘Watched who exactly?’

‘The ones who arrested him. Their car … I followed them here… they drove in here, through the gate at the side. They—’

‘If you’ll let me finish Mrs Brewer, he’s not here, but I can see there was an arrest warrant for him … carried out this morning …’ Her voice tails off as she goes back to reading from her screen. ‘But he’s not been booked into the custody suite. Let me just …’

The smallest flash of a reaction ripples across the constable’s features, something I can’t quite read, but  the couple of seconds of silence that follows hangs heavy.

‘What is it? What does it say?’ 

‘Bear with me, while I check something,’ she says, standing up and heading towards a door behind her.

‘Check what?’ I hear the desperation in my voice now, pleading for a straight answer.

‘Take a seat and I’ll be right back,’ the constable says, and vanishes into the depths of the station. I’m left staring at the slowly closing door, heart pounding so loudly in my own ears, that I fancy it would be audible if there was anyone left here to hear it. 

A minute turns into two. Two become five. I eye the seats, hard plastic buckets that couldn’t look less appealing if they were lined with drawing pins. Instead I pace back and forth around reception. A quick glance at my phone. I’ll call Rose at seven. Should I ring anybody else? That brings a fresh mist to my eyes. Grant. He’s the one I’d call if I was in trouble. My go-to. The one person  I know is guaranteed to not pick up if I called now. 

Grant’s sister, Izzy, pops to mind. The other half of the least identical twins ever born. One of the calmest in a crisis I’ve ever known. I make a mental note to call her right after I speak to Rose. Get her help to sort a solicitor first.

Finally, a little over ten minutes since she disappeared, the constable reappears. At the same time, a second door set in the wall to the right opens, and an older woman steps out. I look from one to the other, unsure of what’s happening here. Is it my imagination or does the constable look uncomfortable? The older woman approaches me now, hand outstretched. Smart trouser-suit, face framed by jet-black hair.

‘Mrs Brewer, I’m Detective Inspector Fatima Ansari. If you’d like to follow me please,’ she says, gesturing back through the door. 

‘Have you found my husband? Can I see him now?’

‘Let’s have a chat about this in my office.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Please, Mrs Brewer. It’ll be easier if we can chat through here.’

Why won’t she just answer my bloody questions? The sterile-looking corridor stretches out behind Ansari, disappearing into the bowels of the building. An image flashes to mind of Grant in a cell, white-washed walls closing in, and a wave of claustrophobia washes over me, the corridor seeming to shrink as I stare at it.

‘I just want to know what’s going on.’ 

‘And I’m happy to talk to you Mrs Brewer, but maybe somewhere more private?’

I look around the reception area again, empty save for the two of us, plus the constable, whose eyes flick my way again now, in a way that screams something isn’t right. Why is getting a straight answer so bloody hard? Anger starts to simmer, steaming away enough of my worry to give my voice some snap.

‘Here’s fine, thank you.’

Ansari stares for a beat, then nods. 

‘Let’s have a sit down at least, eh?’

I frown, but allow myself to be guided towards the seats, and Ansari settles into the one next to me. 

‘As my colleague said, Mrs Brewer, your husband is not at this station.’

‘Then she must be mistaken,’ I say before Ansari can get another word out. ‘I followed them from the hotel where they arrested him. And while we’re on that, they were way too rough with him. I’ll be speaking to our solicitor about that. And murder?’ I throw up my hands in exasperation. ‘It’s ridiculous. Grant wouldn’t hurt a fly. Who’s he supposed to have killed?’

‘I can’t get into that yet Mrs Brewer, but I can assure you, I’ve checked myself and he’s not here.’

I open my mouth to speak, but Ansari holds up a palm to buy a few more seconds. ‘Bear with me. He’s not here, but I do know where he is.’

I go to stand, the need to go to Grant a physical thing, dragging me upwards. but Ansari places a hand on my shoulder, gentle pressure encouraging me to stay put. 

‘I need to go,’ I say, taking it up an octave. ‘Where can I find him?’ 

‘I’m being told he hit his head during the arrest. There were two cars. One that came back here, and the other that took him to Southmead hospital.’

My hand flies to my mouth, everything dissolving into soft focus as tears prickle my eyes. Bastards. Someone will pay for this, for hurting him. My Grant, who doesn’t even squash spiders let alone hurt people. I blink, and a pair of teardrops make a break for freedom down both cheeks. 

‘Hospital?’ I echo the last word, as if unsure what Ansari has just told me. ‘How bad is he hurt?’ I don’t give Ansari time to answer. ‘I need to go now. Which way is Southmead?’ 

‘Mrs Brewer, I’ve just spoken to one of the officers at the hospital. I’m so sorry …’

The rest is white noise. 







Chapter Three

When he sees who’s calling his heart sinks. The voice on the other end is clipped and to the point.

‘Did you get what we needed?’

‘Sir, there were complications. I—’

‘Yes or no?’ Direct. Simple. A man used to getting his way.

A pause. ‘No, Mr Osgood.’

‘And now he’s dead.’

Statement, not question.

‘Yes, but we have his phone, his laptop. We’ll find it.’

‘We?’

‘I mean I. I’ll handle it.’

‘And if it’s not there? What then?’

There’s a pause again, and he feels the pop of perspiration across the base of his back. He’s faced down murderers, thieves and drug lords, but there’s something about the voice on the other end of the line. Cold, detached. Supremely confident in the knowledge that if orders aren’t carried out to the letter, secrets can be aired that will wreck his life, never mind career. A plan B pops to mind, and he grasps it with both hands.

‘His wife. She’s at the station now. He could have confided in her. Might have told her something.’

Two seconds of silence.

‘Could have. Might have. I deal in absolutes. I pay you for absolutes.’



Silence again, save for measured breathing on the other end. 

‘Find out what she knows.’

‘And if she knows anything?’

He asks the question, even though he dreads the answer. 

‘Like I said, I pay you for absolutes. If she knows, then you know absolutely what to do.’







Chapter Four

Once the recording starts, they take turns, like actors reciting lines.

‘Present in the room are Detective Inspector Oliver Hermannson.’ This new face comes with a hint of an accent around the edges. Could be Scandinavian with a name like that. He’s the definition of clean-cut. Thirty-something. Short blond hair, no hint of a five-o’clock shadow, and a jaw you could use as a ruler.

‘Detective Inspector Fatima Ansari.’

Hermannson nods at me, signalling my turn.

‘Maggie Brewer,’ I say, hearing the tension in my voice, tightly strung. I’m rattling through the curve of emotions at a rate of knots. This morning’s shock and denial has evaporated, for now at least, replaced by a slow burning anger. If I close my eyes, I can still hear the noise Grant’s head made as it connected with the side-table. I look across at Ansari, echoes of this morning’s conversation on replay in my mind like a macabre highlight reel I can’t switch off.

Bleed on the brain … Hairline skull fracture … Seizure … Dead on arrival. 

‘Monty Dobson, representing Mrs Brewer,’ the solicitor rounds off the roll call.

Ansari takes the lead. ‘Let me start off by saying  Mrs Brewer, that I’m so sorry for your loss, and we really appreciate you taking the time to speak to us. If you need to take a break at any time, you just let me know, alright? Any questions before we start?’

I nod, gaze flicking between Ansari and Hermannson. ‘Which of you can tell me why my husband was killed?’

Even saying the words feels like an out-of-body experience, but the nausea in the pit of my stomach anchors me to this reality I can’t quite accept.

Hermannson shifts in his seat, breaking eye contact, but Ansari holds my gaze.

‘Mrs Brewer, what happened to your husband was a terrible accident, but I can assure you it’ll be thoroughly investigated.’

‘An accident?’ I ask incredulously. ‘An accident? Spilling a glass of water is an accident. Tripping over a shoelace is an accident. You weren’t there. The way those officers manhandled him, that wasn’t right. He hadn’t done anything wrong.’

‘Mrs Brewer,’ Hermannson interjects. ‘The officers were there to execute an arrest warrant, and we had reasonable belief that your husband had committed a very serious offence. As my colleague says, this was an accident. Nobody went in there looking for this, but our officers have to take reasonable precautions when dealing with someone they believe could be a violent individual.’

‘Violent?’ I say, feeling somewhere between baffled and amused. ‘Grant? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.’

‘And yet we have enough evidence to satisfy the Crown Prosecution Service for a warrant.’

I shake my head, wearing a bemused smile on my face. ‘This is all a joke. Has to be. You’ve got him mixed up with someone else.’



‘That’s not possible Mrs Brewer,’ Ansari says firmly. ‘The evidence is as compelling as it gets.’

‘Who is he supposed to have killed?’ I ask, leaning back, folding my arms, daring them to state their case.

Hermannson looks at Ansari, who shrugs, and he clearly takes that as a green light. ‘Does the name Paul Cosgrove mean anything to you?’

Grant was an open book when it came to his work, trusting in my discretion both as his wife, and a fellow journalist. I let the name rattle around in my mind a moment, but I’m drawing a blank, making me all the more convinced this is all a colossal mistake.

‘No. Who is he?’

‘He was,’ Hermannson emphasises the past tense, ‘a medical researcher at Luminosity, a bio-engineering firm based up in your neck of the woods just outside of Manchester. He was found dead in the early hours of yesterday morning in some woods around thirty miles from your hotel.’

I say nothing, just stare back at him, waiting for him to try and join dots that lead to Grant so I can pour scorn on their crackpot theories. Patience has never been my strong point, though, and Hermannson’s matter of fact tone is grating on me. These people have ripped the heart out of my world. Maybe not these two sat in front of me now, but in the bubble of the interview room, I can only think of the police as a single entity. A collective force that did this to Grant. To us. 

I’m used to being the interviewer, not interviewee. Smiling across a latte at celebrities selling their latest film, recounting a failed relationship. It’s all a game. They have their story to peddle. My readers want it all with a slice of the salacious. Both sides playing their part with saccharine sweetness. 



‘And?’ I say finally. ‘I still don’t see what that has to do with Grant.’

‘We have reason to believe your husband killed him, Mrs Brewer,’ Hermannson says with the tired patience of a grown-up explaining something to a child.

A laugh bursts out before I can stop it, and I slap a hand over my mouth to bottle up any more that might follow. 

‘That’s ridiculous. What possible reason would Grant have to kill a man I’ve never even heard of?’

Hermannson shrugs. ‘To be honest, we were hoping you could help us out with that part.’

‘You what … you think I had something to do with this now?’ I gasp, eyes widening.

The solicitor, quiet up until this point, comes to life now. ‘Detective, do you have anything that links my client to the crime you’re alleging her husband committed?’

Ansari steps in, soothing voice in contrast to Hermannson’s brusque tone. ‘We’re not suggesting that you’re involved Mrs Brewer, just looking for any insight you can share. How your husband knew Mr Cosgrove? What the nature of their relationship was?’

‘And Mrs Brewer has already confirmed she doesn’t know anyone by that name,’ Monty Dobson says, flashing me a reassuring smile. ‘So, might I suggest we move on?’

Hermannson looks far from happy at the suggestion, but Ansari takes it on the chin and pivots her questioning.

‘I understand your husband was an investigative journalist Mrs Brewer. Manchester Standard.’

‘We both work there.’

‘Ah yes’ Ansari consults the pad in front of her. ‘You do the gossip column, I believe. After-party? Your husband was an investigative journalist. Broke that big story about organised crime in Manchester a few years back?’

I wonder if it’s a flash of condescension I see, comparing my work to Grant’s. Equivalent to putting a Nobel scientist and a kid with a chemistry set in the same sentence. Same disregard for what I do that lurks beneath the surface of most conversations with my own dad. Never Grant, though. He had gone to great pains to make me feel like an equal, even though others go out of their way to do the opposite. I nod, but say nothing.

‘I understand he spent some time undercover back in those days?’ Ansari continues.

Hermannson butts in. ‘There were rumours that he crossed a few lines to get the really juicy stuff.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ I hiss, feeling my hackles rise. ‘Don’t. You. Dare. My husband was a good man. Better than any of those who killed him. You can ask all the questions you like but you do not get to drag his integrity through the mud, not unless you want to add slander to the suit I’ll be filing against you.’

‘What I think Detective Hermannson is getting at,’ says Ansari, trying to stick a plaster over an open wound, shooting her co-interviewer a steely glance, ‘is that  Mr Brewer had mixed with some nasty people in his time, and we’re wondering what he was working on at the moment? Could there be a story linked to Mr Cosgrove, or to Luminosity? Something he was investigating that could have made them cross paths?’

‘No,’ I say, very matter of fact.

‘You sound pretty certain,’ Hermannson counters.

‘Grant and I didn’t have any secrets.’



‘Really?’ he says, raising an eyebrow. ‘I thought you journos were all about protecting your sources, keeping your secrets?’

‘From the likes of you maybe,’ I say, screwing my face into an ironic smile. ‘But we both played for the same team. It helped to have someone who understood the job to bounce things off.’

‘What was he working on at the moment then?’

I puff out a loud breath. ‘Nothing to do with bio-engineering.’

Hermannson narrows his eyes, seeing it for the evasive answer that it is. 

‘Can you share what it is?’ Ansari asks.

‘Not without speaking to Rose Evans at the Standard.’

‘I understand you wanting to protect your husband’s reputation Mrs Brewer—’ Hermannson starts, but I cut right through him.

‘Really? I don’t think you do, bearing in mind you’re the one who wants to drag it through the dirt. You can’t just …’ I stop mid-sentence, as something clicks into place. ‘This man who died, you said he was killed the night before your officers murdered Grant?’

Hermannson lets my attack slide. ‘We estimate he died between ten p.m. the night before and two a.m. Saturday, give or take,’ he confirms, then adds with a smirk, ‘only half an hour away from your location.’

I feel the smile spread across my face, warm like a sunrise. ‘Then it can’t have been Grant. He was with me from Friday morning.’

‘Mrs Brewer, you don’t understand. We—’

‘No,’ I say, feeling the righteous anger welling up, colouring my cheeks. ‘You’re the one who doesn’t understand. He was literally with me the whole time. No way could he have done this.’

‘If you’ll let me finish, Mrs Brewer,’ Hermannson says, and there’s something in his face, a poker player about to drop a royal flush on the table. ‘We didn’t arrest him on a whim. We have his DNA.’

I open my mouth to speak, but the words won’t come. I try a second time, but now the fire has gone out in my belly, replaced with cold confusion.

‘What do you mean you have his DNA?’

‘Exactly that Mrs Brewer. We found his DNA at the scene.’

My mouth is as dry as sandpaper. I look to Dobson for help, but his face is a placid mask. My brain scrambles to make sense of two conflicting realities. One in which a supposedly infallible science has made a mistake, and another in which Grant, my Grant, has hidden something this shocking. 

‘But he was with me the whole time,’ I say weakly. ‘He couldn’t have—’

‘We have his DNA,’ Hermannson repeats, tone softer now, even as he replays his trump card.

The room starts to spin, Hermannson’s words like waves eroding the foundations of my world. My unshakable belief in my husband, cracking, crumbling, like badly fired clay. 

Grant. My husband. A murderer? 







Chapter Five

Funerals are a celebration of a person’s life. Grant would have loved the lack of black. How about that time when he…

If anyone else throws a well-meaning platitude my way today, I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to stop myself from grinding one of the tiny triangle sandwiches from the buffet into their open mouths to shut them up. One thing I do know is that Grant would have loved how uncomfortable my dad looks. He and Grant tolerated each other for my sake. 

He stands ramrod straight, like there’s a broom up his backside and a coat hanger in his jacket. That’s how Grant used to describe him.

There it is again. Past tense. Everything about him has changed from is to was. Seven days, and still, it all feels like a terrible practical joke waiting for the big reveal. As if I’ll walk through the door and see Grant waiting on the other side, throwing that smile of his my way, all teeth, with crinkles that stretched from eyes to temples.

It’s not a joke, though. This is real. My new reality. Life stripped back to the wood, with none of the niceties.  A week of interview rooms and intrusions. Of questions and condolences. Most of all, though, it’s what isn’t here that stands out the most. Everything about Grant was larger than life. Wasn’t just the fact he is – was – six foot six. It was everything else that came with him. The cheesy dad jokes he would have embarrassed the two point four kids we’d planned somewhere down the line. His let’s drop everything and do this instead whims. The stupid facts he would quote as gospel, making me believe all sorts of ridiculous made-up trivia for his own amusement.

My mind leaps tracks like a runaway train, across to the version of him I don’t want to think about. The one the police have pegged as a murderer. Still can’t quite make sense of a world where he could be capable of what they’re saying. The scientist, the one they’re saying he killed, died from repeated blows to the head, according to news reports. Grant was certainly big and strong enough to do that, but violence just wasn’t in his DNA. 

A sad smile creeps up on me at the unfortunate play on words. There has to be room for error. Mistake in the lab maybe? I’ve tried telling them he never left my side

Dad looks around and catches me staring at him, twitch of a smile, slightest of nods, but he stays rooted to the spot. He’s never been good at the emotional stuff. At least he hasn’t mentioned work, today of all days. He’s travelled light to Manchester this time, leaving the massive chip usually in residence on his shoulder back home in Newcastle. He has always wrinkled his nose up at celebrity gossip, much less acknowledged the reporting of it as any kind of career. Mam, by contrast, praises me to the hilt for every word I write. 

My two sisters, Julie and Moya, flit around like sprites, topping up drinks, tidying paper plates, producing an endless river of tea. They check in every time they pass, gentle squeeze on my shoulder in place of words. Brothers are a different breed, though. Davey and Freddie are more cut from Dad’s cloth when it comes to showing feelings. They’re here, though, that’s all that matters. 

Thank God I agreed for Grant’s parents to arrange the wake. The beauty of it being at their house is that  I don’t feel overwhelming guilt at the fact I’m planning to slip away in the next five minutes. There’ll come a time, I hope, when I can picture Grant without swallowing down a lump the size of a cricket ball. That possibility feels a lifetime away right now. 

I’ve been dreading the spectacle of the funeral for a fortnight, but at least it’s done now. Monty Dobson, the solicitor, has done a good job of fending off attempts by the police to interview me, but they’ve made it clear they expect me to give a statement sometime in the next week. The thought of reliving any of it again makes me squirm but I owe it to Grant, to hold those responsible for his death to account. Then there will be the small stuff, inconsequential, but painful nonetheless. Notifying banks, utility companies and the like. Davey said he’d take care of it but I can’t shake the sense of obligation that it needs to be me. That, and it might bring enough of a sense of purpose to see me through. Maybe.

I catch a waft of Mam’s perfume before I feel the light touch on my shoulder. 

‘Hey Mags. Get you anything?’

‘How about a good excuse to leave?’

Mam’s face creases into a kind smile. One that I’ve seen a thousand times before, and the familiarity is a warm blanket.

‘You want to get out of here? Go. I’ll cover for you.’

‘I can’t just leave, Mam.’

‘Sweetheart,’ she says, leaning in to whisper. ‘You can do whatever the hell you want. You honestly think anyone’s going to have a go at the grieving widow?’

I toy with arguing, but the throng of mourners, the never-ending sympathetic smiles – it’s oppressive, borderline claustrophobic. The lure of home is growing stronger with every passing second. North Pole to my needle, and after a moment, I nod.

‘Anyone asks, I’ll tell them you’ve got a migraine. And don’t worry about your brothers and sisters, I’ll give you a call before we head back home.’

Thoughts of escape bring such a flood of relief that I feel myself tear up as Mam leans in for a quick squeeze. As she pulls back, her eyes look full up too, but only for a second, then she’s off, heading back into the fray. I slide my half-drunk cup onto the table, and make a break for it before anyone else starts smothering me with kindness.

Only takes a few smiles and a brisk pace to deflect any would-be words of comfort and I’m out the front door seconds later. I haven’t quite made it to my car before I hear a voice.

‘You leaving or just heading to the shop for more booze?’

I recognise the peculiar mix of accents before I even turn. Manchester born and bred, but edged with an American twang. Subtle, not strong. The product of five years bouncing between Harrogate and the Big Apple. I look over my shoulder and see Grant’s sister, Izzy, leaning against the wall that leads to the back lane, vape pen in hand.

‘Maybe both,’ I say, with a tired smile. 

‘Don’t blame you. Depressing as fuck these things. He’d have hated it,’ she says, very matter of fact, like Grant has just taken a rain check for a better offer. 

She’s been mistaken for Grant’s girlfriend more times than for being his sister, never mind his twin. Looks-wise they’re poles apart. Izzy is almost a foot and a half shorter than Grant, with hair that’s a different shade every time I see her. Grant used to joke that she changed colour more often than a traffic light. 

Today it’s a pale cornflower blue, like her eyes. She takes a draw on her vape, puffing out a cloud that would make a dragon proud. Of all his relatives, I’m glad it’s her who has caught me escaping. She’s always made me feel like part of the family, right from day one. Izzy’s one of those people who connects effortlessly with those around her. She and I grew pretty close when she split up with her husband a few years back. Turns out we have a lot in common, like both having dads who barely manage to hide their disappointment in their kids. 

‘Yeah, I’m not too keen on this particular one either,’  I say, walking slowly back towards her. She wafts away the smoke and opens her arms. I walk into the embrace and feel the hitch in my breath as she folds them around me.

‘You’re still family,’ she says softly. Always will be. None of this shit changes that.’

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. Instead I just cling tighter to the only person I think truly loved Grant as much as I did. Do. Death doesn’t change that.

‘Don’t believe that rubbish you read in the papers,’ she goes on. ‘You know as well as I do, he could never be that person.’

I sniff loudly, pulling away, and nod.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘But he’s not here to defend himself. They’re going to try and pin it on him, and I don’t know how to stop them.’

‘Me neither,’ Izzy says, taking a fresh puff on her pen now I’ve retreated a few paces. ‘Shouldn’t stop us from trying, though.’

‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘I just need to get today over with, and I’ll figure out the rest later.’



Izzy nods, glancing towards the house, then back at me. ‘I still expect him to walk out here and slag me off for smoking this fruity rubbish you know.’

That’s the phrase he used to use, and a laugh  bubbles out as I hear his voice inside my head repeating her words.

‘Feels like I’ve been sliced clean in half,’ Izzy says, eyes misting over, lost in her own thoughts. She snaps back a second later. ‘None of this sister-in-law rubbish anymore,’ she says nodding firmly. ‘You’ve been promoted to full sister as of right now.’

I move before I think, lurching forwards, latching onto her again. We stand like that for an age. I’m sure I feel a tremble in her shoulders, like she’s finally letting the tears out, but when I pull back, her cheeks are dry, although her eyes are pools ready to spill over.

‘Whatever you say, Sis.’ 

I snap a salute, and she grins.

‘I mean it,’ she says. ‘You need anything, I’m here.’

‘Same,’ I tell her. She’s the closest connection I have now to Grant, and it’s an effort to peel myself away, but I do, promising to call her to meet up for a cuppa next week. One more hug for the road, and I head off to find my car. 

The journey home, like the week that has preceded it, is autopilot, muscle memory. One minute I’m climbing into the car, the next I’m staring up the short path that leads to our front door. Correction, just my front door now. My heels tap out a sad solo beat on the hard wood floor, and the door closes with a solid thunk that echoes deep into the flat. I stand for a moment, soaking in the silence. These past two weeks, alone here, it’s felt oppressive. The exact opposite of when Grant was here. It’s as if the soul of the place, and his, have departed together. 

‘What do I do Grant?’ I whisper the words, scared to ask, knowing there’ll be no reply. Then, impossibly, as ludicrous as it seems, it comes to me. A decade together, ten years of childish humour on his part, and it has rubbed off. I start humming ‘The Sound of Silence’, remembering Grant doing his best rendition of the Disturbed version at the Christmas party.

The first smile in a week flickers, bittersweet. Gone again a second later, but no denying it had been there. Even now, he can still reach me. I head into the bedroom, shaking my head, still humming, marginally less melancholic for the brief connection to a happier time. 

I slip out of my dress, letting it puddle on the floor, switching to jogging bottoms and a hoodie. I’m about to head downstairs, when something catches my eye. Grant’s black Ted Baker case that had made the journey back from our weekend away without him pokes out from the foot of the bed where I’d slung it a fortnight earlier.

It’s been daring me to open it for days, but the thought of sorting through his things feels like another step along the road to moving on, and that’s not something I’m sure I’m up to yet. I stare at it, psyching myself up to the task. Not as if anyone else will do it if I don’t.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ I mutter, and stride over to it, lifting it up and onto the bed in one movement. Before I can think of a reason not to, I’m unzipping it, flipping the lid back, reaching in to flick open the clasp that holds the fabric strips across his shirts, but once that’s done, I pause. Stare down at the time capsule of socks and T-shirts. Items folded and packed by hands I will never hold again. Fingers I’ll never feel running through my hair. I blink, and for a moment, I’m fired over two weeks into the past, standing in the same room watching him pack for our trip down to Somerset. A weekend in Wells was meant to be something of a reset after a tough six months at work for both of us. 

Blink. Back in the here and now. I start lifting things out, draping shirts back over hangers, stacking socks in a drawer, making neat piles I know will end up in a charity shop, but one step at a time. I’ve just scooped up a pair of jeans when my ring finger snags against the lining, and as I use my right hand to free it, careful to not tear the fabric, I feel it. Something solid, not the shell of the case itself. Something separate from that. Something that moves.

I frown, feeling the edges of it. Hard, rectangular. I look for a zip to open the lining, but instead I spot a stray thread on the seam. Not quite the neat stitching of the rest. I work a nail under a loop of thread and unpick it, stitch by stitch, until it’s big enough to slip a thumb and forefinger through. What I pull out makes no sense. A phone. Not one I’ve seen before. Certainly not Grant’s. The police still have that. Whose then? I shrug the stupidity of that question away with the slightest of head shakes, chewing on my bottom lip. Not his iPhone, but who else could have put it there if not him. 

Why would a man have a second phone he hides from his wife?

‘Don’t do this to me Grant,’ I mutter as my heart tap-dances a rhythm in my chest. ‘Not this. Not now.’







Chapter Six

The man sits hunkered down in his car, watching as Maggie Brewer comes bustling back out. She’s barely been inside five minutes, and there’s something different about her on the way out. The way she bustles down the path, and into her car. More of a sense of purpose than he saw when he tailed her back here. 

For now, his brief is to wait and watch, making do with monitoring her phone and emails. Not through official channels. His paymaster can be resourceful when it comes to side-stepping legalities. What he’s seen has been pretty one-sided. Family and friends checking in on her. Short, polite replies. Nothing to suggest she’s anything other than the grieving widow.

He follows at a discrete distance, through stop-start traffic, until she pulls into a retail park. Whatever she’s doing, it doesn’t allow for her attention to wander enough to worry him about being spotted. She disappears into Curry’s, and by the time he finds a space and follows her inside, she’s already heading to the checkout, clutching a small box. He makes a loop around an aisle full of laptops, and comes up behind her, glancing down as he walks past. Spots the phone charger in her hand. Once he’s outside again, he positions himself where he can see her in the line of people. 

No indication that she even looks at anyone else, let alone attempts a conversation. Sometimes a trip to the shops is just that, nothing more. In his line of work, it pays to be certain, and he waits until she starts to turn away from the cashier, before he scurries back to his vehicle. 

The stakes are too high, for him, and those who control him, to leave anything to chance. There are ways to get information from someone. Means of extracting what’s needed. Lines he’s crossed before, had been ready to cross again with Grant Brewer. He hopes for the widow’s sake that’s a road he doesn’t need to go down with her. That won’t end well.







Chapter Seven

I stare at the logo glowing on screen as it powers up. My breathing sounds unfeasibly loud in the silence of her kitchen. Losing Grant has hit me like a truck, appearing out of nowhere, T-boning my life. I’ve told myself for a week now that life can’t get any worse. Yet here I am, faced with the possibility that even from beyond the grave, Grant may have one final secret that would slam that truck into reverse, backing over me one more time for good measure. 

Looking at the phone on the counter, heart thudding with the possibility of what I might find on it. I’ve never had reason to doubt him, but my mind flashes to an argument, one we had a year ago. Pictures from the work night out. A young intern from the Standard sitting on Grant’s knee, arms draped around his neck. Grant laughing it off when I made snide remarks after a few too many glasses of wine. How I’d felt foolish the morning after. But now? Had I been right all along? Is this why he’s gone to these lengths to hide the second handset?

And if he’s hiding something like this, what else could he be hiding? There’s a niggle at the back of my mind. One that I didn’t mention to the police because it felt preposterous. But now? Now it’s a seed germinating, roots spreading, squeezing the breath from my body. The night that man was murdered, Grant and I hit the sack around ten. I had drunk way too much and woke up for the loo just after midnight. Didn’t spot it till I shuffled back to bed, but where Grant should have been, there was only rumpled sheets. 

He has always been a borderline insomniac so I’d just assumed he’d slipped out for a cigarette or whatever. I didn’t hear the door go, but remember feeling the bed dip when he climbed back in. The coolness of his arm that slipped around my waist. The soft glow of my Apple watch lighting up as I slid an arm up to scratch my nose. Five past one. An hour since I returned to an empty bed. More maybe. Who knows what time he snuck out? At least sixty minutes unaccounted for, though. More than enough time to drive thirty something miles to a dark patch of woodland and …

I shake my head, sending intrusive thoughts scattering like snow in a globe, snapping back to the here and now; to the phone in my hand. 

One betrayal at a time. Deal with what’s in front of you, I tell myself, not wanting to ask myself the questions about a missing hour that I know the police will ask if I tell them.

My stomach feels hollowed out, like someone had taken an ice-cream scoop to my insides. The home screen pops into view with a chirp, various apps littering the screen. I hover a finger over the screen for a second, opting for the contacts first. Empty. Text app next. A single thread. No name, just a number. All that’s visible in the preview pane is a single word.


OK



I open it, afraid what I might read, but I couldn’t stop myself now even if I tried. I stare for a second, scrolling down. The rest of the conversation, whoever it’s with, is a series of equally as brief exchanges, going back around six weeks, giving very little away. No sense of who they’re to, or what they relate to, but it’s enough to make my fears flare up, burning all the brighter. A second phone. Secret meetings. None of this translates into a story I can sell to myself. The most recent is dated a little over a week before his death. 


Free to meet up?

10/11/23 12:46




Time/location?

10/11/23 13:32




Victoria Station? 7pm?

10/11/23 13:48




See you there

10/11/23 14:14



The date triggers a memory. Last-minute tickets falling onto my desk to a gig at the Manchester Arena. Grant looking sheepish as he tells me he has to work late. I’d gone with a friend instead, but I’d still beaten Grant back home. He hadn’t slunk in until the early hours. I’d still been miffed, and pretended to be asleep. Hadn’t thought anything of it at the time other than being second choice to a job he seemed to love more than me at times. Now, though, I ask myself if he’d crawled out of somebody else’s bed, back into ours. 



The notion takes form, gathers substance around it, anger and betrayal mixing into a coarse cocktail.

‘Don’t do this to me Grant,’ I mutter under my breath. It’s easier, in this moment, to hate him rather than mourn him, and before I can give it too much thought, I’m tapping the number, lifting the phone to my ear, psyching myself up to tear a strip off whoever had sunk their claws into my husband.

As a standard network voicemail greeting kicks in, I exhale a loud breath, getting ready to leave a verbal barrage, but think better of it. If I was on the other end of that, the last thing I’d do is return the call for more of the same. I need more than to just leave a stinging voicemail for closure. I need to look into their eyes. 

I cut the call short before the beep, and tap out a text instead. There’s every chance that whoever she is won’t even know Grant is dead. I mimic a previous message.


Free to meet up?



I stare expectantly at the message, at the blank space beneath it, willing bouncing dots to appear to signify a reply. When they pop seconds later, I almost drop the phone in surprise. 


Can’t talk now. Victoria station – Beer House 7pm?



I spot the tremor in my fingers as I type the reply. A meeting I don’t want, but have to make.


See you there.









Chapter Eight

Rush hour has been and gone, but there’s still a steady flow through the station. A dozen destinations flicker across displays. I sip nervously on a Diet Coke, pretending to scroll on my phone, glancing up every few seconds at the doors that lead out to the platforms. Every time they swish open, I expect to see the intern, or a version of her, sashay through, unaware that the man she thinks she’s meeting is just a memory now.

I’m not even sure I’ll know them when I see them, and, not for the first time, question my own sanity for doing this. What does it matter, now that he’s gone? For all I know, the other woman, whoever she is, might not even know Grant is … was married. I could end up venting to someone just as innocent as I am. Not too late to get up and leave, but stubbornness sticks me to my seat.

It’s four minutes past the hour, and no likely candidates have entered the bar. All I’ve seen are steady streams of fans flocking to see yet another Spice Girls reunion. A mix of girl’s nights out, and mothers dragging daughters along for a glimpse of their own teenage years. At one point, there are that many Spice Girl’s T-shirts in the room, I begin to feel like I’m breaking a dress code.

Watching the ebb and flow as gig-goers and commuters
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