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For those who’ve experienced, or been affected by, sexual violence. To the survivors and in memory of those lost.

		


		
			

Content warning:

			
BAD APPLE, although fictional, tackles many issues that some may find distressing. There are mentions of rape and sexual assault, self-harm and suicide, physical and mental abuse throughout.
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			Prologue

			She shouldn’t be driving. 

			The roads were narrow, unfamiliar; each bend took her by surprise as it appeared like magic through the ominous entrails of mist hanging a few feet from the ground. Not a quicker route back after all. Her mother’s voice filled her mind:

			Calm it down. Take your foot off the accelerator.

			She took her tear-blurred eyes off the road, threw her head back and let out a frustrated cry. ‘Whhhy?’ 

			The Mini swerved dramatically across the lane and she fought to regain control.

			So typical for her mother to be right. She said he was stringing her along, that he was a good-for-nothing layabout with dodgy mates. A lowlife druggy. 

			But no, as usual, she’d argued the toss: ‘He’s not in with that crowd. You don’t need to worry, Mum. I’ve cleaned up my act for Oakley’s sake.’ And the last sentence she uttered as she flew out the door. ‘I’ll be careful, Mum.’

			Her stomach griped. When she walked back into the house, returning far earlier than she’d said, what would her reason be? Perhaps she should just drive until the early hours, go back when it seemed enough time had passed so to avoid the critical analysis. She looked at the petrol gauge and her shoulders slumped. Nope. She had to go home now. She could be light and breezy – all, ‘Silly me, got the wrong night. Thanks for babysitting again though.’ Yeah, that could work, actually. 

			Anything but the truth. 

			Anything but the sour-faced, reproachful glare her mother would give if she were to give the real reason. 

			Her self-pitying thoughts came to an abrupt halt as lights filled the car. She squinted into the rear-view mirror, her mouth agape at the closeness of the vehicle behind.

			‘Dickhead!’ 

			She put her fist up but lost control on another bend, wrestling with the steering wheel before righting herself. Jesus, that had been close. She swore at the man behind. It had to be a man. She put her foot down, trying to get some distance between them, stop him blinding her with his headlights. I should’ve got a taxi crossed her mind just as the yellow glare of lights changed to blue. Her heart juddered.

			‘Oh, shit.’ She took her foot off the accelerator, knowing it was too little too late. As the Mini slowed, her thoughts sped up. She’d swerved all over the road. She’d been drinking. She’d probably fail a breath test. Her mum was going to kill her.

			Don’t panic. You can talk your way out of this. Blame the weather conditions.

			But if the copper dragged her into the station, did her for drink-driving, how would that look to social services? They’d already been far too involved in her life in the five months since Oakley’s birth. She was already on her last chance . . .

			She could floor it. Lose this idiot. She’d only swerved because he was too bloody close to her. It was his fault. Her sensible head, the one she now wished she’d had on for the entirety of this past week, told her to pull over. She might be lucky – it could even be as simple as a brake light being out.

			Relief swept through her. Yeah. ’Course – this heap-of-shit car always had something wrong with it. Her guilty complex immediately caused her to jump to the worst scenario when the simple reason was more likely. Without further thought, she indicated and pulled into a wider part of the lane. And waited, both hands gripping the wheel.

			Through her rear mirror, she followed the man’s progression from his unmarked car towards hers, swallowing down the golf-sized-ball that had formed in her throat. He wasn’t in a police uniform and took slow, steady steps. Not in any rush. Making her sweat, no doubt. There wasn’t anyone else in his vehicle that she could make out, no movement from behind the dark windscreen. 

			He stopped alongside the driver’s door. Here we go. He ducked down and motioned for her to lower her window. He smiled. There was a warmness to it, and his eyes crinkled as it reached them. For a split second, she relaxed, allowing herself to return the gesture.

			‘What a night, eh?’ she said. ‘Really hard to see the . . .’

			‘You know why I’ve pulled you over?’ He placed one hand on the opened window while the other tapped on the roof of the Mini – the rhythmic drumming loud, but no match for her heartbeat. His face was close to hers and she instantly panicked, turning hers away. Shit, shit, shit. He’d smell the alcohol for sure.

			‘No, Officer.’ Best say as little as possible.

			‘This your car?’ He cast his eyes around the interior, then stood back from the window and began walking around it without waiting for her answer. She saw him take out a notebook. How could she get out of this? She swung her door open and got out.

			‘Stay inside your vehicle, please.’ He strode back around to her, an arm outstretched indicating that she should get in. But she stood, rooted to the spot.

			‘Look, I might’ve been driving a bit erratically, but it’s the mist. And the lanes – I’ve not driven this way before. I’m used to the bright city lights.’

			He nodded. Gave a sigh, then shook his head. Like he was weighing up whether to let her drive on without taking up any more of their time. ‘Name and address, love?’

			She blew out a breath. It wasn’t over, then. Dammit. But, love. At any other time, that would annoy her, but right now she was taking it as a good sign. She reluctantly gave him her details, each admission feeling like a nail in her coffin. She shivered against the cool air biting at her skin. With her eyes averted, she pulled her fake leather jacket tighter around her, then looked down – her gaze travelling from her bare thighs towards her high-heeled boots. She’d borrowed them from her old roommate three years ago and failed to return them. As she raised her head, she locked eyes directly with the man standing in front of her, and something in her brain made a connection. Despite her thumping heart, the adrenaline racing through her veins, her mind cleared.

			‘What is it I’m supposed to have done?’ She frowned at the officer. Why was he in an unmarked police car? ‘Are you even on duty?’

			‘Was on my way home, actually.’

			Braver now, standing upright. ‘Then, I’ll ask again, why did you pull me over?’

			‘A feeling,’ he said. He took another step closer to her, his body a few inches from hers. ‘Call it gut instinct.’ Her own instinct flared, and she flattened herself up against the Mini, uncrossing her arms but putting them up to her chest, palms flat, facing the officer. If he even was a police officer. She’d heard about a bloke recently who’d pretended to be a copper, pulled a woman driver over and then attacked her. 

			Her bag was on the passenger seat, but even if she could reach it, she’d have to fumble inside to find her mobile. She gave a furtive glance around. The lane was in darkness, no sign of other vehicles approaching. There were hedgerows either side of the road. The lay-by she was in was muddy, but no evidence of a gate into a field, or any houses. There was nowhere to go – no one to hear any cries for help.

			‘Can I see your ID?’ She heard the wobble in her voice, and as he smirked, she felt the wobble in her legs, too. He grasped hold of her, one hand on either shoulder. The thud of his notebook landing on the ground echoed in her head as if it were amplified.

			‘Woah. Careful now, love.’ 

			Great. Now if he really was a cop he had more cause to think she was drunk.

			‘Look,’ he said. ‘You and I both know that if I breathalyse you, you’ll be over the limit, yeah?’ 

			She had to assume he was the real deal. For now, her only concern should be making sure he didn’t book her. She tried to remember her past experiences with coppers – if this one was off-duty could he even breathalyse her? She shook her head, the knowledge not coming to the fore. She couldn’t chance it.

			‘Then don’t,’ she said, giving a shrug. ‘I’m sure you don’t want the additional paperwork. If you’re on your way home, like you said.’

			His smile returned. ‘Come with me.’ He stepped back from her, swiftly taking her car keys from the ignition through the open window. He locked the door and pulled her towards his car. The clacking of her boot heels sounded like rapid gunshots in the night. He told her to get in. Then he started the car.

			‘What the hell?’ she said, glaring at him. ‘I thought—’

			‘I’m not shopping you. Don’t worry.’

			A heaviness pressed down on her chest, expelling the air from her lungs. She gasped and grappled with the door handle.

			‘I’d like to get out. Let. Me. Out.’

			‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible.’ His eyes stayed on the road ahead. His calm demeanour evoked the opposite reaction in her.

			‘Why? I don’t understand . . . where are you taking me?’

			‘Oh, not far. Just up here, in fact.’ He made a turn onto a dirt track and the car bumped along it for a few minutes. All the while, her heart and mind raced frantically. 

			There was no radio in this car, nothing that made her think it was a cop car. But then, he did say he was driving home after finishing duty, didn’t he?

			If he’s a police officer, everything will be fine.

			She wouldn’t come to harm. Surely. 

			The car engine died. He turned to her.

			‘You do something for me, I’ll do something for you.’

			Realisation made her insides freeze; her body went rigid, like rigor mortis had instantaneously invaded every muscle despite being alive.

			‘No,’ she said. Didn’t she? Or was the word trapped inside her head. ‘Please . . .’

			She closed her eyes, the tears squeezing from her lids spilled down her cheeks. 

			A sensation of falling as the back of the seat reclined.

			A hand pushed up her skirt and thrust between her legs.

			Her lower lip quivered, but the scream she desperately wanted to burst from her, remained dormant. He yanked her knickers down. Material ripped as her thighs were roughly parted. Why wouldn’t her limbs move? Fight against him? The hair at her temples tickled as tears rolled into it. That’s what she concentrated on when the pain started. She imagined the trail they were leaving, the path they were taking between her dark strands of hair and along her scalp towards the back of her head. She visualised the damp patch they’d leave on the headrest of the seat.

			She imagined Oakley’s baby face and wondered if she’d ever see it again. His tufty piece of hair that jutted from the crown, his gummy smile as he looked with unconditional love into her eyes. 

			An hour later she was home. She avoided any talk with her mother, heading straight for the shower. As she held Oakley in the early hours of the next day and he sought the love in her eyes, she turned away, afraid of just what he’d see.

		

	
		
			One year later

			It’s your word against mine.

			God, you think you’re untouchable, don’t you. 

			That’s because I am. No one’ll believe you – not by a long shot. Not with your history. There’s no CCTV footage, no evidence even if they were to go looking. Which they won’t, of course.

			You’re meant to protect people.

			And I do. I’m protecting you right now, aren’t I? You won’t come to harm if you keep your mouth shut. I’m looking out for you.

			You’re disgusting.

			I didn’t hear you complain when I was in you.

			Her heart bashed against her ribs as the messages and conversations replayed in her mind. Over and over. He was right. No one would believe a long-serving police officer – a detective – over the alcoholic drug abuser she’d been painted as, whose kid was removed from her custody. A pitiful yelp escaped her. She should’ve known something wasn’t right. Trusted her instinct instead and driven off. Stupid, stupid woman. And then to allow it to continue. She banged her fists against her temples. This was all her fault. 

			Through her tears, she reread her first journal entry – how he’d pulled her over that misty night, her relief when he offered an alternative to a drink-drive charge. Her despair when she realised his intention. How she assumed that was the end of the matter . . . Her life ended that night and her son’s life was now someone else’s responsibility. Death was all she deserved.

			She added another entry to her journal, closing it with finality, then she took a screenshot of the phone message thread. She hesitated with her fingertip hovering above the send button. Would this even shake him? Cause him concern? Nothing had rattled him during the past year of her threatening him. But maybe this would if she told him she’d sent it to others too. Her mind paused, skipped, rewound, fast-forwarded. It was all too much. She stuffed the phone down the back of the sofa. Then took the journal back to its place.

			Once she’d concealed that, too, she returned to the sofa, positioned the cushions and sat down. She shook the plastic bottle, spilling the cylindrical white pills into her shaky palm. She briefly wondered how long she’d be lying dead in her own vomit before she was discovered. It would likely be her mother who found her. She was the only one left who might question her lack of activity and finally pop over to check on her.

			‘Sorry, Mum. But you probably saw this coming, too . . .’ Her hand slapped against her open mouth, depositing the fatal heap inside. For a while, she held them there, her cheeks bulging like the hamster she had when she was six. What was his name again? Jimmy. That was it. He’d lasted for three years – apparently a great age for a hamster. Twenty-four wasn’t such a great age for a human. She snatched the vodka bottle and took a swig large enough to aid the journey of the pills.

			It took several more gulps, and plenty of gagging, before she’d accomplished her task.

			No going back now. 

			He’d won. That bastard would get away with what he’d done. If anyone did ever find out, they’d think she was weak, selfish even, for not fighting him. Both in the moment, while he raped her, and now – as she left this life. Other women would no doubt fall foul of his manipulation, his twisted and controlling ways that enabled him to get what he wanted. 

			Did she owe it to his past and future victims to stay and fight a battle that might destroy her anyway? Owe it to the child she let down so badly? She didn’t have the strength. He’d made sure of that. 

			Leaning back into the cushions, awaiting death, she gazed around the room at the discarded, unplayed-with toys – the remnants of her life. Her head fell back. Staring at the ceiling, she hoped that he’d get what was coming to him one day. Then she closed her eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			NOW

			BECKY

			The envelope propels through the letterbox as I’m three paces away from the front door. It lands face up on the patchy doormat, the name and address printed in large, black letters leaping from it. I stop dead, staring at it like it’s a stand-off. A rush of warm air passes through my dry lips. Licking them would be futile; the moisture’s instantly been withdrawn by anxiety.

			Mrs Rebecca Lawson

			A cold sensation alights my nerve endings and I shiver myself into action, tentatively taking the final steps and sucking in a lungful of air as I swoop my hand down to grab the envelope.

			As I run my fingertips across the top line, I wonder how these three little words could possess such power to cause goose bumps on my arms. How they can provoke a deep ache within my belly, the beginnings of a familiar nausea. If it were junk mail, I’d find it easier to brush off the offending string of letters. I’d immediately tear it into tiny, unintelligible strips of nothingness. Obliterate all record of that person. 

			But given the ‘Greater Manchester Police’ stamp mark on the envelope, I’m confident it’s a communication I’ve been expecting – and if my pathetic begging has worked, it contains hope. A means of digging myself out of the depths of despair I’ve languished in this past year – the rut I’ve been neck-deep in since moving to this shit area of Salford five months ago. Destroying it right this second will be cutting off my nose. I take a few unsteady strides through to the kitchen, shimmying around the stacked boxes I’ve yet to unpack, place it on the table and lean over it, my frown deepening. I haven’t used that name for a while and certainly not since the official final order came through. Strange that Marcus has chosen to address me like this.

			Did he think I needed a reminder?

			A blast of tinny-sounding music erupts from my mobile – a rarity these days. I get the odd text or WhatsApp message but can’t remember the last actual call. I ignore its insistent tone. I need to read the letter first. Deal with one thing at a time.

			It’s the only way I’ve managed to see each day through since finding out what he did. It’s a coping mechanism that the counsellor I saw after the death of my parents taught me. Seems a lifetime ago, but it’s only been ten years. How different my life would’ve been had they not taken that trip. Had my dad not been driving on the road at the exact moment the best man from a wedding party – who’d chosen to jump in his car fully aware he was hammered – turned down the one-way street and hit them head-on. I’d have continued on at Falmouth Uni, close to where I’d grown up – qualified as a psychologist and found a picturesque cottage by the sea to live my happily-ever-after in. I always imagined I’d meet and marry a Cornishman, have children and then work from home in an adapted summerhouse in the garden, my doting, loyal husband bringing me cups of coffee with custard cream biscuits on a plate to keep me going between clients.

			Instead, here I am. Divorced and living alone. Desperately attempting to salvage something from the mess the man I ended up marrying made. My mobile pings with a voicemail notification. My attention drifts to it and my muscles twitch with the urge find out who could be bothered enough to stay on the line once the standard greeting cut in.

			‘No! Just get on with it. Open it now, open it now.’ I pull my gaze back to the letter.

			My breathing shallows and I press my hand against my thudding heart. I need Chief Inspector Marcus Thomson’s words of praise that are contained within this envelope, to increase my chances of securing the psychological assistant job and enable me to move forward with my life. He was the only senior rank I felt able to ask. It’s not as though I left with my head held high. Heat invades my cheeks as the memory of my last day on the force shoots unbidden into my mind, and I place my cool palms against them.

			‘Sorry it had to come to this.’

			My eye roll was automatic and clearly didn’t hide my contempt – but I added an audible “humph” to make sure there was no room for misinterpretation. I was standing with my feet hip-width apart, back rigid, hands balled into fists at my side as I faced the day I’d been dreading. I listened to the final, shallow words of someone who’d been promoted above me more than once despite not deserving it.

			‘If there was any way around it, we’d have found it. But . . .’ DI Wallis paused and scratched his shiny head ‘. . .  you’ve put everyone in an awkward—’

			A familiar tide of anger rose. I physically pushed it down by pressing the heels of both hands into my stomach. 

			‘I’ve put this team, this force, in an awkward position,’ I said, in a more controlled way than in previous discussions with those higher up. ‘You’re not serious, are you?’

			He shuffled papers on his desk, then lined up several pens and pencils. He cleared his throat. ‘It’s gone to the top. Right to the top, you know that. Face the facts. You were wrong, and you’ve caused them to make an impossible decision.’

			‘Yeah.’ I sucked in my cheeks and shook my head. ‘And turned out that the not-so-impossible decision was me. You’re all going to live to regret that choice.’ I watched as Wallis’s straggly, dark eyebrows shot up. He started to stand, so slowly it was like watching a predator trying not to startle its unsuspecting prey. 

			‘Don’t make it worse for yourself, Lawson.’

			‘Don’t. Call. Me. That.’ I backed out of DI Wallis’s office, not breaking eye contact with him until the door slammed closed. ‘Wanker.’ I turned slowly and headed back to my desk, collected the box containing a cactus – my thirty-fourth birthday gift from my team – a coffee mug, and all the stationery from my drawer whether it was mine or not, and without glancing at my now ex-colleagues, I strode towards the lift.

			‘Hey, Becks!’

			I bit down on my lip, kept my gaze forward. ‘Come on, come on,’ I mumbled, willing the lift doors to open before he could reach me.

			‘Wait up.’

			Charlie Harris, energetic, friend to everyone, bounded up beside me. I waited for a sarcastic comment – his usual dry-witted one-liner, but it didn’t come, instead he offered an apologetic smile.

			‘I’m sorry. I have to escort you . . .’

			‘Oh. I see.’ I forced a tight-lipped smile then turned around. ‘Don’t trust that I’ll hand in my pass? Wouldn’t want me coming back causing more trouble, would you?’ My voice travelled across the office floor, garnering looks of pity from what had been my team. Charlie cleared his throat with an awkward cough, but said nothing.

			The silence in the lift spoke volumes. Charlie held his hands clasped in front of him, his head bowed. The atmosphere was heavy with guilt, sadness, regret. He hadn’t put his career or reputation on the line for me, and although he wasn’t alone in that, it was his lack of support in particular that stung the most. And a part of me hated him for it. The other part had to accept he didn’t feel he had a choice in the matter and I shouldn’t hold that against him. His inaction wasn’t driven by malice, it was due to misplaced loyalty. It was driven by a fear of the repercussions. Had I considered those a little more deeply myself, I might still have been a detective. I might still have had the means and the ability to make a difference. Protect lives. Uphold the law.

			The lift doors swished open and I shot out and across the foyer, my mug jangling against the ceramic plant pot within the box as I stormed off. I heard footsteps close behind and after swiping my pass to get through the barrier for the final time, I chucked my ID card back towards Charlie without looking at him. ‘See ya.’

			‘Becks,’ he said. ‘Don’t be like that? All this, it doesn’t mean we can’t still be mates—’

			I turned in his direction, but kept walking backwards, away from him. ‘Honestly, Charlie?’ I forced myself to make eye contact. ‘It might.’

			He hung his head. For a moment, I stopped, my only thought to drop the box containing my stupid items and give him a hug, tell him it was fine and of course we were still mates. That it didn’t matter that I’d lost my job, my husband, and would likely lose my home. That it was okay that I hadn’t gained support from my colleagues when the shit really hit the fan. That I understood. But we both knew none of it was okay and if I uttered any of those things, Charlie would know them to be lies. And I wasn’t the liar in this situation.

			And so, with nothing left to say, Charlie turned and headed back to the lift, and I left the building for the last time.

			The hairs on my neck prickled with warning as I walked towards my car. I was being watched. While it could be any number of people, my gut told me the identity of my observer, and there was no way I was giving him the satisfaction of letting him know I’d felt him. With my eyes down, I lowered the cardboard box onto the back seat, then climbed into the driver side. I risked a glance into my rear-view mirror as I drove away, but could only see a shadow in the window on the top floor.

			I knew it was Detective Sergeant John Lawson who’d watched me leave the staff car park. Leave my profession, the job I’d grown to love, behind me. 

			And it made my stomach knot realising he’d be smug in the knowledge that he’d just won the battle. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			NOW

			BECKY

			The once-white, now-yellowing kettle boils so violently it moves a few inches across the laminate worktop. I flick the switch before it takes a dive off the edge in a bid for freedom . . . or death. To be fair, it could do with being put out of its misery. As with the majority of my possessions in this pokey, ground-floor flat, it was either a bargain charity shop find or an item donated to me by a concerned friend. Of which I don’t have many anymore. I don’t even want a coffee – in fact I could do without the caffeine; I’m shaking enough. 

			More delay tactics. 

			What if Marcus Thomson hasn’t written a glowing reference? He might’ve only told me he would, just to get me off his back. I pour the still-bubbling water into my mug, stir the spoon until the clinking against the ceramic becomes annoying. Looking out the window, mug held tightly between my hands, I watch the magpies gather in the courtyard. It’s a four-foot square, concrete block with a hole in the middle – I assume for a rotary line. Not that I own one – no need to wash many clothes for one person. I tend to hand-wash my underwear and few items of clothes and hang them over the three small radiators. At home, I’d had a washing line running the length of the garden. I blink the image away. Well, that’s not my home anymore, this is.

			‘Right, best get on with it then.’ I place my mug down without even taking a sip of the instant coffee – the usual shot of resentment that John took the filter machine rearing its ugly head – and snatch up the letter, quickly flipping it over to avoid looking at the name again. I slide my thumb beneath the envelope’s seal, tearing it open with a swift movement. The crisp white paper is folded with the sender’s address showing. My mind slows to a stop, unable to comprehend what I’m seeing. Then it registers. It’s not from Marcus.

			It’s from John.

			‘What the . . .?’ I skim-read the letter. None of the words make sense, but the sentence ‘If you continue to harass me, I’ll have no option but to apply for a non-molestation order’ is enough for me to gather that my ex-husband is attempting to stop me from continuing my ‘grossly inappropriate’ behaviour.

			I throw the letter and grab my mobile, pacing the tiny area of kitchen like a caged lion as the dialling tone goes on and on. How dare he. What a bloody cheek.

			‘Put me through to Chief Inspector Thomson,’ I snap when the call is finally picked up. He’s bound to know what’s going on. Maybe John even went to him to discuss this ludicrous action.

			‘What the hell is going on, Marcus?’ There’s a pause, and for a moment I think I’ve been put through to the wrong person. 

			‘Ah, Becky,’ he says, clearing his throat. ‘I’m sorry you had to hear it like that, but I thought it best if you found out about John’s upcoming promotion from me before the rumour mills begin to grind.’

			I reel. ‘Wait, what?’

			‘I left you a voicemail. I presume that’s why you’re calling.’

			‘No. I was . . . I got a letter,’ I stumble over the words, my thoughts rushing and colliding in a big blur in my mind. Christ. It was bad enough before, but promotion. The point had been to get him off the force. Stop him from abusing his power – not increasing his ability to use it. He’s going to be a detective inspector? How?

			‘A letter?’ he asks. But John’s threat of an order against me has already melted into insignificance.

			‘He can’t. Marcus. He can’t. How are you letting this happen?’

			‘It’s a good move for him. A fresh start.’

			‘What?’ My head swims. A fresh start? Is he actually saying this? ‘But . . .’ The walls of my kitchen close in even further. I smack the palm of my hand against the closest one, push against it as though it’s about to physically crush me.

			‘In a roundabout way, you got what you wanted. He’s leaving Manchester. I know it comes a little late for you . . . ’ He sighs. ‘Rebecca? Are you there?’

			I take a huge breath in, slowly release the air in an attempt to reduce the pressure that’s in my head, to ensure I make my next words calm.

			‘You know what he is, Marcus.’ The accusation comes from my mouth as steadily as a hiss of air from a slow puncture. My face burns, anger and shame filling every blood vessel.

			‘Oh, dear. Please don’t start this again. It wasn’t . . . he wasn’t . . . ’ Marcus bumbles down the line and the fire within my gut reignites as I think about John; talk about him.

			‘I can’t believe this. I saw for myself, Marcus. I know—’

			‘You’re fully aware of the law and how the chain of evidence works – how someone is innocent until proven guilty.’ I envisage his deeply furrowed brow, his face flaming red as he spits the words he’s repeated a dozen or more times to me over the past year. 

			‘And you know the system can sometimes let justice down.’ With a lightning-hot rage swirling in my gut bringing tears to my eyes, I realise in this moment that the intensity of my feelings didn’t lessen; they were only ever hiding beneath the surface. That these past few months I’ve kept them at bay . . . just. It’s obvious that unless this gets sorted once and for all, I’m never fully taming the anger he’s caused.

			‘You can’t keep dredging this up. It’s over.’ I hear him take a few shuddering breaths as though he’s recovering from a sprint. A pang of regret sweeps through me. He’s endured a lot lately with his wife’s illness and I don’t like stressing him out; he’s been good to me. But then the words from the message on John’s burner phone flash back into my mind. 

			‘It’s not over for his victim, Marcus.’

			And it’s not over for me either. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THEN

			BECKY

			Everything ached as I lifted my arm up, key in hand, to open the front door. The past twelve hours had been busy from the off, but the shift hit another level when a call reporting a gang-related stabbing on the Ordsall estate came in. After emergency response had dealt with the initial incident, together with paramedics, our team attended. The lad had lost a lot of blood, they said, was barely conscious when they stretchered him off. Treat it as a possible murder scene, Wallis directed. A heavy lump sank down into the pit of my stomach. If the teenager didn’t pull through, the toll would be seven dead this year in Manchester. Seven lives wasted. Outside of those stats, over fifty young stab victims had ended up in the ER. The numbers were horrific, and each homicide took a little bit more from me.

			With a grunt of effort, the blue front door swung open, and I stepped over the threshold. As I did, a memory flashed through my mind – John swooping me up into his arms, banging my head on the doorjamb as we laughed and entered our new home. I remembered my comment about blue being apt for two coppers, the shrill laughter as John collapsed to the beige carpet with me on top of him. How we’d made love there and then without even bothering to close the door.

			I stared at that area of carpet – the beige colour somewhat darker now, and in need of a good clean or replacement – then shrugged off my jacket and hung it over the banister, smiling. I felt my eyes crease, like paper, and touched my fingers to them. Swollen with tiredness. If I looked into the round hallway mirror right now, I’d likely look ten years older than my actual thirty-three years. I turned away, deciding not to confirm my theory. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. 

			Muted sounds of the telly reached me, and so I followed them to the lounge. Without speaking, I slumped down next to John on the sofa. We sat in silence for a while. No words were required. The good thing about being married to another detective was the understanding. There were bad things, too, of course – not least the near-constant fear of one of us being killed. But in that moment, a sense of knowing not to speak was what I needed most.

			Ten minutes passed. The shift’s weight had now lifted enough to let me breathe freely again. 

			‘You’re going to be late,’ I said, turning my head to the side to look at him. I reached out and ran my fingertips down his sideburns, then back up, over his sandy-coloured hair. ‘You really are going for the Seventies Gene Hunt look. I thought you were losing those?’

			‘What? You don’t like them?’ He feigned shock. 

			This was the same kind of back-and-forth banter we’d had following our respective shifts for the past week, but I still managed to laugh. Routine, comfort, was enough to blur the edges of the horror just enough to carry on turning up each day. 

			‘If they were the stick-on kind for fancy dress purposes, maybe.’ I finally found the strength to kick my shoes off, then stretched my legs out and placed my feet on the glass table. 

			‘What do you think this is?’ John stared at my black-socked feet. ‘Resting after an early shift? There’ll be none of that, Mrs Lawson. Now, make your husband dinner before he has to leave to catch bad guys.’

			‘Sod off,’ I said, giving his arm a shove. ‘You should’ve made me something ready for my return.’

			John gives an exaggerated ‘humph’ as he lifts himself off the sofa. ‘Good job you bagged the best-looking detective and best chef on the force, then, isn’t it?’ He disappeared into the kitchen, and moments later, returned with a tray. I smile at the single red rose in the bud vase that was accompanying the plate of steaming food and an ice-cold bottle of Bud.

			‘Ah, you’re too good to me. Thanks, babe.’ I quickly made myself comfortable and balanced the tray on my lap. ‘Hmm . . . stew. Excellent,’ I said, immediately shovelling in a mouthful. 

			‘Jesus, really?’ John straightened, shooting me an incredulous look. ‘How long have you lived here now? Five years? Bloody stew my arse.’

			‘Hah! Sorry,’ I said, quickly swallowing. ‘It’s hotpot, isn’t it.’ I screwed my nose up at him, attempting to be endearing. He crossed his arms, the contour of his muscles visible through his white shirt. 

			‘I don’t bloody know.’ He shook his head. ‘Thought I’d made a northern lass out of you, then you let me down. My granny would turn in her grave. Lancashire hotpot, Becks.’ He wandered off towards the hallway, muttering as he went. I couldn’t contain my smile. If I’d had the mental energy, I’d have argued for the merits of the Cornish pasty and said how I’d take one of those with chips over a hotpot any day of the week. Just for shits and giggles. But I carried on, stuffing my mouth like I’d gone several days without eating. I always came back from my shift ravenous, even if it’d been a relatively quiet one. Which was a rarity at Salford Criminal Investigation Department.

			When we’d first met, I was shiny new, naive, filled with enthusiasm and had the unshakable determination I would make a difference; help change the world. John watched me from afar for a few weeks, not saying much, interacting as was required to carry out our roles. I watched him, too. He had a certain vibe; a charisma that up until then I’d only seen on TV. He seemed aloof in an interesting way, intriguing as though he had something delicious hiding beneath the surface that only the chosen one would be capable of uncovering and devouring – he was a mystery that required solving. I found that undeniably alluring – like a drug. When you’d had a hit of John Lawson, you had to keep returning for more.

			One we’d connected that warm, summer evening at The Crown pub – ending with sex standing up against the wall around the back of the premises like a couple of horny teenagers – I was hooked. I wanted him. Longed for him. Needed him. I had assumed him to be forbidden fruit, but thankfully relationships between two serving officers weren’t prohibited. And that was that. A done deal.

			Now revived, albeit temporarily, from that injection of calories, and with my mind firmly thinking of another form of injection, I called to John.

			‘Sorry, m’lady – did you require another service?’ His eyes flickered as they met mine, and his breath hitched. ‘Ah. You do . . . ’ He unbuttoned his shirt, and to save time, I undressed myself, flinging my work clothes over the back of the sofa. His eyes were wide as I lowered my bra straps. Still seated, I pulled John by his belt towards me and undid it, unzipped his fly and released him. He groaned as I ran my tongue along his length, then took him fully inside my mouth. His hands squeezed my breasts, his thumbs flicked over my erect nipples. I was close to coming when he pulled away, and with his trousers around his ankles, he pushed me down onto the sofa and spread my legs wide.

			‘Hurry,’ I breathed.

			He pinned my arms behind my head with one hand, used the other to guide himself in. His thrusts were slow but hard and my body jerked with each forceful plunge. Then he held me tighter, drove himself in harder, slamming into me with all his might. Had I not been about to orgasm, I would’ve had to tell him to stop. This level of aggressiveness was unusual. But then I reminded myself, I had asked for it knowing he was about to leave for work, and I’d told him to hurry. 

			Soon after, John left in a rush, saying something about an emergency. I didn’t like the sound of it, a creeping sensation starting at the nape of my neck. I wished we worked the same shift pattern more. At least if we were together, I’d know what was happening. But although John was great at being part of a team, he enjoyed being out on his own – and I know he often orchestrated such situations. Sometimes I wondered if he had a death wish.

			After I clicked through at least twenty channels, and mind-numbing boredom was threatening, I finally settled on a new rom-com to watch. Anything to distract my thoughts. As I lay back and attempted to relax, a pain shot through my left shoulder; I rubbed it, trying to release the knotted muscle. It was no good – I needed another diversion. Snacks.

			I rummaged in the lower kitchen cupboard for sweets. Nothing. I knew John kept anything remotely snacky in the highest cupboard. Away from temptation, he said. Fitness was important – especially in our job. He liked us to keep track of calories. I dragged the dining chair across the floor, stood on it and stretched to reach something that felt crinkly. Crisps would do if there was nothing else. 

			I retrieved my hand, and in it was a flattened, but in date, packet of chocolate footballs. ‘Yes. You beauty.’ 

			Pleased with my find, I reconvened on the sofa in front of the telly, chocolate on lap, eyes on Channing Tatum.

			I awoke with a jolt and sat up so quickly that I knocked the packet from my lap. I must’ve dozed off – the credits of the film were on. Not wanting to leave any incriminating evidence, and always the detective, I went about collecting the chocolate balls that had rolled everywhere. As I swept my hand down the back of the sofa, my fingers hit against something hard. Grasping it, I pulled it up.

			A mobile.

			Not one I recognised; a cheap, prepaid type.

			My mouth dried as intrigue immediately turned to concern. I rubbed the back of my neck, where the hairs prickled with unease. It was a brand-new sofa when we bought it a few months back. We’d had zero visitors to the house and it wasn’t mine.

			Why did John have a burner phone?

			For a long moment, I stared at it; turned it over in my hand. Then I placed it on the glass table, where I stared some more. My initial thoughts – that it was someone else’s or borrowed from a mate – didn’t stick for longer than a few seconds. The more worrying thought crowded those out: Did John have this phone for another reason? Like for drugs? I shook my head. No. John was one of the best in the force. I knew him. He wouldn’t take bribes; he certainly wouldn’t break the law. We were part of the same division, but he was often on different cases, and we worked opposite shifts a lot. Maybe the phone was something to do with a case I wasn’t aware of. Was he undercover? No. Of course he wasn’t. We’re CID.

			With a sharp intake of air, I snatched up the phone, quickly stabbing the on button before my thoughts could catch up with my actions. And I waited. Suspended in time – my body still, while internally my blood pumped violently, and my heart banged loudly in my ears.

			It’s just a phone.

			So why did I feel so apprehensive? 

			The phone slipped in my clammy hands as I tried to fight the uneasy sensation. I knew this feeling, and having worked in the police for five years, instinct, even if it appeared out of place like now, was a remarkably accurate indicator. A warning that should at least be considered, not disregarded simply because it didn’t seem possible. Some of the old-school brigade, John included, swore by gut instinct. 

			A tinkling notification sounded. It had turned on. My scalp tingled.

			Please be nothing.

			I pressed some keys, my hands trembling. There was bound to be a password, so I waited for the inevitable block. But it didn’t come. I frowned as I easily scrolled through the display to find logged calls. Surely this was a positive sign. If John was using this phone for something illegal, he wouldn’t leave it unprotected, at risk of someone else seeing it. The last number dialled was to an unnamed contact from a couple of weeks ago. It was looking likely this could be an informant of John’s. My shoulders lowered, the tension ebbing. He hadn’t spoken of being in the process of gathering intel and being a handler, but it was a delicate balance protecting sources’ safety and preventing corruption – sharing too much could mean jeopardising the relationship. He was likely meant to take this to work with him and it’d slipped from his trousers when we were having sex. I should call him, let him know it’s safe. I pushed another button to get me back to the home screen. My breath caught in the middle of a relieved sigh as a screenshot of a message thread filled the screen, with the text reading: You’re not the only one I’ve sent this to.

			Cold tentacles of dread wrapped themselves around me, squeezing the air from my lungs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			NOW

			BECKY

			The single beep, followed by silence, signals the termination of the call. I keep it against my ear for a few seconds, unable to quite believe that Marcus hung up on me. He hadn’t even given me details of John’s promotion. When exactly was it happening? Where? When I last spoke to Hannah, knowing she was one of my few remaining contacts in CID, I’d tiptoed around the subject of John. I’d asked that sort of nonchalant, general question about the old team – ‘The A Team’ as I used to think of us prior to someone pointing out that was the name of a crime gang responsible for a spate of shootings in Salford – about who was doing what, how everyone’s families were. Of course, she saw straight through my attempt. ‘Don’t be a time-waster, Becky,’ she’d said. ‘Just ask.’

			With no use pretending further, I’d got to the point. ‘Is John still pulling the wool over everyone’s eyes?’

			She had sighed and shrugged, avoided telling me anything that could lead to her breaching any form of code. Always-by-the-book Hannah. But she had, in a rather vague kind of way, hinted that changes were on the horizon. Until today, I’d assumed any ‘change’ would entail a sideways move, or with any luck, a downward one. Not a bloody promotion. I look at the letter again. Why is John threatening an injunction against me when I don’t
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