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This is a work of fiction. While Royal Tunbridge Wells is a real place, the characters, events and some of the locations – such as specific colleges, streets and parks – are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual institutions or locations, is purely coincidental.




Prologue

He likes the bowling green best of all. The neatness of it. He likes the old people in white who gather there in groups. The way they stare at the ground and scratch their chins. The way they swing their arms backwards and forwards before letting go of the black balls and sending them rolling along the grass in a long, straight line. He likes watching how close the balls get to the much smaller white ball – the jack. One of the ladies in white told him it was called that. Her name is Linda. He likes Linda, and Charlie and Benny and all the others. Sometimes, they let him have a go, and even though his ball never goes anywhere near the jack, they all clap and say he’s very good for a beginner and that he’ll get better with practice.

Arlo was hoping to have another little practice today, but the bowling green is empty and he is disappointed.

Never mind, Arlo. There’s always another day.

He walks around the whole green, not once, but twice. First one way, then the other, and it’s only after he’s changed direction that he notices the lady, sitting on the bench. She wasn’t there before, he’s sure of it. She must have arrived while he was looking at that funny little toadstool.

You mustn’t ever eat toadstools. They might be poisonous and make you sick.

The lady waves to him and Arlo stops in his tracks.

You mustn’t ever talk to strangers. Not unless they’re wearing a police uniform, or working in a shop, or it’s a lady with a child or a dog.

Arlo knows this isn’t a strict rule. Because sometimes you have to talk to strangers. You have to say ‘excuse me’ on the bus, or ‘thank you’ if someone hands you something you’ve accidentally dropped. That’s what Mummy, no Mum used to say – he must stop calling her Mummy, especially now he’s an adult.

Arlo hears his big sister’s voice in his head. People might be mean and make fun of you if you say things like ‘Mummy’ at your age. They don’t know you have a learning disability, and the sad thing is, Arlo, some of them would still be mean even if they did know.

Arlo frowns. His dad says exactly the same thing about not talking to strangers. But what they really mean is, he mustn’t get into a car with someone he doesn’t know, or let them take him somewhere, or make him do something he doesn’t want to do. Arlo is sure that it’s perfectly all right to wave at someone, especially if they wave at you first. It would be rude not to, he thinks.

He lifts his hand and waves at the lady. She gets up and walks towards him and, for a moment, Arlo is a little anxious. She has no child with her. She has no dog. But she is smiling at him just like Linda, the bowling lady, smiles at him, and so Arlo smiles, too.

A smile costs nothing. That was one of his mum’s favourite sayings. Linda reminds him a bit of his mum, which makes Arlo both happy and sad at the same time. Because his mum is dead and she’s never coming back. Not ever.

The lady now standing in front of him doesn’t look like Linda or his mum. She is much younger than both of them and has very long, blonde hair.

‘It’s a good bowling green, isn’t it?’ she says. ‘What a pity nobody is playing today.’

Arlo nods. Nodding isn’t talking. He starts to walk again, and the lady walks alongside him. Arlo isn’t sure what to think about this.

Sometimes people pretend to be nice and kind, but actually they’re not. You have to be careful, Arlo. Really careful.

Arlo thinks the lady is friendly, but he doesn’t know for sure. Then he remembers something he’s heard his dad say to people when he’s in a rush.

‘Well, it was lovely to meet you, but I must be off now,’ he says, with a lot more confidence than he feels, and hurries off in the other direction.

It’s a big park, this one. There’s the bowling green and the children’s playground, the café and the lake. But if he keeps on walking he will come to the woods. He’s never walked in the woods on his own before, but he knows exactly where to go. It’s such a lovely day, and if there’s no bowling to watch, he might as well see if he can find some bluebells.

When Arlo reaches the right place, he is pleased to see that the bluebells are just starting to bloom. In another week, their buds will open fully and this whole area will be covered in the most beautiful violet-blue. He takes his phone out of his pocket and snaps a picture of the ground to send to his sister. Next week, they’ll come back here together. Their annual bluebell pilgrimage, they call it.

Just then, Arlo hears a soft swishing noise, followed by the snapping of a twig. He spins round and comes face to face with the lady from the bowling green.

‘Hello again,’ she says. ‘Are you taking pictures of the bluebells?’

Arlo nods. ‘You’re allowed to take pictures but you can’t pick them.’

‘Really?’ she says. ‘Why’s that then?’

Arlo frowns. ‘Because they’re …’ He struggles to remember the phrase, but then it comes to him. ‘They’re a protected species.’

‘Oh yeah?’

Arlo flinches. That was a man’s voice. There is a man here, too, over there by the tree. A man with a woollen hat and staring eyes. Arlo is horrified to see him bend down and yank one of the tender young bluebells right out of the ground and toss it aside as if it’s a piece of rubbish. He’s frightened, too, because now the man is coming towards him and he doesn’t look friendly. He doesn’t look friendly at all.

Arlo’s heart begins to race. He should get away from these two as fast as he can. But now the lady has moved very close to him, so close that her shoulder is touching his shoulder. And now the man is on his other side, and his shoulder is touching Arlo’s other shoulder, and before Arlo knows what’s happening, the two of them are steering him further and further from the path and into the woods.

Don’t let anyone push you about, Arlo. It’s nice to be gentle and you must never deliberately hurt anyone, but if someone tries to hurt you first, it’s okay to fight back.

But it’s too late. Arlo can’t fight back. The man has just pulled out a knife.




TWO YEARS LATER
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Storm

Storm hadn’t planned to visit the library today, but the imminent anniversary of her brother’s death loomed large. She needed to wander in a familiar place of refuge. To disappear into the comfort of words.

The library was quiet for a school holiday, with only the gentlest hum of distant whispers. The spring sunshine filtered in through the massive arched window, and Storm felt the weight in her chest easing as she browsed the shelves. She didn’t have a particular book in mind; that wasn’t how these trips worked. It was all about the ritual. Running her fingers over the spines, letting her eyes drift over titles, waiting for one to catch her attention. She wasn’t looking to think deeply or grapple with complex plots. Today, she just needed an escape – something light, something far from reality.

As her fingers closed over the spine of an Ann Patchett novel, she caught a flicker of movement at the edge of her vision. She turned, her gaze travelling to the far end of the row, where a man stood, his back partially turned to her. Her instinct sharpened. His posture was odd – rigid, yet deliberate, as though he was pretending to browse but wasn’t truly interested in the books. He held a phone in his hand, tilted slightly in her direction.

Anxiety inflated inside her chest like a balloon. Storm’s fingers curled tighter around the book, her pulse quickening. He was probably just checking his messages. But the longer she watched from the corner of her eye, the more certain she became that his focus was on her.

Her stomach twisted with nausea and her legs felt suddenly weak. It was just like before, on the train. Was it the same man? She couldn’t be sure. The man on the train had been wearing a hoodie. She turned away, hoping to convince herself it was nothing more than a reflection of her frayed nerves. Not everyone is out to get you, Storm. That’s what her counsellor would say. When something bad has happened to someone we know, it’s easy to assume it could happen to us, too.

She glanced back, careful to appear casual. This time, there was no doubt. His phone was lifted higher, the camera lens pointed directly at her.

Storm took a deep breath and shifted slightly, pretending to study the book in her hand, her eyes flickering towards the nearest exit. The man hadn’t moved, and nor had his phone.

Do something, her mind screamed. But her body felt frozen, legs glued to the spot. Arlo’s face flashed into her mind – his wide, innocent eyes. It might have been a random attack, but whoever killed him was still out there somewhere. The world was a dangerous place. You only had to read the news to know that. And this wasn’t the first time she’d felt under threat. As if someone was watching her. Waiting for the right moment to strike.

She shook the thought away and forced herself to act, stepping back from the shelves with deliberate slowness. She headed towards the end of the row, determined not to show any sign of panic. She was in a public place. A library. Nothing could happen to her here. Could it?

As she turned the corner, she nearly bumped into one of the librarians, who looked up from her cart of books, her soft, lined face breaking into a smile.

‘Found what you’re looking for?’ she said.

Storm opened her mouth to respond, but the words lodged in her throat. She glanced back towards the aisle she had just come from. The man was still there. He’d already put his phone in his pocket and was pretending to read a book. If this woman marched over there to talk to him, he’d deny it. Of course he would.

‘Are you all right, dear?’ The librarian’s brow furrowed with concern.

‘Yes, thank you. I’m fine.’ She beckoned the woman away so the man couldn’t see them and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘Actually, no. I’m not. That man’s been taking photos of me.’

The librarian’s face darkened. ‘Are you sure? Would you like me to speak to him?’

Storm shook her head. ‘No, he’ll leave if he thinks we’re on to him. I’m going to call the police. This has happened before.’

‘What do you mean?’

Storm sighed. ‘It’s a long story, but I think I’m being followed.’ She opened her bag and took out the card her family liaison officer had given her after Arlo was killed. She never left home without it.

The librarian looked worried. ‘I think I’d better inform the manager. Do you want to come with me to the desk?’

‘Yes, yes please.’

Half an hour later, Storm wanted the ground to swallow her up.

PC Cannon handed the phone back to the man, who was shaking his head in disbelief. ‘I’m sorry for the misunderstanding, sir,’ she said.

‘So this is what it’s come to, eh? Can’t even take a selfie without someone accusing you of being a pervert.’

Storm’s cheeks reddened. Turned out he was a book blogger, taking pictures for his Instagram account. That’s why he’d been holding his phone at a strange angle. He’d been trying to get the impressive window in as background. The photos were all there to prove it and not one of them was of her.

Storm apologized, again, but nothing she could say would make this poor man feel any better. He gathered up his things and left quickly, shaking his head as he went.

PC Cannon turned to face her. ‘Ms Griffin,’ she said gently. ‘Storm. We want you to feel safe, we really do, but …’ She took a deep breath, not finishing the sentence.

Storm looked down at her feet. She guessed what PC Cannon was thinking because this wasn’t the first time she’d called the police for what turned out to be a false alarm. She knew she must be getting a reputation as the girl who cried wolf.

There was that week last year when she’d felt sure she was being followed every time she walked home from work. It’s why she’d started taking the car each day, even though she used to enjoy the walk.

‘Unless you’re actually being harassed by this person, there’s not a great deal we can do,’ the police had said. ‘What makes you so sure they’re following you and not just walking in the same direction?’

‘I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I have.’

But feelings weren’t enough where the police were concerned. They needed evidence, and she didn’t have any. She was being followed, though. She was sure of it. Then all of a sudden, it just stopped.

There’d been other incidents, too, where she’d felt threatened in some way. People acting suspiciously around her. Like the man who always seemed to be hanging around the swimming pool car park every time she came out from her Tuesday-night swim. She always called the police, because that was the right thing to do, wasn’t it? If, two years ago, someone had taken the time to report a young, vulnerable man being followed into the woods, then maybe, just maybe, her brother would still be alive.

How was she to know the man in the car park was waiting for his daughter? If he’d stayed in his car like any normal person would have done, he wouldn’t have aroused her suspicions in the first place.

PC Cannon smiled kindly at her. ‘May I make a suggestion? Why don’t you take yourself off home and settle down in front of a nice, feel-good film?’

The librarian gestured to the book Storm still clutched in her hands. ‘Or read the Ann Patchett,’ she said. ‘That’s her best one, in my opinion.’

Storm nodded miserably and hurried away, desperate to get out of the library and away from their sympathetic faces. Away from their pity. She could only imagine what they said about her at the police station.

But it wasn’t just her own safety Storm feared. Once, when she was returning home from a night out, she’d seen a woman being bundled into a car against her will. Storm had memorized the number plate and reported it to the police, but when they checked, there was no record of the number plate – she must have taken it down wrong – and, frustratingly, she had no idea what type of car it was. With no other witnesses, there was very little they could do.

Storm still worried about that woman sometimes. Still saw the look of panic on her face as she was pushed inside the car. Still saw the man’s meaty fist wound tightly into her hair.
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Storm

It was Sunday. A running day. Storm still felt embarrassed about the incident at the library on Friday. Tomorrow, she would be back at work with a crammed inbox and a punishing schedule of teaching commitments. Hopefully, a good long run would help shift her focus.

Straight ahead of her were the open gates of the recreation ground. Storm slowed her pace. She might have been running here every Sunday for a month now, but she still had to brace herself to enter. For most of the last two years, this place had been strictly out of bounds, forever tainted by her brother’s murder.

Up until recently, she had seen no good reason to ever go back, not when there were five other parks in Tunbridge Wells to choose from. Not that she’d set foot in any of them either. She’d told herself that if something so shockingly violent could happen in one park, in broad daylight, then it could happen in any park. It had been far safer to stick to the pavements, even if that meant continually dodging oncoming pedestrians, or buggies, or other runners.

But five weeks ago, something had changed and she’d asked herself the question: was this really who she was now – a woman too scared to go into a park? So here she was, almost at the gates, determined to keep making herself go in, because it wasn’t just Arlo’s life that had been so cruelly taken away, it was hers, too. She’d been living in the shadows all this time. A frightened little mouse, expecting the worst whenever she ventured out. She wouldn’t let herself be afraid of a park.

Except this wasn’t any old park. It was the park where Arlo had been stabbed to death. Her precious brother. The sweetest, kindest man she’d ever known.

But it was also their park. Their special place.

She gazed at the expanse of green beyond the gates and thought of all the happy times she and Arlo had spent there in the past. Playing on the swings and slide when they were children, and fishing for tiddlers in the lake. As they grew older, there’d been long walks – just the two of them, whatever the weather, Arlo chatting away nineteen to the dozen – and picnics on the grass. So many picnics. Memories she would cherish for ever.

Storm’s parents always used to say that she was just like her name. Wild and fierce. A force to be reckoned with. As she grew up, she wondered whether her unusual name had somehow affected her personality, imbued her with characteristics she would never have developed had she been called something softer and gentler, like Sophie, for instance, or Alice.

It’s more likely, of course, that it was the way she’d been brought up. They’d never mollycoddled her, and when Arlo was born and needed so much extra care and attention, Storm had felt instinctively that it was up to her, as his older sister, to look after him. Then, when her mother became ill, and all through her long struggle with cancer, Storm had taken on part of the mothering role, too. She had done everything in her power to protect her younger brother.

But she couldn’t protect him. Not in the end. She couldn’t be there with him every hour of every day. He’d needed his independence just as she’d needed hers.

And now he was gone. And part of Storm had gone, too. The stubborn part that refused to be scared of running alone in empty spaces. The part that took risks and wouldn’t compromise.

Now, finally, it was coming back, and resuming her beloved woodland run was part of the healing process. After all, it wasn’t places that were evil, it was people. And after two years, it really was time to face her fears. In any case, she never ventured too far, certainly nowhere near the spot where it had happened, and as usual for a Sunday morning, there were enough people around to make her feel safe. A handful of dog-walkers and some other runners. Men, mostly, oblivious to the world with their ear buds in. Imagine the freedom!

Church bells began to ring somewhere in the distance – an inviting, joyful sound that lifted her spirits and gave her the extra push she needed. Go on, they seemed to be saying. Go on!

A woman in Lycra zipped past her and through the gates. A flash of purple and pink. Without another thought, Storm followed her in, her breath condensing in the chilly air as she exhaled. Now that she was through the gates, the tension in her body shifted slightly. Like most things she dreaded – driving on motorways at night, air travel – the anticipation was often far worse than the thing itself.

She followed the exact same route she’d adopted on each of the last four Sundays, sticking to the path that wound past the playground and bowling green first, then taking the track that skirted the outer perimeter of the wooded area, enjoying the scratchy, crunchy feel of it underfoot, and the shafts of sunlight that streamed through the canopy of leaves overhead. With any luck this cold spell they’d been having would soon end. She couldn’t wait for warmer days.

As she ran past the tall, slender alders and shimmering silver birches, a surge of energy and determination rushed through her like a drug. She was in the zone at last, where running felt effortless, as if she could keep going for miles and miles without getting tired or out of breath. That magical place where the only thing she was fully aware of was the sensation of her feet striking the ground and the wind on her cheeks and the back of her neck.

This was the miracle of running, calming her mind and putting everything into perspective. Sifting and sorting the stress and pain and sheer, unadulterated grief she’d undergone and somehow finding a place for it all to sit in her mind without destroying her completely.

Fully in the rhythm now, her mind chatter stilled and her feet took control. She’d almost reached the limits of her new route and promised herself that in just a few more weeks she’d be ready to go even further. It was madness to let fear shrink her world. Perhaps it was, after all, her hypervigilance that was to blame for her problems, keeping her in a state of continual alert, exhausting her to such an extent she saw danger at every turn. It didn’t matter how many times people had suggested that to her in the past; until now, she’d never believed it. Never allowed herself to.

The unfortunate scene in the library had been a wake-up call. She needed to let go of what-ifs, to stop imagining the worst all the time and start living again.

She ran on, enjoying every second of this new-found lease of life, oblivious to everything except the fluid motion of her body. She felt like one of those preternatural creatures in a fantasy film, capable of moving at extreme speeds. It was the most powerful she’d felt in ages, possibly ever.

A shout from the trees jerked her back to reality. All feelings of invincibility vanished in a flash and she slowed down into a jog, panting hard, uneasily aware of quite how far she’d come.

She was also completely alone. The woman in Lycra had left her far behind.

An altercation of some kind was happening, somewhere off to her right. Her pace faltered and a cold, paralysing dread washed through her as angry male voices sliced through the air. How foolish she’d been to think the threat was gone. She wasn’t safe. Never had been. Something bad was about to happen. Again. She felt it, deep in her marrow, felt it with an intensity that nauseated her.

Keep running, said the voice inside her head. Keep running. But it was as if all the blood had drained from her body. She slowed to a stop, hanging over her legs, her breathing ragged.

When she looked up she saw movement in the spaces between the trees and bushes. Two figures. A small flash of silver reached her eyes. The sun reflecting through the leaves, perhaps? But then she registered what it was. Storm cringed in terror. She wasn’t imagining the worst now. That was a knife. No! It couldn’t be. Not here. Not again.

She had to get help. Call the police.

But as the figures thrashed through the undergrowth, coming ever closer, she felt weak. Light-headed. She couldn’t move.

She tried in vain to wrench her eyes away from the scene playing out in front of her, but all she could do was watch in dumb horror, an appalled and unwilling spectator, as a man in a hoodie thrust the blade deep into the other man’s chest. He yanked the knife out, staggering back as he did so, but in a matter of seconds he’d regained his balance and lunged forwards, thrusting the blade in again. And again. Not just in the chest this time, but in the belly and thigh, too.

Blood seeped into the victim’s jumper and the top of his jeans – three deep crimson stains blooming outwards till they converged. The injured man lurched backwards and crumpled on to the ground.

Storm’s lungs tightened with panic. Her breath came in gasps and her whole body began to shake. She shrank back behind the trunk of a tree, but it was too late. The hooded man with the knife turned his head slowly in her direction and, for one terrifying, heart-stopping moment, his eyes locked on to hers. Glowering eyes. Black and hard.

It was now or never. She had to move. The man on the ground was dying. He needed help right now or there was no way he’d survive. For all she knew, he was already dead. But if she stayed where she was for one second longer, if she even attempted to use her phone to call for help, God only knew what would happen to her. The attacker had her in his sights now. He strode towards her, grim-faced, the knife still in his gloved hand, splatters of blood darkening the wool.

Storm’s eyes flicked to the blade, but she couldn’t let her gaze linger on its sharp, bloodstained edge. Too terrified to meet his eyes again, her focus moved to an irregular-shaped hole in the grey woollen glove between his thumb and his forefinger, the white of his hand gleaming through.

Something fired up in her brain and took over. Animal terror. A primitive instinct to flee. She turned on her heels and began to run. Faster than she’d ever run before.
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Storm

Adrenalin flooded her bloodstream as she hurled herself into a sprint. Her feet flew over the stones and twigs and gnarled roots. Trees whizzed past in her peripheral vision as she pushed herself harder and faster, her lungs straining.

This kind of running was on a whole different level. There was no lightness of foot now. No exhilaration. All she could think of was that knife, and the look in the man’s eyes as he came towards her. She was a witness to what was surely going to turn out to be a fatal stabbing. Another one. Her heart lurched. Why in God’s name had she come back?

For one terrifying moment, she stumbled on a piece of uneven ground and almost fell. Sheer willpower enabled her to keep her balance, to compensate for the misstep by twisting her torso. Her calves burned. Only fear drove her now. Fear for that young man bleeding out on the ground. Fear for herself, too. The man in the library might have been innocent, but this one wasn’t. The only advantage she had over him right now was speed, and she couldn’t afford to let up. Not for a single second.

Just then, a woman with a dog appeared further up the track. ‘Turn around!’ Storm wanted to yell at the top of her voice. ‘Get away from here as fast as you can,’ but it was like one of those nightmares she had when she couldn’t make a sound, no matter how much she wanted to. She had no breath to spare. For all she knew the man with the knife was right behind her. She couldn’t hear anything over the blood roaring in her ears and the pounding of her feet on the gravel.

As she drew closer to the woman, Storm shot her a panicked look. She managed to blurt out the words ‘man’ and ‘knife’ and carried on running. The woman hadn’t seen what Storm had seen. It was Storm he was coming after. Not her. But she’d tried to warn her even so.

The café appeared like a mirage as she rounded the next bend. She veered off the track and bolted across the grass, not daring to allow herself even the slightest turn of the head. She couldn’t stop now. She was too exposed out here. The other runners she’d seen earlier were nowhere to be seen.

Every single muscle in her body was complaining, but still she ran. All the way to the café. She pushed open the door and collapsed over one of the tables, sweat pouring down her forehead and back. Salt and pepper pots skidded off the table and on to the floor, and customers enjoying a quiet cup of tea or coffee, or an early Sunday-morning breakfast, looked up in astonishment and concern.

‘Man. Stabbed. In the woods.’ She struggled to regain her breath, to string a coherent sentence together. A collective gasp went up around her. People got up to look out of the window, pulling phones from their pockets and bags. ‘Police. Ambulance. Quick.’

Everyone was talking to her at once. Crowding round, asking questions.

‘Who’s been stabbed? Where?’

‘Oh my God! That’s shocking!’

‘Did you see who did it?’

A man with an apron tied round his waist emerged from behind the counter, frowning at the commotion. Frowning at Storm.

Someone guided her down into a chair and a glass of water was placed on the table in front of her. For a moment, she thought she might throw up. But a kind woman began to rub the space between her shoulders, and the gentle circular motion calmed her enough that she could take a sip of water and tell them what had happened.

Two of the serving assistants and a couple of customers grabbed a load of napkins and tea-towels and a couple of those big catering rolls of blue paper and ran outside in the direction of the woods. The owner, or manager, of the café was talking on his phone, repeating the name of the park. He walked over to the window when he’d finished and peered out. ‘What are the chances of something like this happening again?’ His voice was low. Incredulous.

‘What do you mean?’ someone said.

Someone else answered for him. ‘A lad with learning disabilities a couple of years ago. Got stabbed to death.’

Storm clamped her hand over her mouth and tried to quell a fresh wave of nausea.

The manager’s phone rang. She watched him stab at it with his finger and lift it to his ear.

Storm held her breath. ‘Please God, let them have found him,’ she said, her voice little more than a whisper. Not that a couple of tea-towels and some kitchen roll would be enough to stem the flow of blood, but at least they could exert some pressure on his wounds and be there with him, talk to him until the paramedics arrived. That’s if he was still alive.

‘Kev, you found him yet?’

His eyebrows lowered and Storm’s chest caved in. He was talking directly to her now, a strange expression on his face. ‘They’re looking where you said, love, but they can’t find anyone.’

Storm stared at him in disbelief. Why hadn’t they found him? She’d told them exactly where to go. Why hadn’t they listened? More to the point, why hadn’t she gone with them? What was she thinking, sitting around here drinking water when she could have been taking them straight there?

Because she could barely stand up, that’s why! Because she’d practically passed out in here. Why was she being so hard on herself? She’d just witnessed a man being stabbed, over and over again. Same park. Same crime. Was it any wonder she couldn’t think straight?

Time slowed. Then all of a sudden it moved full pelt. A police car screeched to a halt outside. Somewhere in the distance Storm heard an ambulance. Thank God! Maybe there was still time to save him.

She led the police to where the stabbing had taken place, a new surge of energy and purpose propelling her forwards. But as she drew closer to where it had happened, everything started to feel muted and unreal, as if she were watching the scene unfold behind glass.

She wasn’t part of this. Couldn’t be.

She scanned the ground, dread curdling in her stomach. Any second now she’d see him – the man, wounded, collapsed, maybe already dead. But the longer she looked, the more confused she became. Her chest tightened. Where was he? This was the exact spot. She was sure of it.

So why wasn’t he here? Her mind scrambled for an explanation. Had she made a mistake? She blinked and tried to reorient herself. No. This was it. This was definitely the same place. The tree she’d hidden behind, the path – all of it matched.

But there was no sign of the stabbed man or his attacker. No trace of what had happened here not more than a quarter of an hour ago. No body. No knife.

No blood.

‘I … I don’t understand. It was here. Right here.’

The two police officers walked slowly around the area she’d shown them. A couple of times they crouched down and seemed to examine something on the ground, but then they stood up again and shook their heads. One of them was now communicating something on his police radio. Storm heard a slight crackling noise and a distant, tinny voice.

A small crowd of onlookers had gathered on the track, most of them from the café, but a few had just turned up, no doubt intrigued by the police presence.

One of the police officers beckoned Storm over. ‘We’ll need to take a full statement,’ she said. ‘It’s likely you witnessed a fight. Perhaps it wasn’t as serious an injury as you thought.’

‘It was a serious injury. No one could walk away after an attack like that. It was …’ Storm’s eyes blurred with tears as she remembered how frenzied it was and how many times the knife had gone in. She pictured that poor man, crumpling in on himself.

The police officer nodded. ‘If this person was stabbed and somehow ran off, then chances are they’ll end up in A&E. We’ll ring the local hospital and find out. Try not to worry. You’d be surprised how many people recover from what look like really serious stab wounds. In the meantime, we’ve got extra officers on the way to search the area and talk to other park users, see if anyone else saw anything.’

She took out a tablet and started tapping away on the screen. ‘Can you give me your full name and address, please?’

‘Storm Griffin. Flat 8, Armitage House, Queens—’

But before she’d even finished giving her the address, Storm saw the look that passed between the two officers, and she knew they didn’t believe her.

They never did.




4

Storm

Police Constables Bryce and Seddon drove Storm home. Or rather, PC Seddon drove while PC Bryce tapped away infuriatingly on her tablet. Storm wanted to lean over her shoulder to see what she was writing, but that would mean unclipping her seatbelt, and that was never going to be a good move in a police car.

PC Bryce turned round to look at her as they pulled up outside Armitage House.

‘Is there anyone we can call to be with you?’

To Storm’s thirty-nine-year-old eyes, Bryce looked fresh out of school. Her voice was gentle and kind, but had probably been cultivated during role-play exercises at police training college. They thought she was having some kind of breakdown, that she was hallucinating or something. That much had been obvious as soon as they realized who she was.

‘No, I just want you to take me seriously for once. To listen to me.’ Tears welled in her eyes, but Storm forced them back. It didn’t help that the woman with the dog she’d almost careered into had told them that no one was following her.

‘I know what I saw,’ she said. Her voice sounded petulant. Childish. She wanted to say it again, but it was too late.

PC Seddon shifted position in his seat so that he, too, was looking at her. ‘We take all reports of crime seriously, Storm. Every time you’ve called us about something in the past, we’ve always looked into it, haven’t we?’ He gave her a pointed look, as if to emphasize how many of those times there had been.

‘We’ve taken a detailed statement from you,’ PC Seddon said to her now. ‘And we’ve spoken to other park users. But with no victim and no attacker …’ He paused. ‘And with no other witnesses and no actual evidence that a crime has taken place, we don’t really have much to go on.’

Storm pressed her lips together. However much she tried to convince them that what she’d seen was real and not some figment of her imagination, the more adamant they were that her mind had somehow magnified a fight between two men into a replay of what had happened to her brother.

Why was it so hard for them to believe that someone else had been stabbed?

‘Rest assured,’ Seddon continued, ‘we’ve got officers searching the rest of the recreation ground right now. If anyone is injured, we’ll find them.’

Storm’s jaw hardened at the use of the word ‘if’.

‘It must be a very difficult time for you, what with the anniversary of Arlo’s death coming up in a couple of weeks.’ Seddon waited a beat. ‘Will your boyfriend be at home? Callum, isn’t it?’

For a moment, Storm thought about lying – she didn’t want these two knowing her private business – but in the end she told them the truth. ‘We’re not together any more.’

Storm noticed the way Seddon’s eyes flicked towards his colleague’s and wanted to scream in frustration. Did they think she couldn’t see them?

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Seddon said. ‘Would you like us to come in with you? Make you a cup of tea or something?’

Jesus Christ! Did they really think a cup of tea was going to make any of this better? Storm clenched her fists into her lap and forced a polite response. ‘No. No, thank you.’

As she stepped out of the car, she automatically scanned the pavement in both directions, aware of Bryce watching her from the passenger-side window, her lips moving behind the glass. She could only guess what the two of them were saying about her. Poor woman, she’s never been the same since her brother died. She needs psychiatric help. And now the boyfriend’s gone, too.

But damn it, if they weren’t going to take her seriously, then she had to look out for herself, make sure he wasn’t out there somewhere. The man with the knife. Watching her. Following her. Finding out where she lived. Because sooner or later his poor victim would be found – dead or grievously injured – and she would be called as a witness.

Her mind flashed back to that terrible moment when he’d first seen her. That predatory look in his eyes. As if he wanted Storm to be his next victim.

Without bothering to look back at the police, Storm fished her fob key out of her pocket and ran up the five stone steps leading to the main door. The tension she’d been holding in her body came out only when she was upstairs in her own flat, the door safely locked behind her. A wave of utter exhaustion crashed over her and it was as much as she could do to strip off her sweaty running clothes, now sticking to her clammy skin, and step into the shower.

It wasn’t until hot water drummed down on her head that the tears finally came. Tears for Arlo, again. Tears for today’s victim, stabbed in the same callous, brutal way. And tears for herself, because not being believed was the worst feeling in the world.

‘Our minds can be very cruel sometimes, stirring up images we don’t want to see.’

It was later in the evening, and Storm was nursing a glass of brandy and talking with her father on the phone. She hadn’t wanted to call him while he was on holiday, didn’t want to worry him. He’d been through the mill, just like she had. Losing his wife after her long battle with breast cancer ten years ago, and then, eight years after that, losing Arlo, too. This was the first holiday he’d taken in years: a trip to South Africa to spend time with a cousin. He was still working more or less full time as a barrister, but he was in his seventies now, and getting frailer. He really needed this break. But then he had called her and it was impossible to keep it to herself.

‘I know all that, Dad, but this was real.’

‘That’s the thing, sweetheart, sometimes it does feel real. I’ve never told you this, Storm, but I’ve experienced a couple of those flashbacks myself.’

Storm closed her eyes and let out a sigh. Her father was the one person in the world she’d thought she could rely on, and yet even he thought she was losing it.

‘And so have I, frequently, but trust me, Dad, I know the difference between that kind of thing and what happened today. A man was stabbed. I saw the knife going in. I saw it!’

‘Why didn’t you tell me you’d started running there again?’ Storm detected an undertone of exasperation in his voice. ‘I was going to suggest we went back there together. You and me. I’ll be home the day before … the day before the anniversary.’

She heard his heavy sigh. ‘But the fact that you’ve been brave enough to go back on your own is a good thing. A positive thing. You’ve been too fearful for too long.’ He paused. ‘What happened to Arlo was horrendous, and we’ll never forget it – we’ll never forget him – but life is for living, Storm. Your mother would have said the same thing if she was still with us.’

Storm nodded, sadly. Much as she missed her mother, it was a blessing that she hadn’t been alive when Arlo was killed.

Her dad carried on talking. ‘If, as you say, someone was stabbed that badly, sooner or later they’ll be found.’

Storm bit her tongue. The word ‘if’ said it all, but she was too tired to argue. In any case, there was absolutely nothing he could do from South Africa.

‘Tell you what,’ she said, suddenly anxious to get off the phone and resorting to the one thing she knew he’d want to hear. ‘I’ll call Sara Paling tomorrow and make another appointment.’

She could almost hear his relief coming down the line towards her. A huge, warm gust of it. Sara Paling was the grief counsellor they’d both seen after her mother’s death and then, tragically, after Arlo’s. Storm still saw her from time to time, but hadn’t for ages now.

‘That’s a really good idea, darling,’ he said.

They said their goodbyes and Storm ended the call.

It felt bad, lying to her father, because she had absolutely no intention of phoning Sara Paling. It wasn’t counselling she needed now. She didn’t need to talk through her feelings. She needed someone to take her concerns seriously.

The threat was real. She hadn’t been imagining it at all. She never had.




5

Lena

Lena Murdoch walked back and forth in her living room, flapping her hands in the air in front of her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d painted her nails. It must have been years ago. As she passed in front of her large bay window for what must have been the fourth time, she spotted a police car drawing up outside and paused to watch. Her flat was on the second floor, which hopefully meant she couldn’t be seen peering down at the street like a nosy neighbour.

No. Not nosy, she thought. Curious. There was a difference. Plus, the surreptitious observing of people and their comings and goings was her stock-in-trade. At least, it had been until a few months ago. Once a cop, always a cop. Wasn’t that what they said?

She recognized the person climbing out of the back of the car dressed in her running gear straight away. It was her neighbour from the floor below. Storm Griffin. The woman whose door she had knocked on when she’d stupidly locked herself out of her flat about a week after moving in. The woman who’d let her use her phone to call a locksmith and made her a cup of tea while they were waiting for him to arrive.

Lena stepped a little closer to the window. Her neighbour looked agitated. Almost tearful. She watched her scurry towards the front door, a haunted look in her eyes. As the police car drove away, Lena heard Storm’s feet thundering up the stairs and thought about going down to see her, to check if she was okay. Perhaps they’d finally got someone for her brother’s murder.

Lena only knew about Arlo because she’d commented on his photo while drinking her tea. ‘What a happy-looking young man,’ she’d said, and Storm had immediately begun to tell her about the brother she adored, how kind he was, how gentle. How he might have been thirty-four but inside he was still like an eight-year-old boy. Then her eyes had burned with anger and grief. ‘He was murdered two years ago,’ she’d said. ‘Stabbed to death over a twenty-pound note and a crappy old phone.’ Lena had expressed her sympathy and shock, though in truth, nothing much shocked her any more. Seventeen years in the Met, almost eight of them working undercover, had seen to that.

If she went down now, Storm might think she was being intrusive. It wasn’t as if the two of them were friends. They greeted each other in the hallway or on the staircase if they bumped into each other, but that was as far as it went. Lena felt a twinge of regret that she hadn’t capitalized on that first connection and asked Storm up for a coffee before now.

She made up her mind to do just that the next time she saw her. It was so hard making friends, and
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