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When a body is found in the grounds of a prestigious Wiltshire private school, DI Gillian Marsh takes on the case. The young groundsman, Bradley Watson, has been shot dead, pierced through the heart with an arrow.

As the investigation gathers pace, DI Marsh is frustrated to find the Whalehurst staff and students united in silence. This scandal must not taint their reputation. But when Gillian discovers pictures of missing Whalehurst pupil, fifteen-year-old Rachel Snyder, on Bradley’s dead body – photos taken on the night she disappeared, and he was murdered - the link between the two is undeniable.

But what is Whalehurst refusing to reveal? And does Gillian have what it takes to bring about justice?




PART ONE

Ring-a-ring o’ roses




Chapter One

Sarah Snyder was waiting in her car. She tapped her blue fingernails in close proximity to the horn, but she held back from sounding it. To kill time, she checked her lipstick in the rear-view mirror and rubbed her front teeth to remove a red smudge. She turned on the radio only to hear the part of the news she wasn’t interested in: sport, followed by the weather. She was restless but she was pleased: Rachel was taking her sweet time.

Rachel was chatting to her friends – Rhiannon and a couple of other girls. Only once did she steal a glance in the direction of her mother’s car – just to check Sarah was there, waiting. Reassured, she turned back to her chums and whispered something into Rhiannon’s ear. Whatever she said, it made Rhiannon laugh.

Rachel laughed too. It was an immeasurable relief to see her child happy, having a conversation with other people, and laughing. She was laughing! Sarah was so relieved she wanted to cry.

Only three days ago the picture had been very different. Head down, eyes boring a hole in the ground, Rachel would clutch her bag to her chest and run for the car as if the hounds of hell were after her. She would slump in her seat and mutter under her breath, Drive, Mum, just drive, and not speak for the rest of the day. She would lock herself in her room and brood.

Sarah winced at the memory and pushed it out of her mind. She waited and counted her blessings, of which there were many. She decided she would cancel the GP appointment. There was nothing wrong with Rachel, just the usual growing pains of puberty.

At last Rachel parted company with her friends, waved to someone hidden inside the school, and headed for the car. Her face, still beaming and full of bounce, appeared in the wound-down window.

‘Hi, Mum.’

‘I take it you had a good day?’ Sarah pulled her sunglasses to the tip of her nose and produced an expectant grin.

Rachel made a non-committal noise. She pecked her mother on the cheek and slid into the passenger seat. She was still smiling, addressing her smile to the windscreen and to the view of the tarmac in front of the car, but that was enough for her mother to flick her sunglasses up her nose and start the engine.

‘That good!’

The front right wheel stumbled over the kerb while the rear one rubbed against it as the car lurched sharply across the road to join the line of traffic leaving the school. Were it not a big and sturdy four-wheel-drive, it would have been written off a long time ago. Sarah did not treat it well. She used it more like a bulldozer than a means of transportation.

Accustomed to her mother’s driving antics, Rachel didn’t as much as blink. She bent forward in her seat and began tampering with the radio in search of a music channel. She tuned into the charts – Ed Sheeran was at number six.

Sarah decided to talk over Ed Sheeran. ‘We can go shopping if you like.’

‘Are you feeling generous?’ Rachel was saving every penny for the Jerusalem trip in the summer.

‘I might be.’

‘OK. If you insist.’

‘Cheeky beggar!’

Rachel sat back and relaxed her shoulders. She rolled her head to the right and, again, she smiled, ‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘Retail therapy is what we both need.’ Her mother peered at her in that heart-melting way of hers. She leaned forward to pat Rachel’s knee. ‘That’s my girl . . .’

With her eyes on Rachel and only one hand on the steering wheel, she was all over the road. The car veered in and out of the oncoming traffic. A white van sounded its horn, emitting an angry warning shot.

‘Mum, watch where you’re going!’

Sarah swiftly recovered control of the car and neatly swerved back to her own side of the road. She glared in the rear-view mirror, shooting daggers in the direction of the white van driver. ‘There should be fines for road rage, and three points on their licence.’

‘It was entirely your fault.’

‘Whose side are you on?’ Sarah mimicked a hurt look. ‘Anyway, let’s not split hairs. I’m so glad to have you back.’

‘Back? I haven’t gone anywhere.’

‘Oh, but you have! There was a time when I thought we’d lost you. Dad and I –’ An anxious sigh trembled in her throat. ‘It was as if this stranger had moved in with us. We didn’t know what to make of you. It was that boy, wasn’t it? Did the two of you –’

‘Mum, stop prying.’

‘So it was him?’

‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Well, whatever it was, I’m glad it’s behind us.’

‘It was nothing,’ Rachel muttered.

‘I guess it was. But you pushed us to the limit. We didn’t know what to do. I mean, how do you deal with teenage angst?’

‘I don’t know.’

It was true. Whatever it was it had consumed Rachel. She hadn’t known what to do either. A heavy and malignant weight had crushed her chest, preventing her from breathing. It had nearly killed her. But it was over now – she had put it behind her.

Her mother punched the horn and held her hand down, piercing the air with sharp decibels. ‘Look where you’re going, arsehole!’ she screamed at the car that had zoomed from a side road and cut in front of them.

‘Didn’t you mention fines for road rage?’ Rachel enquired with a wry smile.

‘Idiot!’ Sarah dispatched a final, curt bark to the offending driver in front.

‘And three points on the licence?’

‘I had every intention of letting him in. If only he’d waited his turn. All it takes is a bit of patience and common courtesy.’

All it had taken Rachel was a deep breath and the press of a button: DELETE. Three days ago, finally, Rachel had erased all her online profiles. And once they were gone, it had stopped. The weight had lifted from her chest. Give or take another few days and she would convince herself that it had never happened.

‘I’m exhausted!’ Sarah puffed out her cheeks to illustrate the extent of her exhaustion. ‘Shopping does it to me. It’s all about the choices I can never make . . . Give me hard labour any day.’

They were queuing at the counter in Costa.

‘You didn’t have to make any choices,’ Rachel pointed out. She was the one laden with shopping bags.

‘I was supervising your choices – that does it to me. I’m still unsure about those hot pants. I could see your bum cheeks when you bent down.’

‘Josh’ll like them –’ Rachel spoke without thinking. She bit her tongue, but it was too late to stop her mother. She was going to have a field day with that nugget.

And she did. ‘So you are still together?’

‘On and off.’

‘How can you be on-and-off serious about a boy?’

‘I didn’t say I was serious, did I?’

‘You brought him home to meet us. That used to be considered serious when I was young. I didn’t bring your dad home until after –’ Sarah screwed up her face in comic dismay and waved her hand over her lips.

‘After what?’ Rachel twisted the knife in her mother’s deeply compromised propriety.

Sarah was saved by the barista. ‘What can I get you, ma’am?’

Her mother was lapping the cream off her skinny caramel latte deluxe. God alone knew why she would have it skinny while at the same time demanding all that extra cream and swirls of caramel. Not to mention the flapjack. That was apparently a healthy option, with its fibre-rich oats and dried fruits. According to the gospel of Mother. She swore by its benefits, though none of them were apparent to the naked eye because, in her own words, Sarah Snyder was on the cuddly side. Rachel had inherited her mother’s curves, but had lost most of them in the last two months. She was now working on reinstating them by indulging in a Crunchie milkshake. Josh liked her with a bit of meat on the bone, which was a phrase Rachel had borrowed from her father. He liked her mother the same way.

Rachel hoovered the depths of her plastic cup with her straw and moved onto the chocolate brownie.

‘So, like I was saying,’ she carried on in reply to her mother’s persistent calls for clarification, ‘you can be a couple, and that’s like permanent. For the time being, of course –’

‘Isn’t that an oxymoron?’ Her mother licked the cream from her lips.

‘What is?’

‘Permanent for the time being.’

‘Well, that’s how it is. Do you want to know, or not?’

‘Yes, yes . . . go on.’

‘Then you can be on-and-off, like Josh and me.’

‘Right . . .’

‘And then there are different variants of non-committal –’

‘As in casual sex?’ Her mother’s eyes became rounded with alarm. ‘I hope you’re using protection . . . And did you know that at fifteen you’re technically a minor and having sex with a minor is technically rape . . .’

‘I didn’t say Josh and I were having sex – technically.’

‘You didn’t have to say it. I’m just watching out for you.’

‘OK, whatever . . .’ Rachel slouched back in her chair and folded her arms over her chest.

‘So . . . are you?’

‘I’m not answering that! And I’m almost sixteen!’

‘Then I’ll have to draw my own conclusions.’ Sarah’s gaze bored into Rachel, her curiosity defeating her gluttony: her flapjack remained untouched.

Rachel laughed. ‘Then go ahead – knock yourself out with your own conclusions!’

‘You’ll drive me to an early grave, you know that?’ Sarah sighed heavily, but it was too theatrical to be believed. It was just Mum – the clown, the drama queen, the spy extraordinaire.

‘So?’

‘So . . .’ Rachel rolled her eyes, ‘we’re not sleeping together. At least, not in the conventional sense.’

‘And that means what exactly?’

‘It means that I’m not stupid, OK?’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure.’

Rachel’s phone went off, its lively ringtone making her jump. Her first reaction was to ignore it. It was safer to pretend she had not heard it. She stubbornly looked out of the window. Her hands folded into fists in her lap.

‘Aren’t you going to answer that?’

‘What?’

‘Your phone. It bleeped.’

‘It’s just a text. Probably Rhiannon.’

‘OK,’ her mother nodded, looking unconvinced. ‘Are you going to read it, then?’

‘I suppose I’d better.’

She whipped the phone out of her pocket and checked the sender. ‘Yeah, Rhiannon. We’re doing this soil erosion project for geography. Rhiannon’s keen!’

‘Didn’t you say she fancied Mr Hatson?’

‘Don’t ever say that to her face, Mum! She’d kill me if she knew I told you.’

‘Who do you take me for? Discretion is my middle name.’

‘Hardly!’

Rachel braced herself – of course, it was nothing: gossip or homework. She opened the text message. It contained three unequivocal letters WTF, followed by U @it again, a question-exclamation mark combo – and a link. She clicked on the link and her face turned ashen. She quickly pushed her phone deep in her pocket. Her mother gazed at her.

‘Hurry up, Mum.’ Rachel growled.

‘Oh dear, aren’t we in a mood! Teenage angst?’

Rachel’s phone tinkled away in her pocket relentlessly, announcing a barrage of messages.

‘What’s going on?’ Her mother’s tone sobered. She sounded alarmed rather than just nosy. Her eyes narrowed and scrutinised her daughter’s face as the girl bit her bottom lip and furrowed her forehead. ‘Well?’

‘It’s Rhiannon. I told you, it’s our geography homework. Let’s go. Are you done?’

‘What’s the rush all of a sudden? I haven’t finished my flapjack.’

‘Best you don’t. I’m doing you a favour.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing. I need to go. And get started on it, OK?’

‘Right this very minute?’

Rachel glared at her mother. ‘Yes. Right now.’

‘Let me just –’

Another ping on Rachel’s phone provided a welcome distraction. This time she pulled it out and read the message. It was from Josh.

It had been a while since she had a text from him. This morning he had brushed by her in the cafeteria. It could have been by accident, but somehow it felt deliberate. Her heart had skipped a beat. She had bought the frayed hot pants, hoping that –

She was such an idiot!

She gawped at the unopened text message with Josh’s face next to it, looking back at her. It was a face one could easily fall in love with; with its soft contours and honest gaze, it seemed to be assuring her that he loved her back.

He may have not seen the Snapchat stream.

Rachel’s finger hovered over the button briefly. She had eleven messages. She inhaled deeply like someone who was about to jump naked into freezing water. She clenched her teeth and opened the latest text to see a string of grinning emoticons and the words: Am enjoying ur Snappy output. Rachel’s hands closed over the screen of her phone as she pushed it between her thighs to mute its sound. She shut her eyes.

‘Are you all right, Rachel?’ Her mother’s voice was gripped with tight anxiety.

‘It’s Rhiannon. How many times must you ask!’ she snapped.

‘I didn’t . . .’

‘Please, Mum, stop asking me stupid questions.’

Sarah watched as her daughter dropped her shopping bags in the hallway and took off to her bedroom. She recoiled when the bedroom door was slammed. She tiptoed up the stairs, one at a time, not to make any noise, and put her ear to the door. A groan of the bed as Rachel collapsed on it interrupted the relentless pounding of Sarah’s own heart. She could swear she heard Rachel whisper, ‘Oh, God! No, please, no!’

There were more bleeps on her phone, then a crash and clank, followed by a muffled sob.

Sarah pressed her eye to the keyhole. Her daughter was rocking on her bed, her forefinger sliding across the screen of her iPad. Her cheeks were burning red. She looked ill. Perhaps Sarah should keep that GP’s appointment after all.

‘Rachel, are you all right in there?’ Sarah spoke into the keyhole.

Rachel yanked her head up like a spooked horse. Hurriedly and guiltily, she wiped her eyes and held her hand to her mouth.

‘Rachel?’

‘I’m fine! Told you . . . Leave me alone! I’m fine!’

Sarah remained by the door, unconvinced. Slowly she forced herself away from the keyhole, and just listened with her heart in her throat. She was rubbing her chest, looking down at the floor, every inch of her body fixated on what was going on behind the door.

‘I am fine, Mum,’ Rachel repeated. She sounded more composed. ‘I think it’s my period, you know . . .’

Sarah exhaled: she could take that, could deal with that. There was a remedy at hand. ‘Do you want a paracetamol?’

‘No. I’ll be fine.’

Talking through a closed door was tortuous. Once again, Sarah descended to her knees to peep through the keyhole. Rachel was bending down, picking up her mobile phone from the floor. She turned away to face the window. Sarah could not see her face, could not tell if tears were still there. But she could hear her breathless and urgent half-whisper: ‘It’s me. Call me. We’ve got to talk . . . Let me explain. Believe me, I’ve nothing to do with it . . . I don’t know who’s doing this.’

‘Rachel, dinner’s on the table!’ Sarah shouted from the bottom of the stairs.

‘Not now! I’m not hungry!’

‘Rachel! Now!’ Her father sounded fed up.

‘I’m busy! Leave me alone!’

Sarah shook her head. She glared at her husband. ‘Do something!’

Jonathan raised his shoulders and flung his arms in the air. ‘I am! I’m telling her to get the hell down here and sit at the table with us. What else do you want me to do?’

‘She’s obviously not coming down, is she!’

‘Obviously not. Obviously, she feels no need –’

‘For God’s sake, go and get her,’ Sarah hissed.

Jonathan gritted his teeth and, red-faced with anger, stomped up the stairs and banged on Rachel’s door. ‘Rachel! You will come down now! We’re waiting with the dinner!’

Rachel paused with her finger over the SEND button, wishing her father away.

‘Now, Rachel! You don’t want me to come in there!’

‘I’m coming!’ She pressed the button, and flung the door open.

Rachel and her dad stood eye-to-eye on the landing, both seething with emotion. He was taller than her only by a few inches. His mouth was compressed with white fury, his thick brows drawn together. His breath smelt of coffee. He was searching her face for an answer, or an apology. She should be sitting at the table, having her dinner with her parents, without the need for special invitations. This was his rule: the whole family sitting down to dinner together. One of his immovable benchmarks. He didn’t have many of them, and this one wasn’t too taxing. He was seething with sheer irritation. Not in a mood for girly tantrums.

Until he saw his daughter’s face.

‘You’re crying? What in God’s name is the matter with –’

Rachel felt her face. Her cheeks were wet. She hadn’t realised. ‘It’s nothing.’

‘It can’t be nothing.’

‘I’m not keeping up with things at school. It bugs me.’

‘School stuff? You must learn to take it easy, Rach.’ Her father’s shoulders relaxed. He changed his tone. It became the sort of soft, deep murmur it used to be years ago when he would read her stories before bed. ‘It’s not the end of the world – I thought it was something like . . . I don’t know what I was thinking. Who, in their right mind cares about homework? Blimey, I never did! Come down, have dinner with us. You can get back to it on a full stomach. That’ll make a difference, believe me.’

‘OK, I believe you.’ Rachel attempted a smile.

‘Now, downstairs. Don’t make your mum wait.’

They were sitting at the table, discussing Jonathan’s misadventures with the company auditor. ‘He needs a holiday, I said that to him. “You need a break, Aaron. You’ve become a total arse,” pardon my French.’

‘He’s just doing his job,’ Sarah pointed out.

‘That’s what he said.’

Rachel was poking her food with her fork, distracted. Her elbow was propped against the table. She was holding her forehead in the cup of her hand. Jonathan and Sarah exchanged looks, Jonathan raising his eyebrows, Sarah shaking her head, Don’t ask . . . He pushed his plate away, threw his napkin on top of his unfinished dinner and planted his hands on the table, palms down.

‘What is the problem now? The chicken not to your liking?’ He rounded on Rachel.

‘I said I wasn’t hungry.’

‘And I said, sit down and eat. I’m sick and tired of your attitude!’

‘Rachel, darling, just listen to yourself . . . I thought we’d put it behind us . . . I try, I really do! Please, Rachel –’ There was a wisp of hair stuck to Sarah’s cheek. She placed her hand on Rachel’s shoulder, but Rachel pushed it away. Sarah got up from the table and started collecting the dishes. A small sniffle escaped her and she turned her head away to suppress it.

Jonathan ignored that. His attention was on Rachel. ‘Are you dieting? Is that what it is? Because I’m not having it!’

‘No. I’m just not hungry.’

‘Is that why people cry? Because they aren’t hungry?’

Rachel sat mute.

‘Speak to me, for crying out loud!’

‘I dare not ask her anything any more . . . She’ll only snap at me,’ Sarah called from the kitchen.

‘She says she’s not keeping up with her school work.’

‘Do you really believe that’s what it is?’

‘That’s what she says.’

They were talking about Rachel in front of her, asking each other questions only she could answer. They were trying to provoke her to respond, but she sat silent and sullen, avoiding her father’s eyes as he attempted to look into hers. Her mother returned from the kitchen, pressing a dishcloth to her nose, like a handkerchief.

‘What are we doing wrong, Jonathan?’

There was a moment when Rachel lifted her eyes, half-opened her mouth and inhaled deeply as if she wanted to tell them something at last, to confess something, to get it off her chest once and for all.

‘Yes? Speak to me, Rach,’ Father prompted her. Mother lowered herself into a chair next to Rachel, stiff with anxiety.

‘I’m not hungry.’ Rachel averted her eyes. ‘And I’ve got a lot to do. Homework . . . May I be excused?’

She rose from the table before they realised what she’d said, and fled.

Her father’s answer chased her up the stairs, ‘Go! There’s no point staying here with us. We’ll only bore you to death.’




Chapter Two

The night was cloudless, the stars so high up that he could almost sense the distance of light years between here and there. With no clouds to offer shelter from the cold, he was shivering in his threadbare hoodie. His fingers were red and stiff. Although it was already March, the wind was blowing from the north, bound to bring with it the cold and the rain clouds.

It was an uneventful – and freezing – evening. There were only a few highlights which made it worthwhile for him to hang around. He watched her as she changed from her school uniform into her casual clothes: a virginal white T-shirt and a pair of black-and-white skinny jeans, or leggings. She didn’t flash her breasts. Her shoulders were rounded protectively over her chest, which wasn’t particularly adventurous of her. She was wearing a pair of sensible underpants, white and boring, the sort he believed were favoured by middle-aged women who no longer cared to look desirable for their men. He took a few photographs nevertheless. Her voluptuous curves screamed for attention, whether she liked it or not.

She spent a bit of time on her tablet, her fingers moving frantically over the screen. She scowled, not liking what she saw, and reached for her phone. That, too, she did not like – she hurled her phone across the room.

‘Wow, feisty . . .’ he muttered under his breath.

She left her bedroom for fifteen, twenty minutes, and returned looking even more agitated than before she had left. Straight away, she went for her iPad, but then almost immediately tossed it away. She grabbed her mobile phone and pressed it against her forehead. She stayed in that pose for a couple of minutes, pondering something or other, and then eagle-dived on her double bed and spread her arms limply, still holding on to her phone.

He checked his phone. He had no messages.

He was disappointed. Sitting in the cold, waiting, increasingly convinced that nothing would happen after all, he was minded to pack up and go. It was getting late. Her room was dark but for the little pale green lights illuminating it from the ceiling. Those didn’t offer enough light for any quality photography. She was still on her bed – probably asleep. He unscrewed the lens, resigned that the show was over. But then the phone in her hand lit up – an intense blue light bringing her back to life. She sat up, checked the phone and then, her iPad. She jumped to her feet and surveyed her room. She went mad: started pulling books from a bookcase, flinging them on the floor, peering behind them; precariously, she climbed the empty shelves and checked the top of the case. She threw herself on the floor and slid under her bed – came out, empty-handed – swooped on her desk and with one hand swiped the heap of cosmetics, pens, pencils and school equipment debris from her desktop. She pounced towards the window.

At last!

That was his adrenalin rush moment. He chuckled to himself and zoomed his camera on her face. She was a pretty girl: her features pleasingly symmetrical, her eyes dark and round, little buttons; her hair was swept back, but reluctant to stay out of her face, curling back on her forehead and around her soft, baby-girl cheeks. He had always thought her an innocent, fancied her because of that innocence.

She was staring right at him, but he was sure she couldn’t see him up in the tree, on the low bough obscured from view by the fence. The light from the street lamp created a brilliant diversion: it made everything lying outside its boundary darker and more impenetrable. She couldn’t see him, but to be on the safe side he climbed down and stood behind a thick hedge in the neighbouring property.

‘Come on, Rachel,’ he whispered. ‘Come out to play.’

With one furious swipe of her arms she drew the curtains.

Seconds later, he saw her curtain twitch, or maybe it was just a trick of light in her bedroom. There was no point hanging around. It was time to go. He checked his phone again – no messages. He was fed up and cold, and tired. He had business to take care of before going home to crash out.

But the show wasn’t over. She suddenly shot out of the front door, leaving it wide open behind her. For a split second, he was tempted to steal a peek inside – maybe a gadget or two worth nicking – but, on reflection, Rachel was a better catch. She had opened herself up to all sorts of possibilities. She was asking for attention. He couldn’t say no. Wearing only a pair of jeans and a tight T-shirt, she was too good an opportunity to miss.

His interest restored, he whipped the camera out of his bag, readying himself to follow her. She wouldn’t wait for him, dashing madly into the night, and almost disappearing from sight. The slipper-socks with pompoms she was wearing muffled her footsteps. He had to hurry to keep up with her. She was sure to catch her death of cold. Her bare white arms reflected the moonlight with a creepy tinge to them, as if they were translucent.

She was clutching something in her hands, pressing it hard against her boobs. Her shoulders were rounded and her head was cocooned between them. Doubled up, she cut a pathetic figure. He almost felt sorry for her, almost stepped out of the shadows to offer her his hoodie. But it wasn’t his place, not now.

She looked frightened. He wondered what she was running away from. He glanced towards the wide open door and the dark windows of the house. There was nothing there. No one was following her. Only a short while ago she had been sprawled on her bed, those weird fluorescent lights glimmering softly over her head. Safe, warm – unlike him. And now she was running like the house was on fire.

Only it wasn’t.

He hid in the hedge and flattened his back against its harsh, prickly wall as she passed by him. She was making squeaky, sniffling noises. The solitary street lamp caught her mid-flight. His camera clicked. Luckily, the flash was drowned in the light from the street lamp so she didn’t realise she was being photographed. He was pleased with this series of images: the girl by the street lamp in the middle of the night. Fluffy pompoms. Skimpy top. One thing sprung to mind. He smirked. He took another photo, but this one was a dud. Only her back was lit as she crossed into the darkness on the other side of the road. That was where the road narrowed into a short pathway leading towards the river.

Momentarily, he lost sight of the girl. He broke into a jog. He mustn’t lose her. Wherever she was going couldn’t be the sort of place she would go in broad daylight. This would be well worth his trouble.

In case she realised she was followed and stopped to watch from the riverbank, he slunk after her cautiously like an alley cat, sticking to the wall of the hedge and giving the street lamp a wide berth. He plunged into the darkness beyond the street lights.

The footpath by the river would normally brim with dog walkers and joggers, but not at night. Now, a few narrowboats bobbed on the surface of the black, oily water and a fox cried in the distance. And a girl was running. His girl. Innocent little Rachel.

He had her trapped within the long lens of his camera. A series of frenzied clicks exploded as she climbed up onto the narrow pedestrian bridge, a shabby structure which might once have been quite pretty. But now its balustrade was rusty and unhealthy looking, with white paint peeling off like dry, grazed skin.

She stopped on the bridge and leaned over the balustrade. Click. Click. Click. She pulled herself back and pointed the iPad that she had been holding towards the river. She took a wide swing. The thing flew through the wind like a frisbee. Click. Click. Click. He was having a field day.

She stood for a while with her arms dangling by her side, as if she wasn’t sure what to do next, where to go. She paced furiously along the length of the bridge, stopped in the middle and peered down at the black water. She stepped on the bottom rail of the balustrade. She was looking for something or, possibly, she was planning to climb over, and jump. He had his camera at the ready. Click. Click. Click. This was beginning to look like a video recording: his camera a machine gun emitting a relentless series of clicks.

She didn’t jump.

She stared down, then she paced some more on the bridge, clutching her head and, again, looking down into the water. He was sure she must have thrown her tablet in the river, only why would anyone do such a thing? A decent iPad was worth a bit of cash. Then again, she had enough money not to care. His face twisted with resentment. How he loathed these rich brats!

She stomped off the bridge and headed towards him – he had to duck low so that his silhouette blended with the riverside bushes. There seemed to be purpose to her stride. She didn’t stay on the pathway, but instead dived into the swampy shrubs under the bridge. They swallowed her, but before they did, he managed one photograph.

A message appeared that the memory card was full. He had a spare one in his bag and quickly made a switch. That was when he lost sight of her.

He heard a commotion, though he could not see what she was up to down there. He could hear a splash of water and pointed his camera in the general direction of that sound. Click, but there wasn’t much hope that he had caught anything of interest.

A cry shot above the wind.

He stuck his head out above the reeds. He looked over his shoulder a couple of times and tuned into the sounds behind him. There was nothing at first but the cry of a distant fox. He shuddered. The cold was always worse by the water. It had penetrated him to the bone – the cold and an overwhelming sense of foreboding. He rubbed his shoulders. A sudden movement in the shrubs startled him. A shadow stretched over the footpath. Soft padding of feet followed the shadow. He strained his eyes to look up the path. This was the quickest way home: a shortcut through the country park, with a stopover at the pavilion, their usual meeting place.

He was shivering from the cold and the consuming anxiety that he was feeling in his gut. He was going to put the price up. He was taking all the risks after all. And he needed money.

He gasped. Someone – or something – was slouched on the path in front of him. The shape unfurled and took off. A badger, or something: fat and furry. As it waddled away, it made the same soft padding sound he had heard before: splat, splat, splat.

He fumbled in his back pocket and took out his mobile. It lit his face with its eerie blue light. He checked the time: eight minutes past ten.

Another fox barked close by. That gave him another jolt and he dropped the phone.

‘For fuck’s sake!’

He crouched on the ground and felt around with his hands. Accidentally, he pushed the damned thing away and it slid off the path and into the thick, muddy riverside undergrowth. His fingers drowned in the muck. He raked through the mud, wondering how much dog shit must have got stuck to his skin. The thought made him shudder. It was disgusting. At last, his fingertips hit something harder. His mobile.

At the same time, he heard a faint sound of disturbed water, a plop and a squelch, the murmur of ripples. He peered through the undergrowth, and smiled at the sight before him. Forgetting the filth on his phone, he fingered the speed-dial and pressed the mobile to his lips. He would have to whisper not to spook the prey.




Chapter Three

In a last-ditch attempt to close the boot of his car, Charlie has placed his entire weight on it. Gillian raises her eyebrows, not too sure whether to applaud or bemoan his efforts. Sitting by her side, Corky looks equally bemused. It is plain that the car is called a Mini for a reason. Tara is sitting in the front seat with her arms folded over her knees and her head thrust forward. The luggage squashed behind her seat is pushing her towards the dashboard. The car wobbles under Charlie’s weight but the obstinate suitcase in the boot won’t budge. Neither will the backpack behind it. It doesn’t take a genius to work it out, but Charlie seems to believe that he is a miracle worker and the universal principles of physics do not apply to him. He is kicking the suitcase. The suitcase puts up considerable resistance. Charlie mumbles curses under his breath. He and Gillian aren’t yet at a stage of their acquaintance where either of them would feel comfortable swearing in front of the other, so he has to lower the volume.

Charlie wanders around the car to approach the offending suitcase from the other side. He limps in a more accentuated way than usual, thrusting his left foot out awkwardly as if he has little control over which way it may travel. His flaring temper may have something to do with his aggravated gait, but that isn’t the only reason. After the train bombing, Charlie’s crushed leg acquired several metal pins. Despite a course of intense physiotherapy, he is condemned to walk in the comical style of his namesake, Charlie Chaplin, for life. Only Charlie Outhwaite is tall and ginger, so it looks like he is taking the Mickey when he totters around the Mini with a scowl on his face and a broken spring in his step. Gillian stifles a smirk.

‘Are you done yet?’ Tara shouts from the passenger seat and sticks out her head.

Charlie’s scowl deepens. ‘What do you think?’

‘Just tie the boot with string, or something like that, and let’s go.’

Gillian can see from the expression on Charlie’s face that the advice is not welcome. He compresses his lips into an angry grimace and holds himself back from unleashing a barrage of vituperation. Unsuspecting, Tara pops out of the car, joins Gillian and Corky on the kerb, and puts her hands on her hips. ‘Have you tried pushing it in? It only needs a little push . . .’

‘Why don’t you try it, huh? I’m sure it’ll bloody well shift if you ask it nicely!’

Gillian decides this is the moment where she has to step in before those two abandon the whole idea and move back in with her again. ‘Let’s put it in my car. The boot is much bigger.’

‘Why didn’t we think of this before?’ Tara throws up her arms.

Charlie bites his lower lip.

‘I’ll bring my car over.’ Gillian makes herself temporarily scarce. She watches from her driveway as Charlie drags the cursed suitcase out of the boot and tells Tara to stay the hell out of the way.

‘I’m only trying to help, but fine – suit yourself!’ Tara huffs and returns to her squatting position in the front seat. She slams the door with an ostentatious bang. Fritz scampers from under the car and disappears inside the house. He will remember this inconvenience for months to come. He may be a cat, but he has the memory of an elephant.

Gillian double-parks next to Charlie’s Mini and together they shove the damned suitcase into the boot of her car. Not to be outdone by Tara in the tantrum-throwing department, Charlie slams the boot of his Mini and for some mysterious reason kicks the rear tyre. Gillian reckons this house move will either make them or break them. She smiles regardless of her doubts and says, ‘I’ll lock up and follow you.’

‘Yeah, thanks, Gillian,’ is his muttered response. He limps away to sag behind the wheel of his Mini, and takes off with screeching tyres.

Gillian locks the front door, tells Corky to jump onto the back seat, and then she follows Charlie.

It isn’t a long trip. They’re moving only a few miles away, to live with Gillian’s parents in the village of Little Ogburn which lies on the outskirts of Sexton’s Canning. Under any other circumstances, she would be delighted to see the back of Charlie and his random items of clothing scattered around her house, and she would be over the moon to have her home and the contents of her fridge to herself. But this is different.

Nine months ago, Gillian’s mother suffered a stroke. It was unexpected: one minute she was pottering around the garden, pulling out weeds and unbeknown to anyone popping paracetamol for a ‘touch of headache’, and next minute she was dropping her cup of tea on the floor and losing her power of speech. All the while, Gillian’s father was losing his grip on reality, paralysed with sheer panic. If it had not been for their lovely neighbour, Jenny Roux, who was at the time sitting on their sofa and companionably sipping her cup of tea, nobody would have had the presence of mind to call an ambulance.

Fast-forward six months and Gillian’s mum was due to be released home, but she wasn’t back to her old self. Despite several months of rehabilitation, she was only partially recovered. Her speech remained slurred. She dragged her right foot as if it were made of lead and had limited mobility in her right arm. Her muscle tissue had withered and her body needed to be re-trained on its basic functions. Teaching her left hand what her right hand used to do for the past seventy-six years was easier said than done. So there would be no more gardening, or cooking, or ironing, or any of the simple pleasures of cleaning, and she would have to rely on day carers. One of them would be her husband, but everyone agreed that at the ripe old age of eighty he would be hopeless at it. He would not know how to go about it. Teaching new tricks to an old dog was a non-starter. Dad was growing increasingly scared that he would make things worse: that accidentally and through inexperience he may break his wife somehow. He had no chance of coping with the demands of Mum’s condition on his own.

Gillian knew it would come to this before Mum’s release from hospital, so she came up with an offer of help: she would become the carer. She had been considering leaving the police force anyway, so why not? It was her turn to give something back to them. But her father wouldn’t have it. And neither would her mother.

‘You can’t put your life on hold, dear. We’ll manage, we have help, people who know what they’re doing,’ she’d stuttered.

‘And I don’t know?’ Gillian was fuming. ‘I am your daughter, in case you forgot.’

‘Of course you are, but you’re just not made to be a nurse. It’s not you. God knows, you’d only make things worse,’ her father hammered the final nail into the coffin of her devotion.

‘She
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