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Prologue

I stop as close to the cliff’s edge as I dare. I allow myself a few deep breaths before grabbing the phone from my pocket.

Hot tears prick at my eyes, threatening to trickle down my face, but I can’t lose my nerve. Limbs trembling and palms clammy, I inhale the cool summer evening air as I take in the view. The grass illuminated by the sunrise, blades ruffling with every breath of wind. The sea glittering for miles, the horizon unbroken. The thundering noise of the waves crashing over the rocks below sounds closer than it actually is … almost three hundred feet to the bottom.

Such a long drop.

The sensation of the phone vibrating in my hand makes me start. Without looking at the glowing screen, I hurl it into the ocean with as much force as I can muster, watching it sail through the air before being swallowed by the dark depths below. A spike of adrenaline burns through my body as I envisage myself stepping over, imagining the sensation of my body slicing through the cold air, plummeting into the darkness of nothing.

I take a step closer. Just a few metres away now. Any minute.

The sound of a dog barking in the distance makes me jump, and I turn on the spot, squinting in the weak light. Then, I see him. And he sees me. I don’t have much time.

I turn back to face the edge of the cliff, break into a run up the grassy slope.

And leap.








Chapter 1

Eve – Now

The Fitbit on my wrist performs a celebratory buzz as I hit my daily step count target. It’s not even 6 a.m., I think to myself smugly, slowing to a fast walk so I can chuck some water down my throat. I live for this time of year. The sun rises before five and I’m usually out the door shortly after, trainers on, the coastal wind whipping my face as my feet pummel the pavement that leads to the beach.

‘Take that, Bells,’ I say out loud as my avatar slides into first place. DC Bella Cortez and I have been competing for as long as we’ve known each other. On my first day in the CID as a detective constable five years ago, she’d added me to the team’s step count competition. Within a couple of weeks, everyone else had dropped out, but Bella and I never stopped taunting each other. We soon progressed to lunch dates, post-shift drinks, and wild ideas of running the Brighton Marathon together to raise money for the Sussex Police Charitable Trust. It hasn’t happened yet, but our friendship has grown stronger and stronger.

I pause to lean against the rusting promenade railings, pastel turquoise paint tarnished beneath my fingers, and watch the sea lapping against the pebbled shore. It’s my morning ritual, enjoying the peace before the usual onslaught of selfie-snapping tourists and ever-ravenous seagulls. Just me, and anyone else mad enough to be up at this time.

My phone vibrates in my arm strap, shattering the peace of the summer morning. I slide it out of its pocket and see a text from Bella. Smirking, I prepare myself for a ribbing about overtaking her again, but I flinch when I see her message.

You heard about the fire?

If there’s been another arson attack, this would make it the fourth in the area this year. Our team isn’t the one investigating the serial arsonist who keeps breaking into people’s homes and destroying their lives, but we haven’t missed it on the news. As Brighton residents, we’re all too aware of the destruction fire can cause. I can’t help but let my gaze drift to the sorry remains of the West Pier, burnt to a smoking carcass in 2003. I remember standing on the pebble beach with my jaw hanging open, gripping my mum’s hand as we watched it go up in flames.

But another memory, far more recent, is the one that sends a shiver snaking down my spine, and I send a silent prayer of thanks that I, Detective Constable Eve Starling, am not on this case.

[image: image of]

Stale air pumps into the incident room, the sound of the ancient air-conditioning unit buzzing in my ears. DCI Gillian Harbrook rushes through the door in an emerald-green suit tailored to her tall, athletic frame, clutching files to her chest in one hand, a coffee in the other, and her phone wedged between her ear and shoulder. Not for the first time, I wonder if I should make more of an effort with my appearance. Gillian burns bright in outlandish colours I’ve got zero hope of pulling off. I smooth out my plain white tee, worn with my usual dark blue jeans and a black leather jacket slung over the top, my feet shoved into Converse trainers. A black mane spirals from my head, refusing to be tamed.

Judging by her tone, the conversation isn’t going well, and I feel grateful not to be on the receiving end. She has the unique ability to be utterly terrifying and likeable in equal measures, a combination I find both puzzling and fascinating. She knows how to switch her warm, Geordie accent into something far frostier. I live in fear of disappointing her.

Gillian ends the call abruptly and sets everything down on the table. ‘Absolute arsehole,’ she mutters, reaching for the remote control for the projector screen. She turns to me, honey-coloured hair falling in a neat crop around her tanned face, which she arranges into a calm smile. ‘Eve. You’re early.’

I pull out a chair. ‘Just needed five minutes. The others are on their way.’

‘Everything okay?’ Her expression tells me it’s a loaded question. I know she’s remembered the anniversary is tomorrow.

‘Probably best I’m keeping busy.’ I offer up a half-smile.

‘Good.’ She approaches me and rests a hand on my shoulder. ‘If you need anything, you know where I am, pet.’

I smile, but I feel awkward, wanting to project a strong, capable image. ‘I’ll be fine.’

She considers me for a moment. ‘I know you will.’ Her hand drops. ‘How’s the new recruit getting on?’

‘Tiana?’ I search my brain, having barely paid any attention to DC Tiana Banks, a slight, dark-skinned woman who wears her afro hair tied back from her pixie-like face. ‘Er, fine. I think. I haven’t had much of a chance to talk to her yet.’ The reality is I’m harbouring bitter feelings towards her for swanning into the CID on a fast-track scheme, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, a detective at the age of … well, I haven’t thought to ask.

I know how petty it sounds, but I’ve done my time in uniform, years on the beat, exam after exam, earned my detective constable status. I took my sergeants’ exam months ago, hungry for the next stage, refreshing the internal jobs board so often you’d think I was trying to get hold of Taylor Swift tickets. Desperate to prove I got my dream job on my own merit, and not through my connections. In Tiana’s first week, I asked her to sift through some phone records, and she missed a crucial piece of information I later discovered when double-checking her work. I don’t think I’d have got away with that.

Gillian reads my mind. ‘Give her a break.’ Her voice softens. ‘She’s young. And she’s got potential, just like you did when you started.’

My cheeks flame, and I think back to when she hired me. She’s the younger sister of my old next-door neighbour, Charlie. But Charlie was more than just a neighbour to me. Still is, actually. More like an uncle, making Gillian like an aunt. Maybe even a big sister. I’d grown up calling her Gilly, looking up to her in the way that teenagers often do with young adults who seem to have everything together.

After my life fell to pieces, Gilly and Charlie were the only ones who looked out for me. I clung to them because there was no one else. When I graduated with first-class honours in Criminology, she was the one who encouraged me to apply to be a police officer and work my way up through the ranks, just like she had. I’ve always been unashamedly in awe of her, and secretly pleased that I have a stronger bond with her than anyone else in the team does. When she was promoted to detective chief inspector, calling her ma’am took a lot of getting used to.

‘Yes, ma’am. Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise, just do me a favour,’ she says. ‘I was going to ask you this later, but seeing as you’re here … she needs a coach. She’s great at problem solving but I want her to work on her people skills, and her eye for detail. That’s where you come in.’

My eyebrows rise in surprise. ‘You want me to mentor Tiana?’ It’s not what I expected, but the truth is, I’d dance off a cliff with a smile on my face if Gillian asked me to.

‘Exactly. You possess the skills she needs to thrive. She’s young. You can mould her. A mini-Eve, if you will.’

I grimace. ‘No one wants that, ma’am.’

Gillian laughs. ‘Just don’t pass on your hot-headedness and we’ll all be fine.’

I’m still processing Gillian’s request when a commotion in the corridor signals the arrival of the others. DS Jason Hooper strides into the room like he owns it, followed by Tiana, eager to get a good seat at the table. Bella breezes in, always the coolest person in the room, the rest of the team trailing in her wake. The sound of chairs scraping is followed by the usual hushed silence that Gillian’s presence solicits.

She stands beside the projector screen, her arms folded and her expression serious. I love seeing her in action. ‘In the early hours of Monday morning, a fire was set at 11 Buchanan Drive, deliberately. The fire service was called in at 3.22 a.m. You’ll have seen it on the local news, no doubt. Or bloody Facebook.’

I dig my nails into my thighs as she continues. Why the hell has this case landed in our laps?

‘What is this now, the fourth fire like this in the area?’ Jason’s gaze is intense.

‘Yes. Except this one’s different. There were fatalities.’ She presses a button and two photographs flash up on the screen. ‘The 999 call came in from a neighbour, but it was too late. Lisette Dupont and her daughter Sylvie died. Sylvie,’ she says, tapping the photo of the smiling child with eyes like chocolate buttons, ‘was just five years old. I attended the post-mortems yesterday afternoon and the pathologist confirmed there was soot in their lungs, making smoke inhalation the cause of death. To give you an idea of the state of the bodies, their identities could only be confirmed via dental records.’

A flicker of a memory seeps into the edges of my consciousness, but I bat it away. Not now.

Gillian continues. ‘The photos I’m about to show you are particularly gruesome. You may look away.’

But I don’t. As much as I struggle, I force myself to look as two more photographs appear on the screen. Two bodies, one unmistakably a child, charred to the point of being unrecognisable. Any clothes they were wearing had completely burned away, and both their postures were curled over with flexed knees and elbows and clenched fists, like a boxer defending against a blow. I lean back instinctively, nausea swirling through my body until I’m finally forced to avert my eyes, focusing on a crumb on the carpet.

‘Pugilistic stance,’ says Gillian, staring at the pictures thoughtfully. ‘Not shielding themselves from the fire as you might think. Caused by the shrinkage and stiffening of the muscles due to extreme dehydration.’

I suppress a shudder. I glance over at Tiana and notice how her facial expression is neutral, as if she’s not affected by the gruesome images on the screen in front of her. How does she do it?

Gillian clicks onto the next slide, showing a photograph of the house, cordoned off with scene tape. ‘The fire was set from inside the house, but there was no sign of forced entry. No broken windows, no smashed locks. We can assume the perpetrator was either known to the victims, or gained entry some other way. A key under a plant pot, a window left open, a back door unlocked, et cetera. There was a set of keys dropped in the hall, but these could have already been in the house. Either way, the M.O. doesn’t match the other three fires.’

‘But it could’ve been the same person,’ says Jason. ‘They might have switched up their strategy.’

‘Possibly. Not ruling it out, Jason. But it’s unlikely.’

‘Hold on. Do we know who those keys belong to?’ I ask. ‘The ones found dropped in the hall. Does someone else live there with them?’

Gillian clicks and brings up a photo of a set of keys attached to an assortment of key rings: a tiny dream catcher I recognise from one of the seafront market stalls, and a metal heart bearing the slogan ‘World’s Best Stepmum’ in purple enamel. ‘These were the keys found in the hall. We know Lisette has a partner called Anya Fernsby, who is obviously a suspect, given the nature of the fire and the presence of the keyring.’

I jot down the name.

‘There’s no chance it could’ve been accidental?’ asks Bella.

‘Absolutely not,’ Gillian replies. ‘Too many suspicious factors. This is officially a murder inquiry.’

‘Where was the seat of the fire?’ Jason asks, pen poised to write his careful notes, neat as an English teacher’s on the first day of term.

‘The fire investigation officer confirmed it was a wicker washing basket, placed just outside Lisette’s bedroom door on the second-floor landing and set alight,’ says Gillian. ‘The damage is mostly confined to the second-floor landing and stairwell. The basket and its contents are in the lab, but the crime scene manager’s report states there was an accelerant splashed inside the basket, along the landing and down the stairs. It’s some form of hydrocarbon: petrol, white spirit, something like that. They’ll confirm what type ASAP.’

I force myself out of my frozen state, knowing I need to engage. ‘Was there anything outside Sylvie’s room?’

‘No. Just the one fire, directly outside Lisette’s bedroom door.’

I frown, my detective brain kicking into gear, over-shadowing the side of my brain that wants to run and hide. ‘The deliberate positioning of the fire makes it sound like Lisette was a clear target. What about Sylvie? Do we think it’s possible that the perpetrator didn’t know there was a child in the house?’ Or didn’t care, I think to myself.

Gillian clicks her manicured fingers at me. ‘Good thinking.’

‘Any chance of DNA?’ I ask, hoping there would be a scrap of something to lead us to the killer. A single hair, a spot of blood or a speck of saliva. Sometimes that’s all it takes.

Gillian purses her lips. ‘The CSIs didn’t recover much. The fire saw to that. But here’s hoping.’

‘What about the smoke alarm?’ asks Bella.

‘Batteries vanished.’

Bella sits back in her chair, deep in thought. I wonder what she’s piecing together with her brilliant brain.

‘Why didn’t she just jump out the window?’ asks Tiana.

‘Because her five-year-old daughter was trapped in the room next door,’ I snap, my face growing hot as a memory tugs at my sleeve. ‘Would you jump?’

Tiana bites her lip but doesn’t retaliate, and I feel Bella’s hand squeezing my knee as a gentle warning. Calm down.

Gillian chooses to ignore my outburst. ‘Yes, it’s likely she wouldn’t have attempted to escape without her daughter. Okay.’ She clears her throat, moving on. ‘Evidence. The CSIs found something of interest at the scene.’ She gestures towards another image on the case board. ‘An empty bottle of white spirit recovered from a nearby shrub. The lab’s checking to see if the fluid in the bottle matches the chemical splashed over the washing basket. Plus, we have the keys found on the carpet.’ Gillian fixes her impenetrable gaze back to us. ‘Tiana, you’ll be exhibits officer on this one. Eve, can you rally the troops and get house-to-house inquiries sorted, pronto? Jason and …’ She pauses, and her eyes land on Bella. ‘Jason and Bella. The CSIs are finished up now. We’ve got confirmation that the house is safe to enter. I want you two to go and check it out today and tell me what you both think. See if you spot anything else.’

‘Sorry, ma’am.’ Bella sits up straighter in her seat, face flushed. ‘I’ve got an interview with a witness from the Stacey Jericho case in an hour. Can we go first thing tomorrow?’

‘Ideally needs to be today,’ says Gillian. ‘The fire investigation officer will be there at one.’ Her eyes slide to me with uncertainty.

My stomach lurches, but I can’t let my past hinder my career. ‘I can go,’ I say with more confidence than I feel.

Gillian’s eyes linger on me, a flicker of understanding passing between us. She nods and stands up straighter, her eyes sweeping the room. ‘Excellent. We need to get this fucker. Do not let me down. And, guys? Tread carefully. You know as well as I do that when a child is killed, the local community watches us very closely indeed.’

That’s something I’m all too aware of.








Chapter 2

Eve – Now

I can still smell the reek of smoke on the coastal breeze as I pull up behind a parked patrol car just outside the three-storey terraced townhouse. Either that, or I’m imagining it. I spot Jason climbing out of his car on the other side of the narrow road, lined with the type of vehicles that signify that whilst this is one of the more affluent parts of town, it’s by no means a wealthy area. Despite the shimmering afternoon heat, his tall, sturdy frame is enveloped in his trademark grey jacket, and he plunges his hands in his pockets as he strolls over to me.

‘Hey.’ He reaches out and gives my shoulder a quick squeeze. ‘You okay?’ His deep voice is gruff and gravelly.

I press my lips together as a small group of teenagers wander past the house with curious looks on their faces at the crime scene tape, the blackened windows. ‘Just about.’ One of the teenagers raises a phone to take a picture and I hold up a hand, shooting her a look that makes her lower the phone immediately.

He surveys me as if worried I’m going to break down. ‘Remember what I said about—’

‘I know,’ I say, not wanting another conversation about counselling. It’s not happening. ‘I’ll be fine.’

But my stomach jolts as I turn my attention to the house, painted duck-egg blue, faded with time, with white-framed bay windows adorning the front, paint flaking at the edges. The windows on the top floor are blackened. The outer cordon has been removed now, the CSIs confident they’ve collected all the evidence, but the inner cordon still remains. A young police officer stands just outside it, his face anxious, eyes wide and darting. A rabbit in the headlights. I don’t recognise him, but from his nervy demeanour I’d put money on him being new to the force. I remember that panicky feeling all too well.

‘DS Hooper.’ Jason gestures at me with one hand. ‘DC Starling.’

After he logs us into the crime scene, we pull on white forensic suits over our clothes and stretch on protective gloves, masks and overshoes before stooping underneath the blue-and-white scene tape that separates horror from normality; a threshold into hell. POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS. Five short words that say so much. An acrid, smoky stench fills my nostrils, making my eyes water, and buried memories resurface, circling above me like a vulture.

Waiting.

‘Afternoon, detectives.’ A stocky man with salt-and-pepper hair greets us in the hallway. ‘Martin Grove, fire investigation officer.’ He reaches out a thickset hand to shake each of ours in turn, and we introduce ourselves.

‘We okay to take a look around?’ I ask.

Martin nods. ‘I’ve got half an hour. Ask me any questions you need.’

I note the lack of destruction as I glance around the ground-floor hall, but there’s noticeable smoke damage on the first-floor landing. By the time we reach the second floor, we’re surrounded by charred carpets and wallpaper curling away from the walls. I can see from the concentration of charring where the blazing washing basket had been strategically placed.

‘So we know the fire started here.’ I point at the carpet outside Lisette’s room. ‘Do you know how the fire spread throughout the rest of the house? And how fast?’

‘Pretty fast. We believe the arsonist splashed more of the accelerant across the landing and down the first set of stairs, judging by the burn patterns.’ Martin gestures at certain areas of the carpet where the charring is more concentrated.

‘Right,’ I say. ‘So it’s likely that the fire started in the washing basket, and then ignited the accelerant on the landing?’

‘That’s a working theory,’ Martin replies, ‘but I’ll know more when the tests have been confirmed.’

A thought strikes me. ‘Is it likely that the perpetrator would have traces of the accelerant on their clothes?’

‘It’s possible. It would depend upon how they did it, how fast, and their state of mind.’

We’re silent for a few seconds as we take in the state of the place. My eyes drift to Sylvie’s bedroom door and I try to ignore the growing pressure on my chest. ‘And how did Sylvie’s room get so damaged so quickly?’

Martin strides over to the charred remains of Sylvie’s bedroom door. ‘These older houses don’t tend to have fire doors. Current building regulations state that all new builds with three or more storeys require FD30 type doors – fire safe for thirty minutes. If these had been installed, it may have been a very different outcome.’

I’m usually numb to death and suffering. After five years on the job, I’ve seen my fair share of the worst of humanity. But when I find myself standing in the doorway to Sylvie’s bedroom, with its collapsed bookcase now devoid of books, and the remnants of unrecognisable objects that I assume are toys scattered across the blackened carpet, a fissure appears in my carefully constructed shell. I gaze upwards, remembering the plastic glow-in-the-dark stars I used to have on my ceiling as a child, and wondering if Sylvie had lain in bed last night, gazing up at a ghostly green constellation before she fell asleep for the last time.

I’m overwhelmed by the sudden urge to get out of the house. ‘I’m done,’ I tell Jason, my voice muffled through the disposable mask, and he gives me a knowing nod before I make my way downstairs. As I walk over the stepping plates to the front door, my eyes lock onto a photo of Lisette and Sylvie smiling into the camera, in a frame decorated with painted pasta shapes. Two pairs of deep brown eyes, the same crinkle at the corners, stare out of the photo at me as if imploring me to bring them justice, and I can almost imagine the little girl trapped in her room, not knowing what to do. I hope, more than anything, that she slept through and had no idea what was happening. Without warning, a series of images unfold in my head with vivid clarity, one after the other.

Flames.

Smoke.

Hospital.

Casket.

I shake my head violently and the memories dissipate, retreating to the corners of my mind.
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After removing and bagging our protective gear, we cross the path to Jason’s car. I stop and turn back, taking in the scene in sombre silence.

Jason leans against his car and follows my gaze towards the house, the afternoon sun soaking everything in a golden glow, making it more beautiful than it should ever be. He pulls a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. Is he serious? I glare at him. ‘Don’t you think that’s a bit insensitive? Sarge,’ I add, as I remember his rank.

‘Ah.’ He glances at me apologetically before sliding them back into his pocket. After a moment he speaks again. ‘Initial thoughts?’

‘Someone wanted Lisette dead and was ruthless enough to not give a shit about killing her daughter. We need to find the bastard who did this.’ I grit my teeth. It’s clear someone had planned to murder this woman; we’ve already got enough evidence for that. Finding out who is a different matter.

‘Eve.’ His voice carries a subtle warning note and he looks at me sharply. ‘Keep your anger in check.’

I take a deep breath and nod. ‘Sorry, Sarge.’ He shoots me a smile. Jason knows me inside out and I appreciate his advice. And if I’m going to find out what happened here, he’s right: I need to keep control of my anger.
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I’m exhausted when I traipse through the door to my flat. Probably more emotionally than physically, but I can’t summon the will to even go for a walk, let alone another run like I normally would. Seeing that house, that fire damage … The stench of smoke clings to the insides of my nostrils and I know I won’t be able to relax until I can get rid of it.

Millie appears and snakes her warm feline body around my legs, leaving a layer of tortoiseshell fur attached to my jeans.

‘Hey, girl.’ I reach down and stroke her soft head. She purrs and presses her face into my hand, lapping up the attention. I bend down to fuss her a bit more, but she darts across the flat in the direction of the kitchen, pausing at the door and looking back at me expectantly with her tail curled at the tip like a question mark.

‘It’s just cupboard love with you, isn’t it?’ I sigh, following her into the kitchen to sort out her dinner. She’s an ideal pet. I’d actually wanted a dog to go running with, but changed my mind after looking after Dave, Jason’s dog. They’re really needy and I’d never have the time to give enough affection to one, not with my job taking up everything I have. Plus, having a cat is a bit like having a link to my past. I remember Ajax with fondness; I never saw him again after that night.

Once Millie is fed, I run the hottest shower I can stand. I scrub my skin until it’s raw and wash my hair three times to get rid of the stench of smoke that has settled over me like a suffocating blanket. I pull together a dinner for one, consisting of chicken flavour instant noodles with a side of stir-fried vegetables. I haven’t been eating enough green stuff lately. After inhaling my dinner whilst scrolling through a news article about the fire, complete with incorrect assumptions, I complete my usual ritual of triple-checking the gas hob’s off before collapsing onto my sofa and pulling my origami book off the sofa.

I’ve never told anyone about this hobby of folding coloured paper into weird and wonderful designs. Well, except for Charlie. He knows why I do it. I’m embarrassed that my only social life consists of a handful of work friends … my family non-existent, my old friends long dropped off the radar. I wonder if they ever think about me. Just as I settle on a complex dragon design that I’m sure will take my mind off things for a couple of hours, my phone buzzes. It’s Bella.

Tony’s being a wanker. Fancy some company?

Sure! BYOB, I text back immediately, knowing I’ve got no alcohol in the kitchen: I never do. I text again: I’m picking the music this time. Her fondness of heavy metal for ambience is at odds with my preference for chilled acoustic and I’m too tired to put my ears through that so soon after last time.

Feeling bad for her, but happy to have a distraction, I heave myself off the sofa and attempt to make the flat look presentable, shoving the origami book deep under the sofa. Tony’s such an arse about Bella’s job, having a go at her whenever she’s working late on a case. He just doesn’t get it. I decided a long time ago it’s easier being single. I have to answer to no one and I can do what the hell I like.








Chapter 3

Eve – Then

I’m kneeling on the carpet, staring at Mum’s round tummy and running my hand over the smooth skin with its funny little red stripes. It’s getting so big. ‘Hello, little brother or sister,’ I whisper into her belly button.

‘You’re going to be such a good big sister.’ She smiles down at me.

‘I’m already a big sister.’

Mum laughs. ‘Ajax isn’t your brother.’

I scoop up the ginger kitten that’s playfully batting at my socks, trying to get him to sit still on my lap. ‘He is. Aren’t you, Ajax?’

Ajax ignores me, taking a flying leap off my legs, no longer interested in me or my socks. I pretend not to be disappointed.

‘Hey, do you want your favourite tonight? It is Friday …’

I open my eyes wide, distracted. ‘Pizza?’ She never lets me have pizza. Except on special occasions.

Mum nods. ‘I read your school report, my little smart cookie.’

I grin. ‘Can we do the cinema thing? Can we watch The Parent Trap? Please.’ I love it when we put a video on, turn off the lights and eat hot, buttery, salty popcorn from the big brown mixing bowl.

She reaches out and strokes my cheek. ‘Of course we can. Your dad’ll be home soon. Go and check if the video needs rewinding and I’ll pop the oven on.’

I watch her rock backwards and forwards to try and get out of the armchair, and wrinkle my nose. Being pregnant looks like a lot of hard work, and I decide I’m not going to ever be pregnant.

She waddles to the kitchen with her hand pressed to her back. I hope the baby comes soon. I’m a bit bored of waiting. I wiggle myself across the living room, seeing if I can get all the way to the TV without standing up. I can. I turn everything on and pick out the video. We only bought it a few weeks ago but I’ve watched it seven times. I snap open the plastic case and pick out the tape, before pushing it into the video player and watching it gobble it up like a slice of toast.

I hope Mum’s all right.
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We’re snuggled up on the sofa when it happens. I finish my last slice of pizza and wipe my hands on the blanket when no one’s looking.

‘Ow.’ Mum’s hands go to her tummy and she screws up her face.

Dad’s face goes white. ‘Another contraction?’

I pause the video so no one misses anything. Mum nods. ‘They’re getting closer together.’

I don’t know what a contraction is but I don’t want it to happen to me. It looks like it hurts.

‘Is it time?’ he asks. Time for what? I look from one to the other, confused.

‘Might be.’ Mum winces and wiggles around a bit.

‘But we haven’t finished the film yet.’

Dad puts his hand under my chin. ‘Sweetie, your mum might be having the baby very soon. I need to take her to the hospital.’

My mouth opens wide. ‘Oh!’ I pause to think. I guess we can finish the film when we’re back from the hospital. Maybe the baby would like it. ‘Can I bring my book?’

‘No, darling,’ says Dad. ‘We’re going to take you over to Grandma’s.’

‘I don’t want to go to Grandma’s! She treats me like I’m six or seven when I’m actually eight. She doesn’t have anything fun to do and her food is rubbish.’

‘Sorry, Evie. But we can’t take you to the hospital with us.’ Mum’s talking to me but she looks like she’s in pain. I bite my lip. I think I need to do what they say.

I stomp up the stairs and dive under the bed to try and find my rucksack. I shove in my pyjamas, toothbrush, a dress, socks and knickers for tomorrow and my favourite book: Five on a Treasure Island. I reach for my teddy, and then stop. If I’m going to be a big sister, I need to grow up. I don’t need a teddy. I zip up the bag and go back downstairs. We rush into the car, and Mum wails in pain.

I suddenly wish I’d picked up my teddy after all.








Chapter 4

Eve – Now

Twenty minutes have passed since Jason and I arrived at Monique Dupont’s house. Lisette’s older sister can barely keep her hands still, her nails digging deep into the dark skin of her forearms in a futile attempt to stem the tears that flow steadily down her cheeks. Her black hair is styled into hundreds of tiny plaits that create a pattern on her head. Monique’s parents, Clarisse and Frederic, huddle together, hands fiercely gripping each other, the mugs of tea I’d made for them going cold on the coffee table. I remember the last time I saw my parents holding each other like that; just after Frankie was born. I feel a pang of sadness at what once was.

I glance at Jason, who gives me an encouraging nod. ‘I’m so sorry for your devastating loss. But I promise you all, we’re going to do everything in our power to find the person who did this, and bring justice and closure to your family.’

A sound like a wounded animal tears through Monique’s throat. ‘It is so painful. Who in their right mind would do something like this? And to a child?’ Her stricken eyes fix on to mine as if searching for an answer. One I can’t yet give.

‘That’s what we’re trying to find out. What we need to do is build up a picture of Lisette. The more we know about her lifestyle and movements, her friends and her enemies, the better we know her.’ I speak in the most soothing voice I can manage, reaching out to touch her gently on the forearm. Monique needs delicate handling if I’m going to get any information out of her. We don’t have time to waste.

Jason nods in agreement. ‘The better we know your sister, the more likely we are to find out what happened that night.’

Monique dabs at her dark eyes with a crumpled-up tissue. ‘Je suis désolée.’ Her shallow breathing slows as she warms to me. ‘It is all just so … so raw. And we’ve had journalists knocking at our door already, strangers messaging us on Facebook.’

‘We know,’ I say softly. ‘And we promise we’ll do what we can.’ There’s rarely a good time to speak to the victim’s family. It’s never easy for them, even when months have passed. I know too well the agonising, lingering pain of loss. I understand the desire to bury the memories, deep into the ground where they can’t resurface.

‘Tell us about her.’ I direct my question to Lisette’s parents. ‘What was she like?’

Despite her deep sadness, a smile plays upon Clarisse’s lips and her eyes shine at the memory of her daughter. ‘Oh, she is – was – wonderful.’ The switch to past tense sends a ripple of empathy through me. ‘I know everyone says that about their loved ones when they pass away, but she truly was the kindest person you could ever meet. She was a head teacher, you know. She adored her work.’

I smile in encouragement. ‘What kinds of things did she like to do? Where did she go?’

‘She was a family girl at heart. She spent most of her time with our little family …’ Monique gestures at her parents. ‘She … she was such a good mother to Sylvie.’ She breaks down again at the mention of her niece and takes a few moments to gather herself once more. ‘We have dinner together every Friday evening. Sylvie would tell us stories about aliens and draw pictures of planets and spaceships. She dreamed of becoming an astronaut, you see. Such huge ambition for such a tiny girl. And Lisette would tell her she could do anything if she put her mind to it. She just told her she would need to work hard, and she would get there. She even bought her a little astronaut helmet of her own.’

I smile. ‘Sylvie must’ve been so lucky to have had Lisette for a mother.’

‘What about Sylvie’s father?’ Jason interjects. ‘Is he on the scene?’

Frederic frowns. ‘He’s not in any trouble, is he? I really do not think he had anything to do with this. He is a good man. He adores his daughter.’

‘We have to explore all avenues, Mr Dupont,’ says Jason. ‘There are routine practices we’ve got to follow.’

Clarisse nods and squeezes her husband’s hand. ‘We understand. His name is Mark Maynard.’

‘Thank you.’ I note it down. ‘How long had they been separated?’

Frederic rubs at his eyes. ‘A few years now. I don’t remember exactly.’

‘What sort of relationship did they have in recent months?’

‘As far as I know, it was a good one. They were friends.’

I make a note to speak to him anyway. ‘And do you know if she’d been in a relationship with anyone recently?’

Monique nods. ‘She has – had – a girlfriend. Anya Fernsby.’

I cast my mind back to the set of keys found attached to the ‘World’s Best Stepmum’ keyring. ‘How long had they been together?’

‘Five or six months, I think. She will be devastated. They were crazy about each other.’

I gaze at the three pairs of dark eyes trained on my own. ‘Have any of you heard from Mark or Anya today?’

Frederic nods. ‘Mark has been round. He is beside himself.’

Jason straightens in his seat. ‘You’ve not heard from Anya at all?’

All three heads shake in response. Definitely something to follow up.

‘Did Lisette and Anya have any relationship problems that you knew of?’ I tap my pen against my notebook.

‘No.’ Clarisse shakes her head firmly. ‘They were so good together.’

‘Okay.’ Jason pauses. ‘How about you? Could you tell us where you all were in the early hours of Monday morning?’

Frederic’s eyebrows shoot up, his hands resting on his thighs to steady himself. ‘Us? Why do you need to know that?’

Jason holds up a hand. ‘Just a necessary step in the investigation. To rule you all out.’

Clarisse and Monique stare at each other with wide eyes, and then back at us. ‘I was at home with my husband and my son,’ says Monique. ‘They can both tell you the same.’

‘And we were both asleep,’ says Clarisse. ‘Here. In this house.’

‘We have a security camera on our front door. You are welcome to check,’ adds Frederic. ‘We have not left the house since Sunday afternoon.’

‘And what time was that?’ asks Jason.

‘Around 7 p.m.,’ Frederic replies. ‘I went to the shop on the corner for a few things. We watched a film, and then went to sleep.’

‘Which film did you watch?’ I ask, putting him on the spot. Usually the best way to tell if someone’s lying.

‘The one about the old people living in India,’ he replies without a pause. ‘The sunflower hotel or something like that.’

‘The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel,’ supplies Clarisse.

‘And what did you buy from the shop?’ asks Jason.

Frederic’s eyebrows draw together but he answers immediately. ‘A bag of popcorn and some fresh bread for the morning.’

‘What about her close friends?’ I ask, satisfied for now that the Duponts are unlikely to be key suspects. ‘Can you name any?’

‘Orla Fernsby is the friend she mentioned most,’ says Monique. ‘Anya’s sister. That’s how she met Anya.’

I note down the name, planning to hunt her down on Facebook and see if she could help to shed any light. ‘Did she have any enemies? Anyone who had an issue with her?’

All three members of the family shake their heads, and Monique’s voice cracks. ‘I can’t think of a single person who would want to hurt my sister, or our poor, beautiful Sylvie.’

At the sound of her granddaughter’s name, Clarisse breaks down. ‘If only she had been staying with us as planned. If only she had not been sick.’

My head snaps up from my notebook, halfway through a word. ‘Sylvie was meant to be with you last night?’

Clarisse nods, running her hand over her face. ‘She would still be alive. She would still be alive.’ She rocks back and forth, her hands gripping opposite forearms as a wave of grief drags her under.

Jason and I stare at each other, his eyes wide at the prospect of a potential suspect who knew where Sylvie was meant to be that night, but who didn’t know those plans had changed. This changes everything.
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Jason gives me the side eye as we shuffle forward in the queue, and I pretend to devote my attention to the selection of cakes and pastries on offer. Casey’s Coffee is the café second closest to the station, but by far the best.

‘You all right?’

‘Uh-huh.’ My eyes shift to the coffee menu, as if I don’t know it off by heart.

‘You sure?’ he presses.

‘Yes. An Americano and a cappuccino please,’ I say when the barista turns her attention to me. ‘It’s just … the arsonist only trapped Lisette in her bedroom, not Sylvie. On the night she was supposed to be staying with her grandparents. It’s almost as if they’d deliberately targeted Lisette, with the intention of sparing her daughter. Who would do that?’

Jason shrugs. ‘Someone who loves Sylvie?’ He slides a fiver across the counter to me. I slide it back. ‘I’ve got this.’

He tries to hand it back to me, and I bat it away. ‘Bugger off.’

I tap my card against the card reader before he has a chance to try and pay again.

‘You’ve got no respect.’

My face flushes. I’m worried I’ve overstepped the mark, but he’s smirking.

‘You git.’ I nudge him with my elbow, before taking both coffees. We step out onto the street, narrowly avoiding a swooping seagull. Clouds hang low in the sky, thick and oppressive, carrying the imminent threat of a summer downpour. It already smells like rain, before a single drop has hit the pavement. I quicken my pace, fumbling at the receipt in my pocket, wondering what I could turn it into.

He’s quiet for a moment before he tries to probe me again. ‘You seem a bit … off.’

‘Thanks so much,’ I retort, voice laden with sarcasm.

‘No, I just …’ He sighs. ‘I know I was a bit harsh yesterday. Sorry.’

‘I’m just—’

‘I know.’

I pause. ‘You’re right. I do need to keep my anger under control. In other news, Bella and I are speaking to Mark Maynard this afternoon,’ I add.

‘Good. After what we just heard …’ He looks sideways at me. ‘You know, if you need to talk about—’

‘I know,’ I interject. ‘I’m fine, though.’

He opens his mouth as if to say something, but glances skyward as the heavens burst open. ‘Oh, fuck.’








Chapter 5

Anya – Then

I glance at the clock again; it’s five past five. I’d pointedly let the customer know I was closing up at five when he’d walked through the door at ten to, and he’d assured me he was just having a quick browse. Typical. I’d had barely any customers all day, except for the usual midday rush, packed with people making the most of their lunch hour by browsing musical instruments, vinyl records and music-related gifts. All I have to show for it is a mucky floor, and a few sales of guitar straps and plectrums with ‘Brighton’ emblazoned on them. I’m grateful to the customer who purchased a vintage Fender Stratocaster guitar for over a grand this morning, but tomorrow and Sunday are the big-money days.

I turn off the Fleetwood Mac record, cutting Stevie Nicks off mid-sentence, and the customer’s eyes snap up from the record he was gazing at. Nevermind by Nirvana. Good taste, I think, giving him an approving nod.

‘I’m sorry, it’s gone five isn’t it?’ His dark eyes, exaggerated by thick-framed glasses, lock onto mine. The faint hint of fine lines around them places him in his thirties. A sense of familiarity dances at the edge of my memory. Do I know him?

‘It’s okay,’ I lie. ‘But I’ll have to kick you out in a bit.’

He smiles as he approaches the cash register. ‘Big Friday night plans?’ he asks, as I ring up the record and hand him the card machine. It beeps as he taps his card against it.

I nod, my head filled with grand ideas of a quiet night in. ‘Raving and misbehaving. Would you like a bag?’

‘Go on then.’

I slip the record into a paper bag and hand it to him.

‘Thanks.’ He pauses, holding my gaze. ‘Do we know each other from somewhere?’

‘I was just thinking that.’

‘Actually, you sound far too posh to know me.’

‘I am not posh,’ I say, although I often get teased for being well spoken.

‘You didn’t go to uni round here, did you?’ he asks.

‘Yes.’ That can’t be it, I think. He’s years older than me. ‘Graduated two years ago,’ I hint.

He lets out a laugh. ‘Ten for me. Where d’you drink?’

‘You assume I drink?’ I raise an eyebrow.

‘You’re, what, twenty-three? Of course you do.’

‘Presumptuous of you,’ I say. ‘But correct. Mainly The Beachcomber. The little one in the arches with the tiki parasols out front.’

‘Could be it.’ He turns to leave. ‘You look like someone I’d remember,’ he adds, over his shoulder.

My face flushes as I lock the door behind him. Was that flirting?








Chapter 6

Eve – Now

If I felt emotionally drained after my conversation with the Duponts this morning, it was nothing compared to how I feel right now, perched on a bar stool beside Bella in Mark Maynard’s kitchen, watching him pace the cramped room like a caged lion. His black hair is coiled tightly, and he wears a pair of jogging bottoms and a T-shirt bearing the logo of a band I’ve never heard of. Grief flows out of him in waves which I can almost feel myself absorbing.

‘Mark, I know you don’t feel like talking to me today, but the first few days are crucial.’ I keep my voice gentle. ‘Can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt your ex-girlfriend or daughter?’

He stops at the breakfast bar and fixes us with a stare. His eyes are red-rimmed and raw, two deep pools of pain and desperation. ‘Why aren’t you out there, looking for the person who did this?’

‘We have a team on the case,’ I assure him, in my calmest voice, despite the pressure I’m feeling to solve this case fast. ‘Officers are undertaking door-to-door inquiries as we speak. We’re getting hold of phone records. We’re scouring local CCTV footage. Mark, we know it’s tough, but we need you to answer our questions.’

‘You know it’s tough, do you? Like fuck you do.’ The words are angry, but all I see is fear and sadness. ‘The bloody
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