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Prologue

This had always been her happy place. The sort of place every fifteen-year-old has. A place to be free, to be among friends. To be safe.

But today was different. Today it was just her, a handful of pills and a bottle of water to wash them down.

The sound of children playing grabbed her attention. In the distance she could see two toddlers in matching blue, giggling on a colourful merry-go-round. Right next to them a young girl occupied the swing, her red hair trailing behind her. She shrieked for her dad to push her higher, wearing a smile like nothing else in the world mattered.

It wasn’t so long ago that had been her: carefree, happy. Innocent. A child whose only knowledge of evil came from storybooks, from stern warnings from her parents, from Halloween. Evil wore a witch’s hat; it was a stranger who would try to lead her away in a crowd or the bogeyman in a mask with fake blood round the mouth. It was obvious, you knew to scream or to run.

But now she knew the truth.

Evil isn’t shrouded in black, beckoning from the darkness under the bed. It doesn’t make itself known. Evil is slow, quiet and patient. It is the shadow consuming a smoker’s lung, it is the person who pretends to be your friend so they can silence you for ever.

Now she knew evil. And because of her, all those other girls would know it too.

She threw the tablets to the back of her throat, the water to wash them down part of the same movement. Her focus was lost as her eyes blurred with tears. Soon, for her at least, this would all be over. But evil doesn’t stop, the shadow will still spread in silence.

He was never going to stop with her.




Chapter 1

One month later. A hotel just outside Dover.

Tuesday

A Tuesday night, sitting on the same barstool as so many nights before: Danny Evans could have no way of knowing his life was about to take another dramatic turn. The pub was called The Duke Inn, the name a nod to the military school that almost shared an entrance but none of the grandeur. Though a separate building, the pub also served a hotel where Danny had a booked room that was just a short stumble away. Danny was pretty certain he was not the demographic of choice. In truth, the pub was more a restaurant aimed at families, and he might well have recognised himself as the eyesore at the bar if he had taken a moment to consider his surroundings.

But now it was late. The families were gone. Only the drinkers were left. Another pint dropped in front of Danny, a shot glass followed, and his place among the drinkers was affirmed.

He swept up the shot first: neat dark rum that lingered in his throat. He swigged at the pint next, smacking his lips while the heat from the rum spread through his chest.

‘Who won?’ A stool scraped next to him, then creaked under the weight of a man taking the seat. Looking down, Danny could only see thick thighs in grey suit trousers over two-tone shoes: tan with a streak of blue through the middle that made Danny think of a classic car interior. Danny raised his eyes to the TV screen above them. He’d picked the barstool in front of the television out of habit, but had only been vaguely aware of the football match showing. It had passed him by as a fuzz of green and an occasional word breaking through from familiar-sounding commentators, like having old friends talking to each other in a room while you sat on the periphery.

‘No idea, mate.’ Danny’s words were his first for a while and they made the roof of his mouth itch.

‘I know you!’ the man said, suddenly seeming animated, pleased with himself. Danny lifted his head to look higher than the thighs: a grey suit jacket matched the trousers, wrapped round a man in his late forties maybe. He wore a white shirt that was hanging open and crinkled like it had given up a tie. An expensive-looking watch gripped his wrist, the metal strap and matching cufflinks catching the light as he ran his fingers over pursed lips that stood out from a patchy-grey beard. He was tanned too, despite it being February.

‘Don’t think so, mate,’ Danny replied.

‘Evans, right? Danny Evans!’ Danny felt himself grimace. He’d come to hate the sound of his own name, especially when it meant he had been recognised. ‘You played football for the town, the captain! You did a few seasons up at the Gills too, right? You’re a legend round here.’

‘Legend,’ Danny snorted. He’d never felt further from the word.

‘I’m right though, aren’t I?’

‘I’ve played a bit. Not no more, though.’

‘That’s a shame. I used to get up Crabble a lot, me and my little girl. You were her favourite player, a proper no-messing centre-half. “The Beast”, right? They called you that after someone bit a piece of your ear off and you played on. I remember the pictures, you were covered in claret.’

‘That was a long time ago and it was just a nick.’

‘A nick! Still living up to the name, I see. How about I get your next beer? You know, as a thank you.’

Danny waved him away. ‘No need. I got paid, I got cheered, that was thanks enough …’ He stretched out his finger to rest it against the side of his pint glass, keeping his attention on where the bubbles rose as a twisting line to rush for the surface. ‘Best days of my life,’ he muttered.

‘I bet. Any chance I can get a quick picture? Just to send to my daughter. She won’t believe me when I tell her.’

‘I’m not so sure, you know. I’m hardly the model athlete tonight. I’m happy to sign something for her maybe? I might have a shirt back in the room?’

This time it was the man waving Danny away. ‘Look, don’t worry. I’m bothering you, I can see that. I didn’t think you would still be around here. Dover, I mean. Most of the players come from all over the place these days.’

‘I’ve no idea where I am right now, mate.’

‘Are you still working for the club then?’

‘I’m back involved, yeah. Coaching mainly now … you know.’ Danny didn’t really know himself anymore. His energy for the game and conversation about it was all but gone. His whole life’s obsession and suddenly he could barely care less. He tried not to think about how that had happened, how quickly. It terrified him.

‘Well, I’m sure you get this a lot, people like me bothering you when you’re enjoying a quiet one. I don’t get down here much anymore. I can’t believe I got to meet you.’

‘Sure. Have a nice night.’

The chair scraped and squeaked again, this time until it was empty. Just a few moments later Danny’s commentator friends said goodnight too before the screen they had occupied went black. The only movement left was from the bar staff who were well into their closing-up ritual. Danny dragged at his beer until his throat burned. He closed his eyes to it and instantly the room did a little spin. It was time to go.

The night sky seemed to provide a ceiling that held the sound of the passing traffic. It was steady, even at this time of night. The A20 passed right across the front of the pub, carrying traffic away from the busy ferry port that was just out of sight at the bottom of the hill and had Dover’s famous white cliffs as its backdrop. There was a service station to his left, the bright lights of its forecourt only serving to thicken the shadows of the path to the hotel’s main entrance. He considered a cigarette, just to warm his throat if nothing else. It was a new habit, one he might quit if he could even remember why he had started.

‘Hey!’ Danny turned to see the same suited man who had taken the seat next to him. He was walking after him waving a piece of paper. Danny pushed his cigarette back into the packet. He lifted the collar on his jacket and dropped his chin. It was freezing cold. He didn’t like the cold. He wanted to make sure his new friend was aware of his discomfort.

‘Oh, did you want that autograph?’ Danny had made it far enough for the shadow to swallow him whole.

‘It’s not your autograph I want, Danny. I know who you are.’

‘You said that.’

‘I don’t mean Danny Evans the washed-up footballer. I mean, I know who you really are.’

‘What is this?’ Danny looked around, expecting the shadows to give up another assailant. This conversation suddenly had a very different feeling.

‘I know why you’re currently living in a hotel, drinking yourself into a stupor every night. I know that you had to get away from your wife, from your family. I know what happened, Danny. I know about Callie.’

Danny’s hands lifted out of his jacket pockets already bunched into fists. He took a step towards the suited man, who didn’t react – he didn’t step back or raise his own hands in defence. Danny managed to keep his fists by his side. He was no stranger to being the target for a windup.

‘What is this? You trying to get a smack off me? You should know, there’s nothing left. Wind me up and I will lash out but there’s no money. You’ll just end up with a busted jaw; a local headline if you’re lucky but they don’t pay nothing.’

‘I don’t want a smack, Mr Evans. I just wanted to get your attention. I can help you.’

‘We were talking, weren’t we? In there. You had my attention.’

‘I don’t like talking in places like that, I know better. And I wanted to be sure it was you. I’m a private investigator. I was hired by someone like you, someone who went through the same thing you and your family are going through. I have information, Danny. I have answers.’

‘Answers? What are you talking about?’

‘I know what happened to Callie. And I know why you can’t talk about it, why you lash out at anyone who even mentions your daughter’s name. She wasn’t the only one who suffered. There were others.’

Danny stepped towards the man, his foot scuffing the concrete, a stone kicked and rolled. The suited stranger flinched slightly this time, but still didn’t step back.

‘I don’t know you. And I barely trust the people I do know these days. I suggest you scurry away before you get that smack you came here for.’

‘I understand.’ The man held his hands up in surrender. ‘You’re right, you don’t know me.’

‘And you don’t know who I am either. Don’t believe what you’ve read or heard. It’s all bullshit.’

‘Private investigators like me only believe what we find out for ourselves. That’s why I’m here, because of what I have found out. Think about that, Mr Evans.’

Danny didn’t want to think. Not now. He walked away as quickly as he could. When he emerged out of the shadow it was with a new destination in mind. The service station sold alcohol all night. He checked behind him, making sure his new friend had stayed put. When he came back out of the shop, the man was gone.




Chapter 2

Wednesday

The morning was always an extension of the night before when Danny had been drinking. The muzzy head was an instant reminder, but he knew that would pass; it was the fatigue in his muscles that would linger. It usually got worse as the day wore on. By evening, he felt lacklustre and wiped out. This morning, even the few steps to the bathroom were laboured. The sudden whirr of the extractor fan made him wince. He turned to sit on the toilet, not even bothering to stand up to urinate. As he finished, he glanced out of the bathroom and saw a white envelope on the floor by the door of his room; it looked like it had been slid underneath.

The envelope was A4 in size, face up and blank. At first it felt light enough to be empty, but it wasn’t. From inside he took out a single sheet of paper. The writing was scratchy, barely legible:

Maybe I didn’t get it right last night. I just wanted to talk, to help. I took the liberty of making an appointment for you to see me.

You should know, I don’t usually work for free. But this is different. I know how much you and your family must have suffered.

I’m sorry about the time but you will understand when you get there. Those answers I mentioned, I do have them. But they’re no good to me.

The Old Mill Development: CT17 OAX. Tonight, 10pm. Follow the light.

‘Follow the light!’ Danny scoffed. ‘God left it, did he?’ He turned the letter over in his hand, but there was nothing else. He opened his door and stepped out into a long, bland corridor. His eyes followed the patterned carpet up to a set of fire doors. He didn’t know what he was expecting to see. There was no one about. The envelope could have been pushed through at any time. The end of his night had seen him swigging from a bottle of rum until he had passed out on the bed.

His phone’s sudden vibration had him wincing again. The screen glowed with the name MARTY JOHNSON: his agent. Marty always called to confirm breakfast appointments. Danny didn’t answer. Marty wouldn’t be expecting him to by now. Instead, he threw his phone into the middle of his messed-up bed and turned the shower on.

‘Jesus, Danny, your wife tried to warn me, but you’re worse than she said.’

‘You spoke to Sharon?’ Danny’s knife dropped to clang against the plate as he fixed on Marty. His toast would have to make do with being half-buttered.

‘Of course I did. You don’t answer your phone anymore.’

‘What did she say?’

‘That you were staying in a hotel. That you were drinking too much and that whatever hotel it was she was sure it would have a shit-hole bar to suit your new lifestyle. She wanted to know which hotel too. Obviously I said I didn’t know.’

Danny took a moment to look around. The Duke Inn doubled as the venue for their buffet breakfast. Shutters had been pulled down to conceal the bottles of alcohol but from their table he could still see the stool he had made his own. The interior of the place looked worse in the daylight. There was no hiding the carpets with their worn tracks to the bathrooms, the slapdash paint job in fading orange, or the fake fireplace stacked with dusty pine cones. His wife was right; she was always right.

‘I needed somewhere to go, somewhere she can’t find me. Just for now.’

‘You can’t stay here for ever.’

‘Nothing’s for ever, Marty. The last year has taught me that for sure.’

Marty smiled. He was Danny’s latest football agent and very likely to be his last. Danny had been through several, some of them representing far bigger players than he had ever become. But Marty was still typical of all of them. He had the expensive watch, the LaCoste motif on a crisp white polo shirt and again on fitted chinos that led down to shoes with no socks. He also had impossibly neat facial hair and, at that time, was partaking in the ‘man-bun’ craze that seemed to fit with the BMW coupe he had parked outside. The watch was on a monthly repayment, of course, the car too, and the combined amounts were eye-watering to the point that it meant Marty couldn’t rent in London like he aspired to. He would need players at bigger clubs for that. It was the unspoken truth between them but Danny didn’t think it would be long before Marty gave up on him. He was starting to get used to that.

Football had always been Danny’s obsession. He had never seen it as a negative thing. Until now, facing the end of his playing days with no real sense of a plan B.

‘She’s worried about you.’ Marty spoke like he was braced for a reaction.

Danny leaned back, giving up on the toast completely to swap it for his strong coffee. ‘How messed up is that? You kick something out onto the street and then tell people you’re worried about it!’

‘It’s a little more complicated than that.’

‘You’re my agent, Marty, not hers.’

Marty held up his hands, one containing a glass of orange juice. ‘I’m not taking sides, you know me better. I just want your head back in football. This is a big year for you. That coaching role at Dover Athletic, it was yours, signed, sealed, delighted. But the board are getting a little shaky. They’re worried about you too.’

‘Worried? They know I can do that job!’

‘They know you can do anything when you’re keen. And sober.’

Danny bit his lip to hold back his first response. ‘Coaching …’ he said instead.

‘Coaching, yeah. A coaching role at a club like that, where you’ve got some sway, where you’re respected, where you can make mistakes and they’ll still give you time … They give you the kids to manage and you get some results and who knows, suddenly you’re getting offers for football management. I’ve said it to you all along, it can be a real future for you. Plus you get a salary and—’

‘Salary! If you can call it that!’

‘Fine, it’s not Premier League money but prove yourself at this level and the only way is up. A head coach or a manager in the Football League will do you very nicely, thank-you-very-much. Earn a contract in the Championship and you’re sorted for life, whether you work the whole of it or not. Trust me, I will make sure of that.’

‘Why would anyone give me a job running a Championship side?’

‘They won’t, not straight off the bat. That’s why you need to clean yourself up, finish your coaching badges, get yourself established in this role and start doing what you do. You’re smart, Danny. You know football, you know the nitty gritty, the messing about behind the scenes to get the players you want and then getting them to do what you want. Players listen to you, you’ve captained every side you’ve ever played for. That ain’t no fluke and it’s rare. You’re The Beast after all.’

‘I don’t feel like it right now.’

‘I see that. I’ve seen it before with players when they get to the end of their playing time. They can’t see beyond, they feel a bit lost. Your home life too … It’s been a bit … topsy turvy. But I think all your issues have the same solution. Get yourself sorted, get yourself clean and back to the Danny Evans who could boss a game of football without leaving the centre circle, and everything else will fall back into place.’

Danny suddenly flashed angry, he couldn’t hold it back: ‘“Back into place”! How can everything be back in place while … I had a life, Marty, a family, or are you forgetting all that? That’s not just going to fall back into place, is it? It could get worse from here. Far worse.’

Marty made that face he always did when he was about to be patronising. He wasn’t good at sympathy. The effort required was always obvious. ‘You don’t know what’s going to happen. Callie’s in a coma today but she might not be tomorrow. The doctors have said there could be a big change any time, right? And then you can start getting back to where you were. Look at you, Danny, you’re something, even smelling like you spent last night trying to drink until that something went away. I know you are.’

‘There’s no guarantee Callie’s coma ends with her waking up; no one’s promising us that. She might never …’ Danny couldn’t complete his sentence, he’d never been able to say it out loud. He didn’t need to.

‘You gotta have hope though, am I right?’

‘So is that what this meeting was about today? A little pep talk?’

‘No. This was just about me making sure I can sit you down in front of the people at Dover Athletic and they will take us seriously. There’s a good job here for you. The meeting will be this week. There will be a contract for you to sign that will make you a coach. It can run alongside another playing contract if they offer you another year. But you need to take this opportunity, Danny, OK. This is it for you – after this we’re all out of options.’

‘I get that.’ Danny sighed. ‘Look, I do appreciate what you’ve done. I know you’re doing your best for me.’

Marty smiled. ‘Of course. You’re my favourite client and looking after you is my job.’

‘Spoken like a true agent.’ Danny sniffed.

‘I can’t speak any other way.’ Marty made that face again, the one where he was about to patronise him. ‘Are you going to the hospital today?’

‘I go every day, Marty, you know that.’

‘Sharon said she was too.’

‘She goes every day too. So what?’

Marty smacked his lips. ‘Have a shower, will you? Before you head out, I mean.’

‘I’ve had a shower!’

Marty ran his hands through his hair and tugged on his man bun. ‘Another one then.’




Chapter 3

For Danny, walking through the William Harvey Hospital felt very much like Groundhog Day. Callie had been in here for a month now and Danny had made the same trip just about every day since. Today – as always – he walked with his head down, following the same endless polished floors that reflected the blur of different coloured uniforms as they hurried in every direction, spreading the thick smell of bleach and antiseptic as they went. The Intensive Treatment Unit was on the second floor. He took the stairs, he liked to anyway, but it would also avoid the confined space of the lift, despite heeding Marty’s advice to take a second shower.

And then there was Callie.

His daughter always seemed the same too. The same bed in the same space. The ITU was made up of five areas: Callie was in the third, first bed on the left, furthest from a window that was sealed shut to ensure the ITU was stuffy to the point of oppressive. Callie was in the same position too: laid out on her back, her eyes closed, her face expressionless, with the same mechanical hiss and whirr as a machine assisted her breathing through a tube that parted her lips to reach deep into her throat. Another tube ran alongside it too. Danny had asked a lot of questions when he was first presented with the horrific image of his daughter, to be told that she needed much more than just assistance with her breathing. She was also being fed a sedative to keep her asleep, an analgesic for pain and drugs to minimise the risk of long-term liver damage. Since that first terrifying image, additions had made it even more terrifying. Another tube now fed her through her nose, her wrist trailed another that monitored her blood pressure, while she was also connected to a dialysis machine via her groin. The final intrusion was a catheter that left a bag of urine visible, hanging down from under the bedsheets. They had told Danny that he would get used to seeing her like that but a month down the line and it still hit him every time.

He felt the same cold, clammy touch from her skin as he took hold of her hand.

‘Hey.’ Sharon’s arrival made him jump. Her voice seemed strained, but still instantly recognisable to him from across the bed – as it should be after fifteen years of marriage. Long-suffering, she would be called if he was to believe what he’d heard recently. He could hardly argue. They’d had tough times: extra-marital affairs, addictions, depression – all his. But they had come through every one. He might have accepted that his marriage was going to fail at some point, that he was going to be out of the family home, but he had always assumed that it would be down to something he had done, his fault, which would also make it something he might be able to fix. Instead something else had torn them apart. Someone else. The stranger who had silently manipulated and abused his daughter, the stranger who had forced her into a desperation so strong that she would seek to take her own life with a handful of painkillers. Painkillers. He hadn’t even been able to say the word out loud. The doctors had also detected a toxic amount of Paracetamol in her system. They suggested this might have been her first choice to effectively overdose but explained that it could take time and she might have lost patience. He could barely imagine what could have left her feeling so desperate. There had been a police investigation; Callie was a victim of online grooming, she had been blackmailed to send pictures. It had all come out a few weeks before she had tried to take her own life. Callie wasn’t the only victim – a number of her friends were involved too. It was a difficult time, of course it was, but he had no idea just how huge the impact had been on her. His confident, popular, sassy daughter – reduced to this. Being kept alive by a series of tubes.

He assumed the police investigation would ramp up when Callie was rushed in but all they could provide was more questions than answers. Still there were lots of missing pieces. The name of her abuser being the most obvious; a sense of justice was another.

Danny kept hold of his daughter’s hand as he greeted his wife. ‘I didn’t think you came in this early?’ he said.

Sharon was carrying coffee, the brand matching what he had passed at the entrance.

‘Well, I was able to get the school run taken off my hands, so I thought …’

‘You thought what?’ She had two cups: Danny was now aware that she had come here with the intention of speaking to him after weeks of doing anything to avoid it.

‘Marty told me you were heading over after your meeting so I had an idea of what time you might be here.’ She put one of the cups down on the table at the end of Callie’s bed, pushing it an inch towards him.

‘You two have been talking a lot just recently,’ Danny said, and his wife reacted with a warning look.

‘We’re both worried about you.’

‘Don’t waste your energy on worrying about me. Save it all for her.’

Sharon took hold of Callie’s other hand. She had stayed the opposite side of the bed. He watched as she gently straightened out Callie’s fingers like she was trying to massage some life into them.

‘Do you ever wonder if she dreams in there? You see it in the movies, don’t you … people in comas dreaming. I can’t stop thinking about it, if Callie can dream she can have bad dreams too … It sounds ridiculous doesn’t it?’

‘This whole thing’s a bad dream.’ Danny gently pushed Callie’s fringe where it had fallen over her eyes. She was such a pretty girl, gentle features but with a real spark to those eyes. Just like her mother.

‘I can’t bear it, Danny, the thought that she’s having bad dreams too. I like to think of her as just sleeping, resting so she comes back stronger. I hate to think she’s struggling in there.’

‘I know.’

Sharon’s lips twitched like she might be breaking down and Danny had to fight the urge to walk round to her and wrap her in a hug. She was quick to change the subject.

‘How’s your digs?’ she said.

‘Like a football tour stopover in Chernobyl. Only without the lads.’ He forced a laugh. Sharon only managed a smile.

‘Are you staying on tour? Is that your plan?’ she said.

‘Plan!’ Danny scoffed and regretted it instantly. ‘I’m not sure what I’m doing from here, not yet.’

‘Marty was talking about some job opportunity with Dover. Sounds like you’re moving further on with the management side? That sounds good.’

‘I’ve got options, yeah. I’ll need to get my head down.’

‘Are you going to be able to do that?’

‘What do you mean?’ Danny snapped. Again, he regretted it. Sharon stayed calm, of course she did, it was always him that would escalate first.

‘You’ve got a lot going on right now,’ she said. ‘We both have. I’ve been struggling to concentrate on anything, I can tell you that.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Danny said.

‘I’ve been thinking that maybe we can get a loan together, enough to get you the deposit for a flat, you know, somewhere a bit more permanent. I’ve had a look, there’s a few places about that you might like, I can send you the links through …’ She faded out to study him like she was waiting for his reaction.

‘Flats? Sure, send them through. Can’t hurt to look.’ Danny had no intention of looking. As bleak as the hotel was, finding a place to rent was a permanent solution to a problem he had hoped would be temporary. Sharon seemed to relax a little, like maybe they had moved past the part where she might have been expecting a battle.

‘Has anyone spoken to you? About … about the investigation?’ Danny said.

‘Spoken to me? The police, you mean? Not for a while now.’

‘Not the police. There was some guy, he said he was some private investigator, he came to see me at the hotel.’

‘Private investigator? Where would you get the money from for—’

‘I didn’t hire anyone. It’s nothing to do with me, with us even. He was hired by someone separate from all this but he was talking about having answers for us. About whoever did this to Callie …’ Danny’s words petered out. It sounded even more ridiculous out loud.

‘It was in the local papers, Danny, it’s everywhere on social media, everyone knows our business, just like always. It’ll be some weirdo who fancies himself as being part of the story. You didn’t give him any money, did you?’

‘No. He wasn’t asking for money. He said he had answers. That was all he said.’

‘He will … Ask for money, I mean. Sounds like a con artist to me. There’s nothing more valuable to you in the whole world right now than finding out who did this to us, to our daughter. Anyone would know that. Tell him to do one.’

‘I did.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘I don’t know really. Older than me. Nice suit … It was late, I was heading back and I was a little …’

‘Drunk?’

‘I was going to say tired.’

‘But you meant drunk.’

‘I’m an adult, Sharon. I’m allowed to have a quiet drink when there’s nothing else to do.’

‘You’re allowed to do whatever you want. That’s always been your biggest problem.’ She paused to come back softer. ‘Look, I don’t want to argue. I just wanted to see you were OK.’

‘I need to see my boy,’ Danny said.

‘We talked about this.’

‘You talked at me about this.’

‘And you were drunk then, too. You think I want a two-way conversation with a drunk about something as important as our son?’

‘It won’t happen again.’

‘The drinking will. It sounds like it happened last night and that was probably why some suit thought he would chance his arm with you. He saw a weakness and he went for it.’

‘I’m not drunk now. Don’t hold back, Sharon.’

‘You still reek of it.’

‘I just want to see my son. Maybe I drink because you’re keeping me away from the only thing I have left. Did you ever think about that?’

‘I have to think about him. Jamie is all that matters in this conversation. You should have seen him after you left. He’s grown up worshipping his dad, The Beast of the football pitch, the local legend. He’s spent just about every moment of his childhood with a ball at his feet and your name on his back. I really don’t know what he thinks about you anymore. He’s stopped wearing your football shirts, I know that much. You really hurt him.’

‘He’s twelve. I let him down, I know that, but I’m still his dad, I can make it up to him. You can’t keep me away from him for ever, that’s not fair. Don’t make me beg you, Sharon …’

‘I don’t want to talk about this now. Not in front of Callie.’

‘In front of Callie? That’s the best one yet. And not the first time you’ve used her to shut me down either, is it?’ Danny could feel his head throbbing as his anger increased. He still had hold of his daughter’s hand but he let it go. He needed to get out to where there was some air. He suddenly felt like he couldn’t breathe.

‘Running away again, are we, Danny?’

‘Just doing what my therapist told me to do. My therapist. The one you drove me to.’ He stumbled when he made it back out into the corridor. His head throbbed. Fresh air was a long walk away. He ducked into a gents toilet to splash some cold water on his face instead.

‘God DAMMIT!’ Water dripped off the reflection that yelled back at him. He always got so angry when he was around her. He knew why: he wasn’t angry at her, he was angry at himself for being so pathetic, for giving her so much material to throw back in his face. And he was angry that he had no control, that he could do nothing about what it was that was tearing them apart.

Danny Evans had never been the sort of man to stand still and do nothing.




Chapter 4

9.20 p.m. The last of the families filed out and The Duke Inn was again under the control of the losers, the forsaken. The drunks.

‘Another?’ said the cheery voice of the lad working the bar. He had a creased shirt and lank hair that caught the light, held back by a black hairband. Danny couldn’t help but notice how the barman behaved differently when talking to Danny compared to those that came in to eat as a family: like they were mates, kindred spirits with an understanding. Not like those other decent people with ironed shirts and homes to get back to at a reasonable hour. At least he seemed to have finally got the message that small talk was off the table. Danny wasn’t in a bar for conversation, it wasn’t even about the drink. The truth was far worse: he went there because he had nowhere else to go.

Danny nodded.

‘With a chaser?’ Lank hair tapped his watch as if to communicate that it was that time of night – they’re mates, see? They understand each other. Danny should say no. This should be a wakeup call, he should look around, realise what he had become. Instead he just gave another nod. Lank hair turned away. A couple of minutes later, a fresh pint was placed in front of him, then a dark rum shot next to that. Danny reached out to press the glass where the bubbles of his beer raced to the surface. He felt a sudden sense of déjà vu. This felt like the exact same moment as last night when he had been interrupted.

‘Ten p.m.’ The words that fell from Danny’s lips were almost involuntary. He straightened up to look around, as if the suited man might reappear to offer the same promise of answers. Instead it was the barman who made a beeline back to him.

‘Did you say something?’

‘Sorry … no,’ Danny replied. He checked his watch. When he’d got back from the hospital he’d read over the note again, even going so far as to run the postcode through a mapping application on his phone. It had come up with a location he knew well enough, walking distance from Crabble – Dover Athletic’s home ground and his place of work. The last line still read like a strapline from a ‘B’ movie: Follow the light. This was what had prompted Danny to screw the note up as tight as he could and throw it into the bin. Sharon was right. She was always right. That was another part of the reason she could make him so angry. This guy would be some con-artist who’d read about him in the paper or picked up what he could online. He would want something from Danny, he just hadn’t pitched it yet. No one did anything for free.

But his phone was lying on the bar and when he unlocked it the mapping application was still open with the postcode showing. The phone stated he was twelve minutes away. He thought again about Sharon, about how she was always right, how she had dismissed him instantly when he had talked about this guy. But what if he did have some answers? Maybe he had found something as part of another investigation and he was just a decent bloke who needed to share what he knew. It was no skin off his nose, after all. If he was hired by someone else as he said he had been, then he would already have been paid. The man had said that he wasn’t in the area much so if he did have answers they would soon be leaving with him, maybe for good. How Danny would love to report back to Sharon and tell her that he had ignored her advice, made his own decision, met up with this man again and actually been given something. How she was wrong this time.

Danny sat up from his slouch. It was just twelve minutes away. If he got there and was asked for money he could just tell the guy to piss off. His wife need never know. He wasn’t as stupid as she thought he was.

He stood up. His stool caught on the carpet, toppling over. No one so much as looked. He scooped it back up, his vision blurring a little when he leaned forward. He stumbled a little too. There was no way he should be driving. He reached back to the bar for the shot of rum.

‘One for the road,’ he muttered and made for the door. The fresh, chilly air rushed him, taking over his lungs to force a gasp. He made it to his car and sat in the darkness for a couple of minutes to assess if anyone had seen him. The last thing he needed was another drink-driving charge for Sharon to add to her arsenal. His previous conviction was only just spent and was consistently something she would bring up to throw at him. It was just a twelve-minute journey. He would take it easy – blend in.

He blinked at the display, trying to concentrate. Through the windscreen the traffic streamed past almost without a break, mainly large HGVs building up speed as they moved away from the port. Danny fired his Mercedes and crawled slowly past the windows of the bar, hoping his lank-haired friend wasn’t taking too much notice of what people did after they stumbled away from the premises. He stopped at a junction, looking right to where he had a view of Dover Castle lit up in the distance. He had taken his family there plenty of times. Sharon, Jamie, Callie and him. A complete unit. A vivid memory pushed its way through the fug of alcohol: it was sunny, they were sitting on long wooden benches for a jousting re-enactment in the grounds of the castle. A court jester had come out between the rounds to keep up the atmosphere, and picked on Danny. They had all laughed together, their smiles lit up by bright sunshine. It was one of many memories he had of being part of a happy family. It was just last summer. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

A horn blared.

It snatched him back to the cold February night. His rear-view mirror was full of headlights. He had got lost in his thoughts. So much for blending in.

He dropped down the hill on the Jubilee Way to go against the flow of the lorries. The last part of the road had stilts to support it where it burst out of the famous white cliffs, with the Port of Dover a muddled mess of lights and activity around its feet. The sea presented as a solid mass beyond it with an occasional pulsing light to break up the nothingness. The road curved round to bring him down to sea-level and a row of tired-looking bed and breakfasts lined the right side while a white-stone promenade washed in bright downlights made up the left. Danny soon turned away from the sea where a new development of shops and restaurants stood – a development that no doubt played its part in making the rest of the journey bleaker, as he picked up a one-way system that led him through the town centre. Here he passed boarded-up shops, many with ‘TO LET’ signs reaching out with the same forlorn hope as a thumbs-up from a hitchhiker.

Crabble Paper Mill was on the other side of the town. The mill had been another important part of the town once, its ‘Conqueror fine paper’ a worldwide brand, but no longer. He had been to this building as a kid with his school. Then it had been hot and busy, the smell of pulp like nothing he had experienced before. Now the busy yards that had once been packed with lorries waiting for their produce were filled with a housing development still in progress. The whole site was earmarked for development, the old factory included. Another of the yards already contained a clump of homes that were finished and occupied, had been for years, but the houses on the side where his directions ran out were half-finished at best. He’d read in the local press about issues with contracts being sold to multiple developers, causing delays, but whatever the issues the progress was slow.

Now the yard was dark. A gate fashioned out of mesh fencing was pushed open with a thick chain dripping down to the floor. There was just one lit window in the distance standing out in the blackness.

‘Follow the light,’ Danny said as he peered over at it. He laughed too, an escape of nerves.

His car had been a source of weak light, but when he locked it the darkness around him thickened. The mesh of the gate stood out like a grey slab in the gloom. He moved through it, his feet tripping on the loose ground as he did. It led to a flattened area of compressed hardcore with raised kerbs and drains to shape it like a road. On the left side the structure of the original factory looked like it was still in the falling-down part of the process. A row of newly built dwellings was on the right, their exterior style carrying a subtle nod to the mill, but they still looked like an intrusion. The road that would serve them twisted left to go out of sight behind the factory. Most of the houses looked like shells, some with black eyes and open mouths where doors and windows would go. A mini-digger looked to be sleeping off a day’s work on the right side, parked under a set of large floodlights that looked precarious at the top of a steel tripod. The lights were all off. This made no sense; he had heard of these places getting screwed all the time for their metals and plant machinery.

Danny, at least, was glad of the darkness. He had no idea what to expect and took some comfort in skulking through shadows towards the lit window. He would have a look at least, a peek into the window to see if there was even anyone in there. There was still plenty of time to decide that this was bollocks and to just walk away. He picked out a route that followed the building line on the left, where the shadows were thickest. The ground was at its most uneven here and he felt his feet kick and trip over loose boulders and down potholes while his eyes were still not accustomed to the darkness.

He stopped when he was closer. Now he could see that it wasn’t a lit window at all, but a lit doorway. This part of the row looked to be more developed than the rest. The internal walls even looked painted. The light made them glow bright enough to force him into a squint. This one had fitted windows too, and a front door that was pushed wide open.

‘Yo, strange suited man with all the answers. You in here?’ Danny’s head throbbed where a hangover was already starting. Yet he had never felt more sober. This felt crazy, even more so as he leaned into an empty hallway with bare wooden stairs straight ahead. The floor looked like it was formed from a layer of fresh screed. It was dark grey with brown bootprints going in every direction. There was an arrow on the floor too, drawn in safety-chalk yellow. Next to it was something else written in the same chalk, a single word in block capitals:

DANNY.

The arrow pointed to the right. He stepped in.

‘HELLO?’ He called out louder now, his voice bouncing around like there was nothing or no one to stop it. ‘This ain’t funny, none of it. Show yourself or I’m gone.’

No answer. The front door had a layer of protective film that was bright blue, and a peeled piece caught a breeze to flutter against the door, making Danny jerk towards from it.

‘This is ridiculous, Danny!’ he scolded himself but his eyes dropped back to his name and the arrow beside it. It pointed towards a whitewashed door with no handle. He was going to have to open it for this to play out. He knew he wasn’t going to be able to walk away from here without knowing what this joker had behind that door for him. He stepped to it, pausing with his hand resting against the wood. He held his breath for any sounds: nothing.

The door opened inwards to reveal a far darker room. The light from the entrance hall behind him did its best to push past but it was moving into a large space and was soon lost. He could see far enough to make out a layer of semi-transparent plastic sheets hanging across the middle. He could also make out a dark shape behind them where some tools or equipment might have been left. A typed piece of paper clung to the middle of the plastic:

DANNY. YOU WILL NEED TO BE CALM AND YOU WILL NEED TO READ.

Then there was another arrow. It came out from under the text to point to the bottom right corner of the paper and to a metal chair that was directly underneath. A black plastic folder was on the seat cushion. There was a light switch by the door. He pressed it and had to squint again – somehow this room was even brighter. He took a step towards the chair but stopped dead as a faint sound broke through. Sounds were difficult to pinpoint in the sparse interior. He couldn’t tell a direction. It could even have come in from outside. It was a scuffle, something moving in the wind maybe.

He picked up the folder. Opening it revealed a first page that contained just two words. They were enough to raise his pulse to the point that he could feel it banging against his temple: CALLIE EVANS.

He turned the page. Next was a printed document, a block of text in the style of a report. His eyes darted across it, rushing ahead so it didn’t make sense. He had to focus, slow down his movements and drag his eyes back to the start to read slower, to be able to take in the words:

Callie Evans was the 5th victim discovered and shall be referred to ongoing as V5.

V5 was contacted initially using the same platform – a direct message from a social media picture sharing application. The offender’s phone contained a number of conversations with V5 using this format.

Danny gripped his nose. His eyes flicked back to the printed sign:

DANNY. YOU WILL NEED TO BE CALM AND YOU WILL NEED TO READ.

Behind it there was movement. The dark shape. A sound too and there was no doubt where it was coming from this time. Danny dropped the folder face down on the chair.

‘Hello?’ he said. There were no nerves now; it was anger that filled his words. ‘What the fuck is this?’ He searched the plastic sheeting in front of him. There were two zips he could see, looking like they were holding the sheets of plastic together across the room as a divider. The black smudge moved again. It was subtle enough for him to doubt what he was seeing. Then more noise – like a gurgle. He pulled one of the zips all the way up until it curved away from the middle. The plastic parted to reveal a pair of wide eyes that fixed on him. The gurgle came again. It was more earnest now, a man trying to communicate but unable to form words. The drastically shortened shotgun barrel between his teeth would be making that impossible.

‘Jesus. SHIT!’ Danny recoiled. One step back became a stumbled three. He looked around again, expecting other internal doors to open, for people to burst through with an explanation or even his mates with a camera and loud laughter. They’d got him, that was for sure. He would still be angry – furious even. But relieved at the same time.

They didn’t come.

He looked back over the scene in front of him. The plastic sheeting hung limp where it was unzipped to the floor and the man beyond was presented like he was suspended in a web. The ends of his toes were the only part of him touching the floor while his hands were wrapped tight behind his back. He had ropes around his chest and hips, taking his weight and tilting him forward. Another rope was tight under his chin, pulling his head up so they were now staring at each other. Two sturdy-looking bench weights hung off him, one from each shoulder, to keep his head in place. The shotgun was on a tripod stand, not unlike what he had just seen outside holding up a floodlight. It looked makeshift. The barrel was deep into his mouth, his jaw locked open to take it. It was so wide that the tattoo reaching out from his chest and up his neck was distorted by pulsing veins. The tattoo was of a bird with a large wingspan – an eagle perhaps. The man made more sounds from the back of his throat. It was all that he could do.

Danny looked round for something that might help. A knife, an axe, anything that he could cut him down with. As he searched, his eyes fell back on the typed sheet that was at an angle on the floor from when the zip had been opened.

DANNY. YOU WILL NEED TO BE CALM AND YOU WILL NEED TO READ.

He picked the folder up and turned it back over:

O1 made first contact with V5. As with previous behaviours, O1 posed as a younger male and claimed to have an interest in football. It would be obvious from the material V5 displayed on social media that football was among her interests. A bond formed quickly and, as we have seen before, O1 soon moved the subject matter to that of a sexual nature.

V5 resisted at first. It appears to have taken O1 a far longer time to convince V5 to share photos at all, and photos of an explicit nature only followed when she was sent examples that V1, V3 and V4 had supplied. This is behaviour that O1 has also demonstrated in other cases, the desire and ability to ‘normalise’ the sending of explicit materials, while labelling them as ‘art’ and claiming it to be ‘what friends do’.

V5 submitted a photo in a state of undress. Again, O1’s behaviour followed the previous pattern and the nature of his messaging became far more pressured until he received an image that was suitable for his needs. At this point, O1 immediately threatened to share this photo if V5 did not meet his further demands.

The page ran out. Danny shook his head like it might clear it. He’d never seen this report before, never heard anything like it from the police. Where had it come from? All they really knew was what Callie had told them – she’d been blackmailed online for pictures and she didn’t know who it was. That was it. The police had said there was nothing left on her phone that helped. She’d restored it to factory settings – the police said there was nothing they could do with it. Callie said she was told to do it as part of the threats towards her. But a private investigator had been able to get more, he’d been able to get answers.

He looked up, back at the seated man. He was so tense that he felt like his jaw was locked tight, like he was the one restrained and not the man in front of him. He was finally able to speak.

‘You know what this is?’ Danny’s words rasped from a dry throat. The man was silent now and his wide eyes looked heavy with moisture. ‘I think I might know what this is. If I’m right, then I think I might know who you are, why you’re here.’ Danny gestured with the folder. ‘Like this. Is that why you’re crying? Do you know who I am?’

Danny broke away to turn the page and continue reading:

As before with all V’s, V5 provided photos increasingly explicit in nature in order to meet the demands made by O1. The threats increased. An example being that O1 was able to provide the email addresses of all V5’s school teachers and that of numerous family members, including her parents.

Parents are Danny and Sharon EVANS. They reside at 54 Prospect Close, Lydden, Dover. Danny EVANS appears to be a minor local celebrity following a football career at Dover Athletic. O1 demonstrated awareness of this and included the potential fallout for Danny EVANS as part of his threats.

Other messaging applications in use at the time show that V5 was becoming increasingly isolated from family and friends and felt unable to talk with them. This desperation pushed her to reach out to SOPHIE CUMMINGS via Twitter. This account contained messages from a female who initially described a similar issue – that of being blackmailed for explicit messages and videos. V5 and ‘Sophie Cummings’ held many private conversations online where ‘Sophie Cummings’ advised V5 against involving any other persons. V5 and Sophie Cummings were not known to each other outside of social media.

‘Sophie Cummings’ is now known to have been O1 via a fake profile. This is the same method as displayed with all other victims.

The final exchange between O1 (acting as Sophie Cummings) and V5 reads as follows:

V5: I cannot take this anymore! This has to end. He wants a video now. Of me doing something really bad. Pls, tell me what to do … What can I do? U said he would get bored and move on. Why won’t he leave me alone!?’

AC: I know. I’m so sorry I was wrong … He won’t leave me alone either. There’s only one way out for me … for us. It’s what we talked about. It’ll just be like going to sleep. Kill yourself, Callie.’

The book slipped from Danny’s grasp, the plastic slapping against the solid floor and reverberating round the room like a firecracker. Danny flinched from every part of his body. He looked down, dumbstruck, unable to move while his pulse beat behind his eyes, each one seeming to thicken the cloud of confusion in his mind.

‘She coulda spoke to me! She coulda spoke to any of us … I didn’t know … We couldn’t have!’ He looked up at the man opposite, who was still watching him intently. He reacted by looking away, breaking eye contact for the first time to look at the floor. Danny took a moment to steady himself, to get control of his breath then bent forward to pick up the folder. He stared at the man the whole way.

The next page had just two words:

MARCUS OLSEN.

He turned the page to find another report written in the same format:

Marcus Olsen is the offender for all victims. From this point on he will be referred to as O1.

Below this was a mugshot labelled ‘O1’. It was in full colour and showed a heavyset male with hair shorn close to his scalp and thin lips surrounded by stubble. He looked to be mid to late thirties. He was shirtless in the photo with most of his torso visible. It showed a large eagle tattoo, its wings pushing out to cover his chest, the top of its head running up the middle of his neck to finish just below his chin. In the photo his thin lips were pushed together in a leer, and his arm was angled down to suggest his hands were in his lap. The photo overall looked like it was taken from a webcam and then cropped: poor quality, but good enough. Danny stared at the smiling eyes in the photo. When he lifted away he found the same eyes in real life. This time there was no sign of a smile. This time his thin lips were forced apart by the barrel of a shotgun.

‘Marcus Olsen.’ His throat was now so dry it hurt. Danny watched the man closely as he uttered the name. There was a reaction, no doubt, as much as he could with his head held tightly in place. He jerked like he was trying to shake it, like this was all a big mistake.

But Danny didn’t think it was. Not for a moment.

He moved back to the folder, where the printed words continued. He read them out now, almost revelling in it.

‘O1 is a twice convicted paedophile. His previous offending is for possession of indecent images of children including examples of the highest grading of indecent image.’ Danny looked up to make eye contact again. ‘Marcus Olsen the Paedophile,’ he spat. He went back to reading: ‘The wider investigation evidenced that he sought to identify a target who could give access to a number of further victims, behaviour that is similar to what we have found with V1 through V5 in this instance.’ Danny continued, ‘There is a period of four years between O1’s release from prison following his second conviction and his first contact with V1. It is highly likely that there was other offending in this time. Marcus Olsen’s behaviour suggests a prolific and committed sex offender whose impact on his victims has been so severe that a number have opted to end their life. Further, it is apparent from his manipulation, specifically in the case of V5, that he actively seeks to groom his victims, then attempts to coerce them to end their own lives, thus removing the traces of his offending.’ Danny ran ahead over the next sentence and had to pause to take it in. He swallowed a couple of times, he wanted to read this bit out loud, but it was like his throat had tightened. He fixed on the man tied down in front of him, then broke away to force the words through gritted teeth. ‘In the case of V5, it is known that O1 sourced the tablets that V5 used in her suicide attempt.’

Danny laid the folder back flat on the chair, his movements deliberate and slow. He peered around again, then held his breath for as long as he could. He wanted to stop for a moment, to think, but also to listen, to be sure that he was alone. They had never worked out where Callie had got the concoction of drugs from. There’s legislation to prevent the sale of Paracetamol in toxic amounts – a fifteen-year-old shouldn’t be able to buy a single one. The police had still done enquiries anywhere she could have got them from. The doctors had been able to reverse the affects of the painkillers but the Paracetamol caused an acute liver injury which meant she had needed to be kept unconscious. The ventilator keeping her alive had then caused pneumonia in her lungs and they’d nearly lost her. He’d nearly lost her. And he still might.

Now all he could hear was the man opposite, his breathing heavy and erratic. He was sucking in shallow breaths like he was panicking. They fuelled another sound from his throat, a moan perhaps, whatever he could manage.

‘You need to be QUIET!’ Shouting, Danny found himself standing straighter; the ferocity ripped at his throat, freeing up some fluid that he had to spit out. It moved him forward too, closer to Marcus Olsen. He waited, forcing the man to lock eyes with him, which he did but just for a moment. Then the man’s eyes angled down and Danny followed their trajectory to see where he was looking. He felt his face twist into a wide smile.

‘Didn’t even know I’d done that.’ Marcus Olsen was staring at the shotgun, specifically where Danny’s right index finger now rested against the trigger while his left hand had taken hold of the stubby barrel close to where it met his lips, like he might be holding it steady. He focused on the feeling of the trigger against his finger. It had some slack in it. He pulled it back until there was resistance. Suddenly he felt good; powerful. This man was at his mercy. Exactly as he should be.

‘Shall we see if there’s anything else in there? Maybe there’s another page explaining how this was all a terrible mistake after all!’ Danny used his left hand to scoop it back up. The next page was a different format. It was made up of screenshots from typed conversations involving his daughter. Callie’s words were labelled with her name this time, and every time he read it he felt himself grimace. He had to step back and straighten up to be able to breathe, letting go of the weapon in the process.

The messages laid bare his daughter’s desperation. She was asking to be left alone – begging. Begging for nothing to be done with the photos and videos she had sent. Begging that her parents would not be told. The conversation with ‘Sophie Cummings’ was shown too. Callie’s desperation was even clearer here. She was more candid; it was clear she trusted this person. And why shouldn’t she? She believed they had a connection – two women going through the same trauma. Danny turned the page. There was only one message on here. It showed the last exchange between Callie and Sophie Cummings. The final reply stood out behind yellow highlighter:

Kill yourself, Callie.

It was dated 3 January. A day that would always be etched in his memory. The day his fifteen-year-old daughter had silently taken a taxi to a park she loved, where Danny had pushed her on the swings as a baby. And their lives were changed for ever.

Danny paused to fix again on the man responsible. After all this time, here he was. Helpless. Vulnerable. Danny must have blocked everything out completely because he was suddenly aware that the man was shaking his head and moaning. Danny was sure he would be calling for mercy, begging to be left alone.

Just like Callie had.

Danny turned to the last page of the folder. It was a note addressed to him directly. He skimmed it but nothing was going in, not anymore. He threw the whole folder aside. The slap as it hit the ground this time barely registered, like the room had suddenly filled with water to deaden the sound. The man had become still too and now stared straight at Danny.

‘You know who I am, don’t you?’ Danny said. ‘Callie … She’s my daughter. I should be angry.’ Danny had to stop, to swallow hard a couple of times and lubricate his throat to
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