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  Prologue


The girl trembled as the hairbrush dug deep into her scalp, pulling back her hair. She tried to speak, but the tape across her mouth prevented words from forming, and only moans escaped. 
‘Hush now, just a few more minutes.’
Hands grasped her hair and a rubber band was snapped in place, the long hair now secured in a ponytail.
‘How could you think you were the one?’
The girl tried again to speak but stopped when she felt her hair being sectioned and plaited.
‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair.’
Harsh laughter filled the girl with a new terror as she realised what was about to happen. She tried to struggle, knowing her limbs were useless. She felt the scissors slice through her hair, the blades scraping the nape of her neck, and the plait fell away into her gaoler’s hands.
‘No rescue for you, dear princess.’
The hair snaked around the girl’s neck and then the braid tightened. Her eyes searched out the two skeletons in front of her, a braid of hair wound around each neck. Hope left her body at the same time as her last breath.
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7th October 2019


‘I didn’t wake you, did I?’ 
Kath swapped her phone to her other ear and poured water onto her instant coffee. ‘Hi, Lane. No, I was up. How are you doing?’ She smiled as she stirred the brown liquid. The combination of strong coffee and the Northern Irish voice of Lane Petreus was a good start to the day.
‘I’m good, honey. Up before God, as usual. I’m just calling to say I’ll be with you in a couple of days.’
Kath sipped her coffee and offered up a silent prayer. The next investigation for her cold case team was going to be challenging and she had been hopeful that she could get Lane on board.
‘That’s great to hear. Do you want to stay with me again?’
Lane had been her house guest during the first case barely three months ago.
‘No, I’ll book into one of the hotels nearby.’
Kath laughed. ‘Was I that bad a hostess?’
‘Not at all, sweetie. I just feel you need your own space at the moment.’
Kath was not going to question the psychic. ‘Okay, if you’re sure. We’ll all be glad to see you.’
Kath had phoned her a few days ago when she realised which case they’d be taking on next. Lane had been excited and intrigued.
‘Can’t wait to see everyone, especially wee Marvin and Byron.’
‘Well, although wee Marvin has a wee crush on you, he does actually have a girlfriend now.’
‘Good for him. She’s a lucky lass.’
‘I still think you’ll always be his fantasy lady,’ Kath said, smiling.
Marvin had been seeing Kerry, a DC that they had worked with when Kath headed up the active case team. He had sensibly decided to wait until there was some space between them work wise before asking her out. The relationship was only a couple of months old but seemed to be going well. His divorce was almost finalised, his ex-wife quickly moving on to a new potential baby daddy with a fat bank account. Ruth had once said that Marvin was like a stick of rock—the word sensible ran all the way through him. Being a dad was a consideration much further along his career ladder, and he wasn’t about to get himself into that kind of situation before he was ready.
Lane chuckled. ‘I need to go, but I’ll see you real soon.’
Kath ended the call and downed the rest of her coffee, a wave of relief enveloping her. Shirl had picked a real challenge for their next case. Three murders, a country estate, a family tied up with myth and folklore and stories of curses and witchcraft. 
Kath flicked on the kettle again. ‘Not enough caffeine in the world,’ she muttered, reaching for the coffee jar.
***


    
  Kath heard laughter as she climbed the stairs to the office. It was a warm, welcoming sound. It signified that the conclusion to their last case just a few days ago had been processed, the horrors now pushed a little further into the past. 
‘Morning, people.’ Kath entered the room and looked at the smiling faces.
A chorus of greetings followed, and Kath could feel the positive energy. 
Byron stood up and walked to the centre of the room, his right hand curled into a fist. ‘I have something for everyone, from my mum.’
Byron Lord, the tech wizard who could tease any information from the depths of the internet, cleared his throat and went to each member of the team in turn, placing a crystal in each person’s palm.
‘Oh, a pretty rock.’ Ruth raised her eyebrows and stared at the piece of rose quartz in her hand.
‘You don’t have to believe in this stuff, but just put your crystal on your desk or in your bag or pocket.’
‘Thanks, mate,’ said Marvin, turning over the piece of red jasper.
‘What with Ruth doing her feng shui mad clutter clearing and this crystal energy, or whatever it is, we shouldn’t run into any problems,’ said Shirl, smiling.
Kath dug her cigarettes and lighter from her bag, with a look on her face that was half smile, half grimace. ‘You’ve picked a case where we’ll need all the help we can get, wherever it comes from.’
‘I’ve done some prep work,’ Byron said, sitting down.
Kath had left the file on his desk before she’d left last week for their well-deserved break. He was usually the first one in the office, and Kath was grateful every day for his addition to the team.
‘Thanks, Byron. Okay, Marvin, have a look what’s in the files, get up to speed. I’m going for a smoke and a think.’
Shirl had reached for her own cigarettes to join her but got the message. Thinking time equalled alone time. She pulled a KitKat from her bag and set about devouring it.
Ruth shook her head. ‘Waistline, Piglet.’
‘Shut your mouth, Eeyore,’ Shirl replied through a mouthful of chocolate and wafer. ‘Never too early for chocolate.’
‘Never too early for Weight Watchers.’
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Kath pushed open the door of the small police substation. She walked a little way down the bare-earth pathway that skirted the large grassy area in front of the woodland and stood underneath a tree. As she lit her cigarette, a golden retriever came bouncing towards her. Holding her cigarette high in the air, she patted the head of the excited dog. as it nuzzled her knees. 
‘Timmy, come here. Sorry.’ A flustered woman in a bright yellow anorak came jogging towards her, the dog lead bouncing around her neck. ‘Sorry, sorry. Timmy, come here, you mad dog.’
‘It’s okay.’ Kath let the dog lick her hand. She had thought many times that a dog would be a nice addition to her life, someone to come home to who was always pleased to see you and was never in the mood for an argument. But it wasn’t fair, as she was out all day and sometimes at night. No life for a dog.
‘He’s still young and excited about everything,’ the woman continued as she clipped the lead to his harness.
‘I was like that once,’ Kath said before she could stop herself.
The woman laughed and ran a hand through her hair, which was a similar colour to Timmy’s coat. ‘Weren’t we all?’
She sidestepped Kath, and Timmy gave Kath a lingering look as they walked away.
‘Maybe that’s what I need,’ Kath said out loud, ‘a bit more excitement.’ She chuckled as she remembered the chaotic events of the previous few weeks. Enough excitement to last a lifetime.
Being a DCI on active cases for many years had given her a degree of excitement along with danger and frustration, but she had craved a quieter existence. When the chance to head up a new cold case team had been offered, she had thought that it would be the answer to some of her prayers. More regular hours, less pressure. But her last two cases had provided her with hostage situations, violence and a revival of a personal issue that she’d thought was dead and buried. Amongst the chaos had been the reignition of a love affair forty years in the making with her childhood sweetheart and current chief superintendent. Unable to keep her past from leeching into her present, it had left her relationship at stalemate and she’d had no contact from Lenny in ten days.
She crushed her cigarette end underfoot and went back into the station. 
The PCSO behind the desk grimaced as he put the phone down.
‘That’s not a happy face, John.’
‘Mmm. Bloody poachers seem to be active again in Restonfield Woods.’
‘Oh? Tell me more.’
John looked down at his scribbled note. ‘Chap by the name of Richard Bastion, at Lavender Cottage. Said he’s heard voices in the woods for the past three nights.’ He paused and gave her an enquiring look. ‘You live that way, don’t you?’
‘Sneaky. You know I do.’ Kath’s village, her cottage down the lane from the main street, butted up to the woods. She held out her hand. ‘Give me his details. I’ll call in on my way home.’
He handed her the piece of paper, grinning. ‘Only if you’re sure...’
‘Like I said, sneaky.’
‘Right place, right time. Cheers.’
She went upstairs, smiling and picturing Mr Bastion as a tall elderly man who was bound to bend her ear. Never volunteer for anything, a friend had once said. 
Ruth was at the whiteboard as Kath entered the office. ‘I’ve booked a room for us to talk to the parents, this afternoon at the Mallard’s Rest.’ She bit her lip when she saw the look on Kath’s face. ‘Oh, what?’
Kath waved her hand. ‘Nothing, it’s fine. Lenny and I had a pretty disastrous evening there a few weeks back.’
An uncomfortable and short dinner date with Kath snapping at Lenny for an innocent comment and storming out. Then there was the incident on the way home that set off a whole new chain of events. A memorable night for all the wrong reasons.
‘How are things on that front?’ Shirl asked, hoping she wasn’t going to regret it but curious to know any details.
‘I’ve no idea,’ Kath said. ‘I was a bit of a bitch to him the last time we saw each other and I haven’t heard from him since.’
Bitchy. Jealous. Guilty. Feeling unsettled because he’d had dinner with his soon-to-be ex-wife. Schoolgirl error 101, leaving him on the offensive and her very much in disgrace.
Kath glanced at Marvin, who looked away, not wishing to engage in any conversation that was to do with his boss’s love life. 
A text came through, and Kath took the phone from her jacket pocket. ‘Talk of the devil,’ she announced, reading Lenny’s text.
I’d like us to talk. You up for that?
‘Divine intervention,’ said Shirl, getting up to make drinks.
Ruth groaned, tapping the whiteboard pen against her thigh. ‘We’ve had enough of that, thanks very much.’
It was only a week ago they’d had to rescue a crazed vicar from the jaws of madness. There was very little divine about the whole experience.
Kath’s fingers hovered; the reply not quite formed in her head. Maybe it was time to talk.
Yes. Mine about 8?
The reply was instant.
Great.
‘Well, that’s my night planned.’ Kath put her phone down on her desk and picked up the file. ‘So, this is a case that Shirl, Ruth and I worked on previously, when it happened,’ she said as they all skimmed the pages. 
‘Nice to have some fresh eyes this time,’ said Ruth.
Kath nodded and pulled herself up to her full five-foot-four. ‘Quick run through, then. Jennifer Blunt was reported missing in April 2010. Seventeen years old, lived in Bridgnorth with her parents and a younger brother. Wanted to be a vet and was doing her A-levels. She went for a sleepover at a friend’s house, or that’s what she told her parents. The friend, Samantha, covered for her because she was meeting a “mystery man”, as Samantha told us eventually.’
‘Young girls love their secrets,’ said Ruth.
‘Indeed. According to Samantha, that night had been going to be a special night with the guy.’
‘Sleeping with him for the first time?’ Marvin offered.
‘That was implied, yes.’ Kath replied. ‘She was supposed to get back to Samantha’s house in the early morning. She never turned up. Samantha panicked, rang the parents and then the police got involved. Because no one knew who this guy was, we had no real starting point. Our colleagues suggested to the parents that Jennifer might have run off with this man. Parents vehemently denied this possible scenario, saying it was just not something Jennifer would have done.’
‘Even though she kept this secret from them?’ asked Byron.
Kath gave a half smile. ‘They were adamant it wasn’t like her, and friends agreed. Samantha eventually confessed they had been hanging out at a local pub, my local pub actually, in Restonfield.’
‘The weird one or the regular one?’ Ruth asked, grinning. She knew the answer but glanced at Marvin, knowing his interest would be on high alert. 
‘You have a weird pub?’ Marvin sat forward, eager for more information.
‘Yes, Marvin, we do. But we’ll get to that later.’ Kath pulled a face at Ruth. ‘As I was saying, the girls had been in The Bell several times.’
‘We were always in pubs when we shouldn’t have been, back in the day.’ Shirl leaned back in her chair and stretched, looking at the others. ‘What, no? Oh, just me, then.’
Everyone laughed. 
Kath cleared her throat. ‘Anyway, all the regulars at the pub were interviewed, which gave us nothing.’
‘When did you realise she hadn’t run away? That she wasn’t just a missing person?’ Byron asked.
‘When we found her body with the other two,’ Ruth said. crisply.
Byron’s cheeks reddened. ‘Oh. Right.’
‘Layla Mountford was our second missing girl, one year later,’ Kath continued. ‘Sixteen, left school. Worked three part-time jobs including glass clearing and odd jobs at The Bell.’
‘She suddenly gave up her two day jobs but actually seemed to have more money available to her,’ Shirl took over. ‘Friends said she’d hinted at an older man she was seeing who liked to look after her.’
‘That doesn’t sound good.’ said Marvin.
Shirl continued, ‘We canvassed the pub again. Still nothing concrete. But this time there was no hint of her running off. She just vanished. Finished a shift at The Bell, went outside to wait for a taxi home.’
‘But she never called one,’ Ruth took up the story. ‘No one saw or heard from her after she left the pub. Another year went by. Nothing more about Jennifer or Layla. Then Sophia Martin went missing.’
‘And all hell broke loose,’ said Shirl, sitting forward and leaning her arms on her thighs.
‘Because...?’ Marvin’s impatience was growing.
‘We had a suspect,’ said Kath.
Marvin and Byron looked at each other.
‘We liked him a lot, pulled him in for questioning and got nothing. We couldn’t hold him or charge him.’
‘Who was it?’ Marvin asked.
‘Rafferty Quartermaine.’ Kath threw her file on the desk and sighed, the memory of the frustration seeping back into her body.
‘Cool name,’ Marvin muttered.
‘Difficult to sign on your credit card, though,’ said Shirl, trying to lighten the mood.
Kath raised an eyebrow and stared at her. 
Shirl gave a forced smile. ‘I can see our leader is as frustrated now as back on the original case.’
‘So, fill us in.’ Marvin grabbed a pen, tapping it lightly on his desk.
Ruth held up her hands. ‘I’ll pick this up. Rafferty Quartermaine is the only son of Clarissa and Farraday Quartermaine. Privileged, arrogant, money coming from all directions from hedge funds, oil interests and property development. A mummy’s boy that really doesn’t get on with his mummy but needs to keep her sweet if he’s going to inherit the family fortune and the pile known as Quartermaine Manor.’
‘So, was he protected by the family name?’ Byron tucked his hair behind his shoulders, resisting the temptation to move his fingers over the keyboard to find out for himself.
Shirl and Ruth looked at each other and then at Kath.
‘Not exactly,’ Kath said. ‘He wasn’t given any special treatment. He was fully co-operative and, although I really liked him for the murders at first, he seemed genuinely shocked by what had happened to the girls and the fact that they had been found on the Quartermaine estate.’
‘We just didn’t really take to him as a human being,’ Shirl clarified, getting up and moving to the kettle.
Kath gave a wry smile. ‘We can’t just arrest people because we don’t like them.’ She nodded at Shirl, who was holding up an empty mug.
‘Was he the only real suspect, then?’ Byron asked.
Kath nodded. ‘One, he was at The Bell when all the girls were there.’ She held up her fingers as she made her point. ‘Two, the bodies were found, as you know, in the grounds of the estate, and three, and considered most important to us, he had a penchant for much younger girls.’
‘You’re not talking paedophile, are you?’ Marvin screwed his face up in disgust.
Kath shook her head. ‘No. His lady friends, for want of a better term, were all legal age, it’s just that he was ten years or so older than them. In physical age anyway.’ She reached for the mug of coffee that Shirl was holding out to her. ‘Rafferty has an almost childlike naivety about him mixed with an arrogance that he can’t quite pull off. He’s a competent businessman but not very likeable.’
Marvin was flipping through pages in his file. ‘So, the girls were discovered by four boys... Oh, bloody hell.’ He looked up at Ruth, his face pale.
‘Yeah,’ said Ruth. ‘Dead of night, they found a hole in the fence on the edge of the estate, thought they’d scare themselves with an adventure in the woods. Came to the folly—’
‘Folly?’ 
‘A stone tower, very old, built by one of the Quartermaine ancestors. They are usually just a stone tower with nothing inside, no roof, but this had a spiral of stone steps leading up to... I guess you’d call it a kind of mezzanine floor. That’s where they found two skeletons and a decomposing corpse.’ Ruth crossed her arms and looked down at the floor.
‘That’s quite an adventure,’ said Byron quietly.
‘The boys were all pretty traumatised,’ Kath interjected. ‘They couldn’t tell us anything.’
Shirl sat down and took a sip of her tea as Kath continued.
‘We’ll look at re-interviewing the boys, or rather young men as they are now, but I’m not hopeful we’ll get anything useful. I suggest we start at Quartermaine Manor. Rafferty still lives on the estate, and I don’t think he’ll be leaving any time soon. He has one of the cottages away from the main house. He’ll probably be shocked that we’re reopening the case, but it’s Clarissa we may have problems with...again.’ Kath let the sentence hang as Marvin and Byron sat up straight.
‘To that end, I’ve asked Lane to join us on this one.’ 
Lane and her psychic abilities added an extra dimension to the team dynamic, mixing the ethereal with the nitty gritty of cold hard facts. When she had joined them for their first cold case only a few months previously, she had sensed that Byron had some sensibilities he had yet to explore.
‘When is she coming? Is it today? Is she staying with you again?’ Marvin straightened his tie, his eyes flicking from the window to the doorway.
‘Calm down, wee boy,’ said Ruth, grinning and using Lane’s pet name for him.
Kath laced her fingers in front of her stomach. ‘We haven’t worked out the logistics yet.’
‘Um, so...Clarissa?’ Byron swayed in his seat, a sense of urgency threatening to overtake him.
Kath sighed and exchanged glances with Ruth and Shirl. ‘You’re an honorary detective; go do what it is that you do on your magic keyboard.’ She waved her hand at him. He grinned back and began typing.
Ruth pursed her lips. ‘Please don’t say magic again.’
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Kath coaxed her Audi quattro into a tight parking space, turned off the engine and removed herself from the car with ease. Ruth cursed under her breath as she tried to extricate her five-foot-nine frame without damaging the car next to them. The October sun was still doing its best to warm the early afternoon air. 
‘It is too nice a day to be doing this,’ Kath remarked, pushing open the entrance door to The Mallard’s Rest.
The old coaching house was now a popular pub with an established reputation for excellent food, and it was a place close enough to the addresses of the three sets of parents. Ruth had managed to secure the room at the rear of the pub for their meeting, calling the parents to explain that they were looking again at the investigation into their murdered children.
‘Any day is a crap day for what we’re about to inflict on these people,’ Ruth replied, following Kath to the bar.
Kath spoke quietly to a woman behind the bar, who pointed to a door and nodded. A notice reading Private Meeting was secured to the centre of the door. Kath pushed it open. The French doors at the back of the room gave a view out onto the large gardens. Mismatched armchairs in tartan and tweed fabrics were dotted around the room. On a long green Chesterfield sofa sat two men and two women. The other couple sat in chairs close by. The three men and three women stared at Ruth and Kath as they entered. Everyone was nursing a glass. Kath guessed some of them were probably alcohol. She moved forward.
‘Thank you all for meeting with us.’ 
Kath and Ruth sat down in two of the tartan wingback chairs facing the parents.
Ailsa Mountford sat forward, seemingly the spokesperson for the group. She wore a formal trouser suit, her blonde hair framing eyes that were steady and focused. ‘I’m sure I speak for all of us’—she quickly glanced at the others, who remained silent—‘we’re a bit shaken by your phone call but glad that you’re reopening the case.’
Ruth crossed her legs and gave a small smile that she hoped showed a good mix of consideration and determination. ‘As I explained on the phone, now we have a dedicated cold case team, we can focus on devoting our time to finding out what happened to your girls, but we recognise that this cannot be easy for any of you.’
The six appeared stoic in their silence, but Kath knew all too well what was going on in their brains and their guts. Only a few weeks ago, she’d had that exact same awful realisation of her past inserting itself into her present, like a speeding train coming out of nowhere.
‘So, how does this all work, then?’ Dennis Mountford asked.
‘Well, we look over all the statements and the evidence...’
John Blunt held up his hand, and Kath stopped speaking. ‘Are you saying you missed something?’
There was an underlying aggression in his tone, and Kath knew she had to tread carefully. She crossed her legs slowly.
‘No, not at all. But we have a new team now purely focused on cold cases and can dedicate all our resources to looking into what happened.’ She wasn’t ready to tell them that a psychic was joining them.
‘You’ll be seeing him though, won’t you?’ Angela Martin gripped her husband’s hand. Kath knew Rafferty Quartermaine would crop up, but it was sooner than she had anticipated.
‘If you’re referring to Mr Quartermaine, then yes, we will be interviewing him.’
‘That bastard knows something.’ Angela’s body trembled as the words tumbled out of her. ‘He must still be your chief suspect.’ 
‘Like I said, we will be looking at everything and everybody again and we will keep you informed of any developments.’
‘Families like that always have the law in their pocket. Think they’re above everyone else because they have money and live in a big—’
‘Hush now.’ Paul Martin stroked his wife’s arm with his other hand. Angela shrugged him off and released her hand from his.
John Blunt looked over at Angela and then at Kath, sighing as he adjusted his sitting position. ‘Why call us all together? Surely we could have done this over the phone and avoided this upset?’
The truth was that he hadn’t wanted to come. The six parents had all met up before, during the original investigation, thinking it would be cathartic, a bonding exercise. Angela Martin had been the perfect hostess until her seventh glass of wine, when she had cornered John in the garden and tried to kiss him. His gentle but firm rejection had left spiteful words pouring from her mouth.
Kath had felt empathy and sorrow walking into the room; Now, her patience was wearing thin. She noticed Ruth’s foot bobbing up and down, her face stern. She knew they were both thinking the same thing.
‘It was a courtesy,’ Kath said. ‘Perhaps it was selfish of me to suggest this. I felt it was only right to look you all in the eye and assure you of our absolute resolve in finding out who did this. Gatherings like this can sometimes spark a memory that may have been overlooked at the time. I was trying to cover all the bases.’
Angela screwed up her face. ‘We don’t meet up every week like some sad club and talk about our murdered children. I mean, who does that?’
Kath gave what she hoped was an encouraging smile despite her fraying temper. ‘People have to find their own path through tragedy. I apologise for the upset.’
Kath stood up abruptly, and Ruth followed.
‘We will be investigating to our fullest capacity. Thank you all for your time.’ Kath nodded in their general direction and turned to leave. As she pulled open the door, harder than she meant to, a male voice cut the silence.
‘We really do appreciate your efforts. We’re all a little raw, all the emotions coming down on top of us again. I am sure I speak for all of us in that respect.’ Paul Martin was standing as Kath and Ruth turned around, an apologetic smile on his face.
‘We will do our very best for you and your girls.’
Kath marched outside, sidestepping the tables of customers finishing their meals and drinks, then yanked the car door open as the lock beep sounded, narrowly missing the car next to hers. Ruth got in and secured her seat belt as Kath reversed quickly and then accelerated out of the parking area, swerving to avoid a pheasant as she pulled out onto the road.
‘That went well,’ Ruth muttered.
Kath gripped the steering wheel. ‘Maybe I made the wrong call.’ 
‘It’s done now. Let’s just get on with it.’
Kath pushed her foot farther down on the accelerator, and Ruth gripped the door handle.
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Kath lifted the fox head knocker on the door of Lavender Cottage, wondering again why she’d volunteered to stop by and take details. Every light seemed to be on, every window illuminated. 
He’s going to be old and miserable and want to bend my ear for an hour.
She heard footsteps approach the door. She pulled her warrant card from her pocket as the door opened. They stared at each other, both seemingly surprised.
‘Can I help you’—he peered at the card held up in front of him—‘DCI Fortune?’
‘Richard Bastion?’
All the saliva had drained from her mouth as she took in the man before her. Old and miserable? She could not have been more wrong. As he nodded, she felt a flutter deep in her belly. A head of white hair, wet and pulled back from his high forehead. Blue eyes that sparkled as he smiled. A neat salt-and-pepper beard revealed a set of perfect white teeth, and as he smiled, the small crow’s feet wrinkled around his eyes.
If he wants to bend my ear all night, bring it on.
‘You phoned... about men in the woods?’
He laughed—deep, throaty, sexy.
‘Wow, does that warrant a visit from a DCI?’
Kath stared at him, focusing on the single bead of water just under his ear, unable to form a cohesive sentence.
He’s fresh from the shower. Get a grip, Fortune.
‘We’re actually neighbours and you’re on my way home, so I said I’d call in.’
‘Oh, okay. Please come in.’ He opened the door wide. 
As she passed close to him, she breathed in his scent combined with sandalwood and citrus. The small lounge was homely, the fireplace wall stripped back to brick, several lamps dotted around the room giving a warm feel against the early evening.
‘Are you renting?’ She turned to look at him as he closed the door.
‘Is this part of the interview?’
Stop smiling at me; I can’t concentrate.
‘Police officer’s curiosity. We’re bonding to make you more comfortable.’
Bonding? Where the hell did that come from?
‘Ah, well, I’m very comfortable, thank you.’ He moved closer to her. ‘Yes, I’ve been here about three months. Thinking I might buy in the area if the right property comes up. And I like the look of the neighbours. That’s a big plus.’
‘It’s a nice village, very friendly.’ 
What the hell are you waffling about? Get the statement and go home.
‘Good to know.’
Silence fell between them. The bead of water was staying put, and she had the image of her licking it, then moving her lips across his beard.
‘Would you like a drink? I was just going to put some coffee on.’ He pointed at the kitchen through an archway, his black vest top revealing a smattering of grey chest hair.
‘No, I have...no, not at the moment.’
He put his hands in his jeans pockets. ‘So, shall I tell you what I think I know?’
‘Yes.’
His face was serious. ‘Started three nights ago. Noise woke me. I sleep at the back, where the woods are.’ His cheeks flushed. ‘But you probably already know the woods are over the back if you live near here anyway.’
She smiled. ‘Go on.’
‘I got up, didn’t put any lights on. Heard voices, thought I saw a torchlight. Then it went quiet. The same on the next two nights. There were problems with poachers where I used to live, so it kind of feels the same, rather than just kids messing about.’ 
His soft Scottish lilt made the ordinary words seem like the telling of a fairytale to Kath’s ears.
‘Okay.’ Kath nodded. ‘I’ll relay your information. There is a list of usual suspects, so they may get a visit.’
Silence again.
‘So, you say we’re neighbours?’ He looked enquiringly at her, head at a slight tilt.
Kath didn’t give out her home address on a whim, but she felt more than okay with this man knowing she was less than a mile away from him. ‘I’m at Christina Cottage, just down the lane and off to the left.’
‘Oh.’ His eyes widened. ‘Nice place. I was thinking of seeing if the owner wanted to sell. Just the kind of place I’m looking for. I often run past there. Good route.’
He runs. Of course he runs, hence the lean body.
‘I’m not on the market.’
She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘I mean, the house isn’t up for sale. At the moment.’
‘Well, I’m patient.’ He grinned. ‘Perhaps you’ll get some action in the bedroom.’
She blushed and stared, open-mouthed.
His hands flew from his pockets, trying to wave away the faux pas. ‘I mean, you might hear something yourself, in the woods, from your place.’
They both laughed at the same time, releasing the awkwardness but fighting for something more to say.
He has beautiful hands. Strong hands.
‘As police interviews go, this is probably one of your weirdest, right?’
‘In my job, I’m used to the weird and the wonderful.’ She was afraid of making any further stupid comments. ‘I’ll let the station know what we’ve talked about and leave you to your evening.’ She took the few steps to the door.
He moved to a small bureau in the window. ‘Here’s my card if you need to call, in the middle of the night or... not that I think you can’t take care of yourself.’
She held onto the door handle, holding out her other hand for the card. ‘I’ve done a few years in the Armed Response Unit; there’s not much that scares me.’
Except for my emotional suitcase of unresolved issues.
‘Oh. That’s impressive. I wasn’t trying to do the knight in shining armour thing, but...’ He smiled apologetically.
But I think you were, and I’m okay with that, thank you very much.
‘Even though I’m on my own, I can take care of myself.’ She stopped, suddenly remembering Lenny was coming round. ‘I really have to go.’ She opened the door reluctantly and stepped onto the small driveway.
‘Well...’ Richard stood in the doorway. ‘You may be handy with a gun, but what about a spade?’ He gestured to the card in her hand. She looked at it.
‘You’re a landscape gardener.’ She smiled, thinking about her wild back garden. ‘Duly noted.’ Kath waved the card at him. ‘If you ever fancy a change of career, you have an interesting questioning technique.’
She turned and walked to her car, hoping he was watching her and fighting the urge to turn around. She tucked the card into her pocket and unlocked the car. As she got in and reached for the seatbelt, she couldn’t help but look back at him still looking at her.
He stayed in the doorway until the car was out of sight.

    
  It was past six when she got home in the gloom of the approaching evening light, but the weather couldn’t dampen her mood as she set about putting lights on and changing into jeans and a low-neck sweatshirt. In the kitchen, she reached for her phone as the kettle boiled. 
‘Let’s have a look at you, then, Richard Bastion.’
The kettle clicked off without her noticing as she passed over his Facebook, Instagram and Twitter feeds. She was so engrossed in reading about his development of a garden for a friend of Prince Charles that she jumped at the sound of car tyres on the gravel drive. She put her phone down on the table and got to the door before Lenny knocked.
‘Hi.’
Lenny had got a funny little sketch all prepared, rehearsing it on the drive over. But he instinctively felt it was a bad idea now that she stood before him. He felt he couldn’t be as natural and open as he used to be with her. The relationship had changed. Kath had changed. He waited on the doorstep, like a vampire.
‘Come on in.’
Kath left the door open and walked back to the kitchen, Lenny closing the door behind himself and following.
She opened the fridge. ‘Low-alcohol lager or coffee?’ She grabbed a beer for herself and waited.
He’d thought about bringing chocolates or flowers and dismissed the idea, felt the attempt would be shot down, ridiculed. Is this where they were going? Afraid of making any kind of conciliatory gesture?
‘Beer sounds good. Well, not good, but...’ He spread his hands and smiled.
‘I’m getting used to the taste.’ She handed him a bottle.
‘Given up wine?’
‘Seem to have lost the taste for it.’ She had imbibed far too much of it during the last few months and now it had connections to events she didn’t want to remember. With her decreased appetite and letting go of the wine, the weight was continuing to drop.
They each twisted off the tops from the bottles and sipped, possible conversation topics racing through their heads but failing to reach their mouths. Kath moved to the back door, opened it and lit a cigarette. Lenny propped himself against the worktop, glancing at her upturned phone on the table.
‘Richard Bastion? Who’s he, then?’
Kath blew her smoke up into the sky. 
I don’t want to talk to you about him.
‘He phoned in a situation in the woods at the back of his house. I called in on my way home to see what was what. Possible poacher activity.’
‘He lives round here, then?’
‘In the village.’ She looked at him and indicated the direction with her bottle.
As a possible work opening had presented itself, he continued. Safe territory. ‘How’s the team after the events of the past few weeks?’
‘You mean the case of the woman who’s been silent for forty years and the crazy vicar? They’re okay. We’re all okay. Thanks for asking.’ She turned her body back to face the garden.
He nodded. ‘Good, good. You’ve wrapped up two cases in as many months. Not bad for a new team.’
‘We’ll be getting a reputation for efficiency if we don’t watch it.’
‘Your determination was never in question,’ Lenny said, feeling the moment slipping away where he would have to voice his concerns about their own relationship. If they still had one. ‘What’s the next case?’
Kath blew a plume of smoke into the night, aimed the dwindling butt at the lawn and shut the door. ‘Rapunzel murders.’
Lenny coughed and slammed his fist against his chest as his beer went down the wrong way. ‘Clarissa Quartermaine? You’ll need some luck with that.’
Kath put down her bottle and folded her arms defensively. ‘I’m calling Lane in to help.’
She saw his body tighten at the mention of the psychic’s name. Kath had asked Lenny for Lane’s help on an active case four years ago and he’d reluctantly let her have her way. They got results, but it didn’t sit well with Lenny’s need for concrete facts. Kath had tried to explain about energies and resonance. He tried to be open-minded, but it only stretched so far. Now she was in charge of her relatively new cold case team and the first thing she had done was contact the psychic for help with the ten-year-old case of the murder of little Daisy Prospero. Lane’s abilities had helped them close the case, albeit not the solution anyone would have anticipated.
Kath didn’t want to fight, but unease was growing inside her. Their personal relationship might be rocky, but she didn’t want any more of it spilling over into the job.
Lenny sipped his beer. ‘I think that’s a good call.’
The silence threatened to overwhelm them.
‘How’s Susan?’
‘She’s okay, thanks. We’ve put the house on the market. She’s going to move to Bristol to be nearer her parents, something that we had talked about before we decided on the divorce.’
Kath nodded and took a deep breath. ‘Where are we going, then?’ She picked up her bottle and drained it, turning away from him, scared to see the look on his face.
‘Nothing’s changed for me, Kath. It’s you that’s different. I still feel the same about you as I did when we were fifteen. I think it has to be you that decides where we go from here.’
Her immediate response was to fight back, bite back, disagree. But she swallowed the words and knew he was right. Being defensive wasn’t going to move them sideways or forward. ‘I’ve let my past get in the way of our present,’ she said carefully. ‘I’m still working on that, so how about we just be nice, be friends and kind of pause things?’ She didn’t think it was the response he’d been hoping for, but it was all she could offer at present.
His body released the tension, and he sagged a little into an easy stance. He put down his bottle. ‘I’m okay with that. Sounds like a plan.’
They smiled at each other, and he moved







