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ONE

Tick tock. The thing had eyes. And it was watching her.

It stood in the corner, taller than a man, and its deep insistent voice boomed out across the silent room – tick tock. The painted eyes swivelled from side to side as it beat away the time. Tick tock, tick tock.

It had a face, round and pallid, and its smiling lips were half parted to reveal a painted planetary scene which changed with the phases of the moon. But the strangest thing was those moving eyes that watched her and rejoiced in her fear.

Lydia’s limbs were paralysed and she knew there was no escape from the horror to come. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock. She could smell him now; a strange hospital smell, clean and threatening. She knew he would take her by the hand and lead her from the room and she knew the hand that held hers would be cold and clammy like a dead man’s. Then she would glide down the stairs like a phantom towards that open door, towards the rectangle of bright light. And the clock with its tall, dark, oak case would follow her. Tick tock, tick tock. He was coming … and he was coming for her.

Now he had vanished but there was no way she could stop herself moving towards the door. She anticipated the horror she would witness when she passed beyond the light and she tried to scream. But no noise emerged. Tick tock, tick tock. The clock was still there watching as she inhaled the whiff of burning flesh and the metallic scent of blood.

Suddenly her eyes opened and she could see the grey dawn light seeping in through the blinds. But for a few moments she lay sweat soaked and shaking, hovering between nightmare and reality.

She forced herself upright and flicked on the bedside light, taking deep, calming breaths. It was only a dream but it had been disturbing her sleep every night since she’d moved into the new flat, leaving her jittery and exhausted.

And she knew that if it didn’t stop soon, she’d have to do something about it.

Daisy loved the small park in the centre of Pickby so it was the least Melanie could do to take her there on the way home from school on the last day of term, the one day she’d managed to leave work early.

She’d told everyone in the office she was taking work home but that had been a half-truth; she hadn’t told them that she’d felt a sudden urge to see Daisy so she’d rung the child minder to say she’d take care of school gate duty that day. The child minder had sounded surprised, which she thought said a lot. But why shouldn’t she spend a little quality time – how she hated that term – with her daughter?

Daisy dumped her school bag at Melanie’s feet and ran towards the swings with a six year old’s enviable energy. Her fair curls bobbed as she ran, splashing in small puddles left over from yesterday’s showers, while Melanie followed her, tottering on office high heels. The other mothers sitting around the fringe of the playground were wearing a summer uniform of jeans and T-shirts and Melanie felt out of place in her dark business suit and crisp white blouse. A couple of the women shot her suspicious glances as they gossiped on the wooden benches, and she felt like an intruder on their territory.

She picked up the bag, walked over to the swing and stood awkwardly as Daisy climbed on to the seat. The other mothers looked so at home there as they sat chatting, unaware of her need for some social contact, however slight. A smile, a comment on the improving weather. Anything would have been welcome.

‘Push me, mummy.’ Daisy was sitting on the swing, jiggling her legs impatiently and Melanie forced out a mummy smile – the kind she had always imagined she’d give her children in the days when motherhood had been a vague future notion.

But as she positioned herself behind the swing her mobile phone rang. ‘Just a minute, darling,’ she said in saccharine tones.

But children have an instinct for when they’re being fobbed off. As Melanie answered the call Daisy slipped off the swing and ran off in the direction of the climbing frame – a large contraption of wood and ropes that, if she hadn’t been so preoccupied, Melanie would have considered too challenging for a slightly built six year old like Daisy. But it was a call from one of her senior partners so Melanie had no choice but to answer and watch helplessly as her daughter ascended the ladder and vanished into the house-like structure six feet off the rubber-matted ground. She held her breath, her mind half on the phone call and half on Daisy. She was out of sight now but the senior partner – a pompous man who loved the sound of his own voice – was droning on about some meeting scheduled for the next day. Melanie attempted to make intelligent and professional-sounding interjections, trying to suppress the mother and bring the solicitor to the fore, but all the time her eyes were searching for Daisy, wishing she wasn’t wearing the dull, navy-blue uniform that made her so hard to spot in the shadows.

She walked round to the other side of the climbing frame, hoping for a glimpse of her daughter, aware that her replies to the senior partner’s questions were becoming more absent-minded.

But it was all right. Daisy was there, smiling and waving from the unglazed window of the play house and Melanie felt as if a weight had been lifted from her heart as she waved back. When the little face disappeared from the window, she turned her back. Daisy was safe and it was time she concentrated on work.

Holding the phone tight to her ear, she stared out across the park. It was filling up now as people on their way home from work mingled with those strolling at a more leisurely pace with children, lovers or dogs in tow. At last the senior partner was saying goodbye and it was with considerable relief that Melanie pressed the key to end the call.

She slipped the phone back in her handbag and when she turned she saw a man walking purposefully towards her, his eyes fixed on hers. She looked round, searching for Daisy. But there was no sign of her.

He was a few yards away now, just outside the playground, his dog straining on the leash as though it was anxious to reach her. It was a big dog – a Boxer possibly, although she didn’t know much about dog breeds – but it looked reasonably friendly.

‘I see you’ve knocked off work early,’ he called across to her, his thick lips curling up in a smile. He was short and wiry but there was a suggestion of strength in his tattooed arms. He wore shorts, revealing a pair of pale and hirsute legs and a sleeveless T-shirt of the kind she had once heard referred to as a ‘wife beater’. She wondered if he had a wife to beat – but then she realized she knew very little about Chris Torridge apart from what he’d told her during their meetings in her office.

‘Have you made any progress?’ he asked and it struck Melanie, not for the first time, that his deep and cultured voice belied his appearance. ‘You do remember, don’t you? Dorothy Watts?’

Melanie walked over to him. This wasn’t the sort of conversation you could hold from a distance. She resented the note of reproach in his voice, as though he was accusing her of neglecting her duties. She remembered, all right. Discovering what had become of Dorothy Watts was one of her more interesting cases – an intriguing change from the usual round of wills and conveyancing – and she had put a good deal of effort into finding witnesses and uncovering the truth. ‘Of course I remember, Mr Torridge. I’ve made some progress since our last meeting. In fact I think I’ve made a breakthrough. If you’d like to make an appointment …’

‘Can’t you tell me now?’

‘The file’s back at the office. Sorry.’ She turned her head to look for Daisy but again, she was nowhere to be seen. ‘Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll speak to you soon.’

She saw him hesitate and when the dog began to bark she felt like thanking the creature for coming to her rescue. Without another word Torridge walked away, tugged by the dog, and she stood for a few moments, watching as he vanished into the trees that separated the park from the suburban gardens beyond.

She looked at her watch. It was time she got home. She picked up the school bag which she’d dumped on the ground when she answered the phone and went in search of her daughter.

She hurried to the heart of the playground, calling Daisy’s name softly, one eye on the group of gossiping mothers who seemed to be absorbed in their own affairs. She couldn’t see Daisy on the climbing frame or on the swings and as her search became more frantic panic began to well up inside her, making her heart thud and her legs feel like jelly. After a while, all dignity and reticence abandoned, she rushed up to the group of mothers who looked up at her as if they resented her intrusion into their conversation.

‘Have you seen a little girl? Six years old, fair curly hair, wearing a navy-blue school uniform?’

The mothers all shook their heads but a couple of them, suddenly sympathetic, offered to help her look and they shouted questions across to their own children who answered with bored shrugs. One of the women assured her that they’d seen no lone males inside the playground in the last half hour or so. These days any lone male in the vicinity of a playground without a child in tow triggered all sorts of alarm bells in the maternal head.

The thought that Daisy might have wandered off while she’d been talking on the phone or being questioned by Chris Torridge brought on pangs of guilt. How could she have turned her back like that and left the confines of the playground? How could she have let her precious Daisy out of her sight?

The mothers quickly organized themselves into some sort of search party and, while some stayed to keep a close eye on their own offspring, they fanned out, calling Daisy’s name and accosting passers-by to ask if they’d seen a child matching her description while Melanie stood by the climbing frame, paralysed and feeling strangely detached from the situation. She felt as though she was a spectator watching a scene of immense horror and all she could do was stand there and stare ahead, useless and powerless, scanning the faces of any children in view in the hope that one of them would be Daisy. She couldn’t pray and she couldn’t cry as the numbness took hold. Daisy. All she wanted was to see her running across the grass towards her.

When she spotted a fair-haired child of around Daisy’s height, her hopes were raised for a second. But despair took hold as soon as she realized the resemblance was slight. Daisy was nowhere to be seen.

Warm tears of frustration trickled down her cheeks as one of the park bench mothers, a plump woman with cropped hair, put a comforting arm around her shoulders and led her to the bench. ‘You’re in shock, love. If we don’t find her in the next few minutes we’ll call the police. Try not to worry, eh.’ Her last words didn’t sound convincing. She could hear the anxiety in the woman’s voice.

Melanie nodded and as mucous began to drip from her nose she fumbled in her bag for a tissue. As soon as the bag was open her phone rang, loud and insistent. She stared at it, unable to move.

‘You should answer it,’ her new ally said. ‘It might be news. She might have found her way back home.’

Melanie’s hand was shaking as she pressed the key and held the phone to her ear. She could hardly utter the word ‘hello’ but it didn’t matter because Jack didn’t wait for her to speak.

‘I’ve had a call,’ he said. ‘Someone’s got Daisy.’

‘I only took my eyes off her for a few seconds. I …’

‘Shut up and listen.’ Jack sounded angry. More than angry … furious. ‘They want money or they say we’ll never see her again. They say they’re going to call later.’

Melanie’s hands, suddenly clumsy, refused to obey her panicked brain and she dropped the phone, sending it clattering down to the cold, unforgiving ground.




TWO

Perhaps it was a good thing that Eborby’s Tourist Office was always busy. When you’re busy you don’t have time to think and brood and although the nightmare had broken her sleep, Lydia hadn’t felt too bad at work.

She enjoyed working in the elegant eighteenth-century building near the cathedral and she’d managed to fix a smile to her face as she’d handed out the glossy leaflets advertising Eborby’s many tourist attractions and looked up the times of sightseeing buses and river cruises. But when she’d visited the little staff cloakroom and looked in the mirror above the sink, she’d seen dark smudges of blue-black beneath her eyes.

Even in her busiest moments she could never quite banish the memory of that clock with its watchful, swivelling eyes. She’d had that same dream so many times that she’d begun to wonder whether it was some sort of warning. Or perhaps some terrible suppressed memory – she’d read about such things in magazines but had never quite believed them.

At five thirty the working day was over and Lydia headed towards Boothgate, passing the Eborby Playhouse, an old theatre with a recently added glass frontage. The red and black posters outside announced that the latest production was called simply Mary. It had received good reviews and she’d read in the publicity leaflets in the rack at the Tourist Information Centre that the play had been inspired by the building now known as Boothgate House – the building where she lived – so maybe one day she’d make the effort to see it … even though the subject matter didn’t really appeal.

The July evening was too warm for the cardigan she’d stuffed into her bag that morning – just in case – and she felt somehow lighter and more optimistic as she made her way home. She passed the shops and pubs at the city end of the street and soon she reached Boothgate’s rows of elegant Georgian houses, many now converted into offices. She paused to look in an estate agent’s window, purely out of habit, before waiting at the pedestrian crossing for the lights to change and interrupt the stream of cars flowing out of the city down the straight Roman road at the end of the working day.

Then she carried on walking and soon Boothgate House came into view. It was an impressive eighteenth-century building of elegant proportions set well back from the main road behind an expanse of lawn and from the street it had the look of some urban stately home. Perhaps that’s why she’d found it so attractive when she’d come to view the new apartment with its bright modern kitchen, its high ceilings, its long sash windows and its reasonable price tag. But now she knew that the place had a different, grimmer, history.

At one time it had been known as Havenby Hall and there had been a forbidding seven-foot wall around the grounds, now reduced to half that height by the developers. Once its stone had been blackened by Eborby’s myriad smoking chimneys but now the wall and the building had been sandblasted to an unthreatening pale gold. Havenby Hall had begun life as a charitable foundation, an asylum for lunatics and the mentally disordered, renowned in the nineteenth century for its enlightened and experimental treatments in an age when such patients were rarely treated with understanding or kindness.

Later in its history it had been taken over by a private trust as a hospital for the treatment of various mental conditions, chronic and acute. Then in the 1960s one section had been set aside as a secure unit for the more serious cases, the cases judged a danger to the patient – or others – and, as a consequence, in its last days Havenby Hall had acquired a fearful reputation in the town. The hospital had closed in 1981 and had been derelict for years before the developer, Patrick Creeny, had gutted and renovated it beyond recognition. Only one wing round the back lay untouched now. But she had been assured that it was only a matter of time before that too was transformed from ruined utility to twenty-first-century luxury.

Lydia slipped down the side road and through the decorative iron gate that had replaced its secure and solid predecessor before making for the grand front door.

She let herself in and passed the grand central staircase, the sort that might conjure childhood fantasies of being a princess – Cinderella at the ball maybe. But she was just past thirty-two – far too old for such things.

When the door of her flat came into view she readied her key for the lock. It was a handsome mahogany door, one of the originals. The developer had made a great thing of retaining some of the more attractive original features. To date only half the flats had been finished and, of them, only half had been sold. She assumed it was something to do with the recession. But there were times when she wondered whether it was something else. Maybe it was the building’s past history and the accompanying taint of madness that put potential buyers off.

She was about to open the door when the sound of a voice saying hello made her swing round. The woman who stood there was large but solidly built rather than fat. She wore a red T-shirt with faint sweat patches under the arms and a flared floral skirt which emphasized the dimensions of her hips. Her long hair was mousy and pulled back into a pony tail and although her chin merged into her neck, her skin was clear and flawless. It was difficult to guess her age, which could have been anything between thirty-five and fifty.

‘Lovely day.’ The woman smiled, showing a row of perfect teeth.

Lydia responded with a bland remark about the weather. It was good to have a friendly neighbour and Beverley was more than happy to take in parcels and keep a spare key in case of emergencies.

‘How’s your mum?’ she asked. Beverley had moved up to Eborby from the Midlands with her frail, elderly mother a few months ago. Both of them had visited Eborby and liked it so they’d made the decision to sell up and relocate when Beverley gave up her job in her local council offices to care for her mother full time. Lydia considered this a noble sacrifice, and one that she didn’t think she herself would be capable of making.

‘She has her good days and her bad days. You know how it is,’ she said. Her voice was high pitched, almost girlish.

Lydia nodded sympathetically and turned to put her key in the lock.

‘I had a visitor before.’ The way Beverley said the words, as though she was harbouring some delicious secret, made Lydia turn back. She sensed gossip. And, knowing her empty flat was waiting for her on the other side of that door, a bit of gossip was just what she felt like at that moment. Besides, she felt that Beverley must be lonely so she’d also be doing a service to a fellow human being.

‘A man called. He left his card with me. Hang on a moment.’ Beverley disappeared through her flat door which she’d left ajar. Lydia had always been struck by the way she moved so gracefully for someone of her build. She returned after a few seconds and handed Lydia a small white business card.

Lydia studied it. ‘Dr Karl Dremmer. Eborby University, Department of Psychology. Researcher in Parapsychology and Paranormal Phenomena.’

‘He asked me if I’d noticed anything strange about this building,’ said Beverley.

‘What did you tell him?’

‘I told him that, apart from that problem with the drains when we first moved in everything’s been fine.’

Suddenly Lydia was grateful for Beverley’s lack of imagination. But their conversation had given her a small, nagging feeling that something wasn’t right; that her dream had somehow been triggered by something in this place that was impossible to explain.

‘He said one of the builders contacted him. Said things had been happening.’

‘What sort of things?’

‘I don’t know.’ Beverley’s open face suddenly clouded. ‘I’d better get back to Mother.’

As Lydia let herself into her flat and made for the kitchen, she found the news that she wasn’t the only one who’d sensed something amiss in that place strangely comforting.

‘When did he say he’d call back?’

‘He didn’t specify a time. I don’t even know whether it was a he. The voice was put through one of those machines … sounded like a robot.’

The words sent a shudder through Melanie’s heart as she paced the polished wooden floorboards. The prospect of sitting down on the soft leather sofa seemed unbearable. To sit would seem as if she was admitting defeat … as if she was doing nothing. She stopped moving and looked Jack in the face. He appeared to be mildly concerned but not worried like she was. Not frantic, primitive worried. But Daisy wasn’t his own flesh and blood. She was the child of Melanie’s first, ill-advised marriage and Jack had had to accept her as part of the package.

She kept replaying the scene at the park in her head. The way she’d lied to the other mothers when she’d told them that Daisy had found her way home. But if they had scented the truth, they’d have insisted on calling the police immediately. And the last thing she’d wanted was a patrol car turning up, sirens blazing and making whoever had Daisy panic. A frightened criminal is a dangerous criminal and under no circumstances was she going to gamble with Daisy’s safety.

She tried desperately to recall every detail of the scene, cursing that call from the senior partner, cursing Chris Torridge and his presumption that he could take up her private time with what was really a work matter, although she did find the case intriguing. If she hadn’t been distracted, if she’d been watching Daisy as she should have been, this nightmare wouldn’t be happening. The mothers had been quite adamant that no lone man had approached the playground – in the current climate of suspicion they would have noticed – which left the possibility that the abductor was a woman; someone whose presence created no suspicion. Jack had thought that the caller might have been a woman. But kidnapping didn’t seem like a woman’s crime somehow. Unless the woman was the accomplice. Unless Daisy had been taken by two abductors.

Melanie stared at the phone on the sideboard, willing it to ring. She needed to know Daisy was safe. She needed to know what she had to do to get her back.

Suddenly she felt out of her depth. She needed help. She needed someone to tell her what to do … and her instincts told her that Jack was hardly going to be a tower of strength. ‘We can’t cope with this on our own.’ She hesitated. ‘I’ve been considering all our options and I think we have to tell the police.’

‘They told us not to. I’m surprised you’d even think of risking Daisy’s life.’

His words annoyed her … the implication that she didn’t care. ‘I wasn’t thinking of calling nine nine nine. We need to go about it discreetly. I know someone who might be able to help … someone I can approach unofficially. She’ll know what to do. She’ll be used to dealing with things like this.’

‘They knew where Daisy would be when they took her so they’re probably watching us. We mustn’t take any risks.’

‘But I need some advice … some support.’

Jack put a tentative arm around her shoulder but she shook it off. She saw the look of annoyance on his face but she didn’t care; she wanted to hit out at someone – to make someone suffer the way she was suffering. His sin was to argue with her reasoning … and she felt a strong desire to punish him for it.

The moment was broken by the insistent bleating of the telephone and the shock of the sudden noise breaking through the awkward silence made Melanie jump.

‘Do you want me to answer it?’

She nodded. She knew she was in no state to deal with anything resembling a negotiation. She knew she would just scream and plead like a hysterical child. Jack picked up the receiver and said hello, casually, as though he was expecting to talk to a friend or colleague.

He appeared to be listening for what seemed like an age and Melanie watched him, hands clenched and heartbeat rapid, lurching between hope and despair, fighting the urge to grab the phone. She heard him asking when. Then he asked where. Then she heard him say OK before he put the receiver down.

‘What did they say?’ She clawed at the sleeve of his striped shirt, scrabbling for information.

‘She’s fine. They want ten grand in cash and they’re going to call tomorrow to tell us where to leave it. They say Daisy will be returned as soon as they’ve got the money.’

‘How? How are they going to bring her back?’ She tightened her grip on his arm and he winced.

‘They didn’t say. Look, we’ve got to get hold of the cash first. I’ll arrange it first thing in the morning.’

‘Can’t you do it sooner?’

‘They won’t call back till tomorrow.’

‘Did they let you talk to her?’

‘No but …’

She fought an impulse to punch him, to shake him out of his complacency. ‘Then how do we know she’s OK?’

‘They said she was.’

‘You should have insisted on speaking to her. If I’d answered I would have …’

‘Well you can speak to them next time then.’ He almost spat out the words as if he was getting fed up with the whole situation.

But Melanie didn’t care how he felt. She wanted Daisy back. ‘I’ll have to tell Paul,’ she said.

‘You always said he was a waste of space. What was it you called him … a doped-up drop out? I think the fewer people we involve the better.’

‘He’s her father. He’s got a right to know.’

‘He’ll be stoned. He can’t be trusted.’

But she wasn’t listening. ‘Why did they pick on us? We’re not millionaires. Why Daisy?’

Jack gave a shrug. ‘It could be someone who knows us.’ He paused. ‘One of your clients maybe.’

She shook her head, fighting back tears and a vague, guilty feeling that maybe he could be right. ‘No way. I don’t deal with criminals. Why are you trying to shift the blame on to me?’ She could feel herself losing what little self-control she had left.

‘I’m not. It’s just that architects don’t usually encounter the criminal classes in the course of their work. Solicitors do.’

‘You’re always saying that some of the developers you deal with are pretty dodgy.’

‘They might cut corners but …’ Jack hesitated. ‘Are you sure there’s nobody you can think of who …?’

‘Of course I’m sure.’ She barked the words. She wasn’t going to let him off the hook. She wasn’t going to be the guilty one. ‘What about the bloke behind the Boothgate House development? Patrick Creeny.’

‘Patrick’s all right.’

‘You said he was in financial difficulties.’

‘Just cash-flow problems, that’s all. Half the flats are unsold and he’s waiting for funds to start the second phase of the development. When things pick up … Anyway, it’s one thing to delay payments to creditors, but kidnapping …’ He walked over to the cupboard in the corner and opened the door. ‘I need a drink,’ he said as he took a bottle of single malt and a glass from the depths of the cupboard. ‘Want one?’

Melanie didn’t reply. She needed to keep a clear head. She watched as he poured the golden liquid into the glass and took a long sip. He was staring at the model on top of the cupboard. It had originally been in his office at the other end of the house but he’d moved it to the drawing room when he’d invited Patrick Creeny round for a celebratory drink and it had remained there ever since. On that occasion the decision had been made to change the name of the development from ‘Havenby Hall’ to ‘Boothgate House’. Jack, as a native of Eborby had managed to persuade Creeny that any mention of Havenby Hall would remind people of the building’s original function as an asylum for the insane. They needed, he said, to blot out the past. The politicians called it spin but it was really just a matter of perception.

Melanie went to the phone and dialled 1471 but the electronic voice told her that the caller had withheld their number. This was what she’d expected but she’d convinced herself that, in the drama of the moment, there was a chance that the kidnapper would have forgotten. She stood with the receiver in her hand for a while before making a decision.

‘I’m calling Paul,’ she said. ‘He has a right to know.’

Before Jack could raise any further objection, she’d pressed the keys. Jack sat there watching and she could sense his hostility as the phone rang out at the other end.




THREE

When Jack felt he couldn’t stand the strain any longer, he’d retreated to his office with the single malt. Melanie was glad of the solitude for once. She needed to think.

Emily Thwaite had been on her mind since it had happened. She’d met her a few times at PTA meetings and school functions and, if it weren’t for this tentative acquaintance, she’d have obeyed the kidnapper’s orders about not contacting the police without question. But she needed to confide in someone. She had to know the right thing to do. She couldn’t afford to make mistakes.

She knew Emily was a Detective Chief Inspector. When she’d found out about her job she’d been rather surprised because she seemed the motherly type, a little overweight with wavy fair hair and freckles. She had three children at the school and she looked remarkably ordinary for a woman who spent her working days investigating murder and robbery. She also looked the type of woman who could be trusted to be discreet when dealing with a sensitive matter like a kidnapping.

She made a search of the phone directory before picking up the telephone.

They called him The Builder.

Emily knew how the press loved to invent names for criminals whose work followed any sort of pattern. In her opinion, this only encouraged them by giving their sordid crimes a spurious glamour. And she saw nothing glamorous about breaking into lone women’s houses and barricading the front door with piles of furniture before pinching cash and their most intimate items of underwear and escaping through a back door or window.

She looked up and saw that DI Joe Plantagenet had just returned to the office. He’d been interviewing The Builder’s latest victim and he looked serious, as if he’d found the experience disturbing. When she’d first arrived in Eborby, she’d been struck by his black hair, blue eyes and pale, freckled complexion inherited from his Irish mother. Since that time a few grey hairs had appeared at his temples; with the cases they’d had to deal with over the past couple of years, she was surprised that he didn’t have more. He was good looking and from time to time Jeff had made tentative jokes about him when she was working late, almost as if he was seeking some kind of reassurance that Joe wasn’t after her slightly overweight body. At first she’d blushed and protested too much but now she didn’t even bother to comment. Joe was a colleague, that’s all, and she had no time to bother about Jeff’s insecurities.

She stood up, curious to know whether he’d discovered anything useful, anything that might help bring the bastard to justice. But as she moved towards the door the phone on her desk began to ring so she retraced her steps and picked up the receiver.

The woman on the other end of the line introduced herself as Melanie Hawkes and when she said they’d met at her children’s school it took Emily a few moments to place her. Then she remembered: a smartly dressed woman of medium height, slim to the point of emaciation with shoulder-length brown hair and a slightly receding chin. She also recalled Melanie’s husband, who occasionally came to meetings with her; he was in his forties with a permanent tan, well-cut hair and expensively casual clothes, the type who emanated smooth prosperity from every pore. Melanie Hawkes was nothing more than a passing acquaintance but the urgency in her voice intrigued her. So much so that she agreed to meet her the next day.

The Builder had been watching the house. He always watched before he acted.

It was only a day since his last intrusion but he saw no reason to wait. Not when it was all going so well. Everything was planned down to the last detail as usual. He’d toyed with the idea of changing his method but he knew that would take courage. Courage to do it while they were at home; courage to trap them there inside their safe refuge so they couldn’t escape him.

Often at night he lay awake, imagining what it would be like to have them at his mercy, to look into their pleading eyes and feel the power he’d have over their life … and maybe their death.

Perhaps one day he’d find out. One day very soon.




FOUR

Sunlight was streaming through the thin blinds at the bedroom window and Joe opened his eyes to look at the clock on the bedside table. It was time to get up but he closed his eyes again. He hadn’t managed to drop off to sleep until the early hours of the morning because the old bullet wound in his shoulder had started throbbing. It sometimes happened when he felt under pressure at work and, with The Builder stepping up his activities, he knew they had to catch the man fast before things escalated and somebody got hurt.

He showered and dressed in record time and grabbed a slice of toast before setting off for work.

Walking down Gallowgate, he saw a young man slumped against the doorway of a discount shop, mousy haired and pale as a ghost with a mongrel lying loyally by his side. Joe stopped and squatted down in front of the lad who watched him with wary eyes as the dog stood up, ears pricked, suddenly alert.

‘You OK, mate?’ Joe asked. He could see the boy’s eyes were sunken and dark rimmed.

‘Have you got a quid for a cup of tea?’ he said in a low whine.

Joe delved in his pocket and pulled out a ten pound note. The boy’s eyes lit up.

‘There’s a shelter in Tarngate … near the superstore. Promise me you’ll go down there. They’ll give you a bed and a hot meal.’

The boy nodded and stretched out his hand eagerly for the money. Joe handed it over, knowing he was taking a gamble: it might be used for food and shelter but on the other hand it might buy drugs or booze. But he couldn’t pass by and do nothing. Recently he’d been toying with the possibility of helping out occasionally at the shelter run by the cathedral. Work had got in the way as usual but a voice inside him insisted that he should make more effort. Maybe one day.

He left the boy, glancing over his shoulder to see that he hadn’t shifted, and as he walked away down the street his phone rang.

It was the station. A woman had returned home earlier that morning after spending the night with a friend, only to find that her front door was blocked with furniture.

The Builder had paid another house call.

Lydia had heard crying in the night. Distant heartbreaking sobs. She knew Beverley’s mother often became distressed in the night. But when she’d passed Beverley in the corridor, she made no mention of it as they exchanged the usual empty pleasantries. She probably found the subject embarrassing and the truth was that she herself found the thought of the confused and frightened old lady in mental distress uncomfortable.

Last night she’d met her old friend Amy for a drink. Amy worked in the box office at the Playhouse and Lydia had asked about the latest play, Mary. According to Amy it was by a new writer and concerned the eponymous young woman who had been locked up in a mental hospital in the 1950s purely for offending against the morals of the day. From Amy’s description, it didn’t sound the sort of thing she’d be able to recommend to visiting tourists as a fun night out.

The sun was already burning through the high white clouds as she walked to work down the wide street towards Boothgate Bar, the old city gate which stood like a truncated castle, guarding Eborby’s ancient centre as it had done for centuries. She passed beneath the gate, glancing upwards at the massive slots where a wooden portcullis had once been suspended to keep the city safe from the attentions of hostile armies. She had plenty of time so she decided to take a quick detour down one of the shopping streets that lay beyond the city walls.

It was only eight forty-five in the morning so the shops were still shut and window shopping was her only option. When she reached the small side street off Pottergate where the antique shops congregated, she moved from one shop to the next, checking her watch at regular intervals, putting her face close to the windows and shielding her eyes so that she could see inside. There were a few small items to tempt her into a return visit in her lunch hour: a small nineteenth century bedside cupboard – she’d been looking for one for ages; a pretty bracelet which she could buy with her birthday money; and a cheerful floral jug made by a Clarice Cliff wannabe. Some friends who favoured the more modern look turned their noses up at her treasures. But her father had been an antique dealer and she liked to think she had a good eye for such things.

She reached the last shop in the row, a small establishment with dusty windows. Inside she could see bare, splintery floorboards and dusty furniture piled in inaccessible heaps. Then she spotted it standing at the back of the shop, half hidden by a massive oak corner cupboard.

As she peered through the glass she could make out its painted eyes and its round, pallid face. She could even see the mouth half open to reveal something inside that she knew would be a group of painted planets.

It was the clock of her nightmares. She’d found it at last.

Melanie called into work to say she’d be late but she wasn’t sure whether she’d be in any fit state to go at all. She hadn’t eaten anything that morning, not even her usual single slice of toast topped with a smear of honey. The very silence of the place was a constant reminder of Daisy’s absence. And she blamed herself for what had happened. If she hadn’t been distracted. If she hadn’t turned her back to concentrate on her phone call. At that moment her world was full of regrets.

When she’d called Emily Thwaite the night before she hadn’t mentioned why she wanted to meet her and the woman had sounded a little impatient, as though she felt Melanie was wasting her precious time. Then, as she’d lain awake that night in the spare room, she’d kept visualizing Daisy, frightened and sobbing in some dank cellar and she wondered whether she’d done the right thing. Would they know she’d met Emily? Was she risking Daisy’s safety?

Emily had agreed to meet her at half twelve at the National Trust tea rooms near the cathedral, well away from Eborby Police Headquarters where she worked. She’d suggested this as it felt like neutral ground and she was grateful that Emily hadn’t questioned the arrangement.

Melanie sat at the breakfast table in their large square kitchen with its hand-painted units and glossy granite worktops, playing absent-mindedly with her untouched toast while Jack opened the morning post: bills as usual; it always seemed to be bills these days. He looked over at her and she could sense his irritation. He had enough problems without all this.

‘What time are you getting the money?’

‘It’s all in hand. If they call just keep calm and write down any instructions they give you.’

‘I will.’ The words were said as solemnly as a marriage vow.

‘I’ve got
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