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Epigraph

“It watches,” he added suddenly. “The house. It watches every move you make.”

The Haunting of Hill House by Shirley Jackson
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Prologue

He can’t ignore the furious buzzing for a second longer. Throwing back the blanket, the boy crosses on bare feet to the windowsill, where he pauses to stare.

The bumblebee seems monstrously big against the smeared pane of glass that’s causing its noisy frustration. The furry body looks so soft, he almost wants to stroke its back like it is a kitten rather than an insect, which he associates with spiders, even though he knows they are something else again. The bee is getting weaker now and it drops to the windowsill and crawls sluggishly, looking for an escape. It won’t sting him, he thinks, but as he bends down to get a closer look, the bee emits a loud, angry buzz and his heart rate spikes thrillingly.

For a minute, there’s only him and the bee in the whole world. All he has to do is open the window and let it fly free or give it some sugary water. He read that somewhere.

Moving ever so slowly, so as not to startle the little creature, he reaches into his pocket for the handkerchief that is balled up there and begins to wrap it around his hand. Tying it into a knot, he examines it until he’s satisfied.

The action itself is fast, a slamming down of his whole palm so he feels the slight resistance, like the breaking of tiny bones, even though – of course – there are no bones to break.

Peeking underneath, he’s surprised the bee is not as flat as he might have expected.

But it’s definitely dead.

The warm satisfaction is like the aftermath of drinking hot cocoa, not that he’s had that for some time now. It’s a temporary distraction from the resentment that constantly burns inside him anyway. A moment of being the one in control.

Taking off the handkerchief, he adjusts his focus from this tiny drama and stares down from the attic window to the garden below.

There he is. The object of a hatred so intense, it scares him sometimes.

Lifting his thumb, the boy places it so it completely obscures the man below.

He presses until his nail floods bright with blood. It’s easy to imagine the satisfying ‘squish’ of bone and flesh beneath his thumb.
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The roadworks outside hadn’t seemed that bothersome first thing. But over the course of this morning, the pneumatic drills have moved across the roundabout, through the car park, into the building, and directly into Detective Constable Rose Gifford’s brain.

At least, that’s how it feels.

Squinting against the headache that squeezes her temples, she notes the time on the large railway clock on one wall and sighs. Can it really be so early?

Rose gazes over at Scarlett, the division’s civilian admin officer whose bright blonde head is currently bent over her desk as she writes something down. Her other colleague, DC Adam Lacey, is also hard at work. He seems to spend most of his time trawling through records and researching the kind of crimes they investigate here at UCIT, the Uncharted Crimes Investigation Unit.

Such a sensible sort of word, ‘uncharted’. Rose much prefers it to anything less euphemistic – more direct – like, for example, ‘supernatural’. That’s a concept she fought hard to deny all her life until the end of last year, when she could no longer pretend that there weren’t more things in heaven and earth. And more importantly, that some of them were out to cause crimes and hurt the public.

Not for the first time this week, or even today, Rose finds herself wondering what she would be doing right now if she were back in her old job with the Murder Investigation Team at Angel Street police station. She wouldn’t have time for all this thinking, that’s for sure.

Picturing her old sergeant, DS Colin Mackie, slowly typing with two fingers, brow furrowed in concentration, she feels a little ache in her sternum.

Mack was her mentor, the provider of quiet wisdom and, most of all, her mate. Rose has never known her father but Mack is probably the closest thing she has ever had to one. She hasn’t seen him for months and it’s not through a lack of trying on his part. He keeps inviting her over for dinner, but she has made a whole series of excuses about being too busy. Lies, really. It’s not that she doesn’t want to see him. It’s simply that she knows what he would say. ‘So how is the ghost-busting going, kiddo?’

Well-meant, of course. But that joke ran its course within about ten seconds of her accepting the job here at UCIT, which runs out of an old Water Board building on the farthest northern outskirts of London. But he’ll also be able to see, with that annoying Dad-radar or whatever it is, that she isn’t that happy in her new role.

It’s only Mack from her old office who knows the true nature of her job now. As far as the others are concerned, she’s moved into a department that deals with the highly dry business of compliance training.

Some of her friends and colleagues probably think this was a self-imposed demotion, a stepping back into a quiet, unthreatening job after a serial killer called Dr James Oakley kidnapped and then murdered her. For three and a half minutes, anyway, until she was revived by ambulance staff.

Rose is knocked out of her contemplation by another distinctive vibration in the air outside. It’s the sound of her boss, Detective Sergeant Sheila Moony, arriving on her motorbike in the car park.

Nice of her to grace us with her presence, Rose thinks.

When she accepted this job, a few months ago, she’d felt that while Moony was a little hard to like, she seemed like someone Rose could really learn from. But the truth is that she’s barely ever here.

Her thoughts are interrupted by Moony bursting into the office, cheeks rosy and her small dark eyes bright with the promise of … something. The leathers that enclose her short, stocky frame creak slightly as she hurries across the office.

‘Gather up, people,’ she says, walking to her desk and beginning to peel off the leather jacket. She fans her face. ‘Christ,’ she says, ‘thought I’d put hot flushes behind me, but I’m bloody sloshing in here.’

Rose can’t help comparing this sort of earthy talk with that of her old boss, the always cool and restrained DCI Stella Rowland. Judging by the atmosphere when the two women briefly crossed paths last year, there was no love lost between them.

Moony goes to the small briefing area, which is on the far side of the large office, and waits for Rose, Adam and Scarlett to come over.

‘Okay,’ she says, when everyone is assembled. ‘I’ve been contacted by Kentish Town CID about something that may or may not be for us.’

‘The suspense is killing me,’ says Adam with a yawn. Rose suppresses a laugh when she sees the expression on Moony’s face. For all her earthy tell-it-like-it-is approach, she doesn’t have much of a sense of humour.

‘All right, all right,’ she says, ‘I know we’ve had slim pickings lately, but that’s how it is sometimes. Let’s focus on this.’

She writes, ‘42 Wyndham Terrace’, on the whiteboard in her messy, slanting handwriting and turns back to the small, assembled group. ‘So, a family of three living at this address have been reporting neighbour harassment on and off for the last year to the local force. They have investigated and repeatedly attempted to find any evidence of criminal behaviour but have managed to turn up nothing.’

‘What sort of harassment are we talking about?’ says Rose.

‘Noise, mainly,’ says Moony. ‘The family say there’s constant banging on the walls at all hours. Really loud banging. But there was something about rubbish on the front steps too.’

‘Sounds like half of London could complain about that kind of thing,’ says Adam.

‘Well,’ says Moony, ‘the neighbours deny everything.’

‘Right,’ says Rose. ‘So far, so standard. What does this have to do with UCIT?’

Moony gives a small smile and raises her eyebrows. ‘That’s the thing,’ she says. ‘The mother thinks it might be a poltergeist.’

There’s a pause before Adam breaks the silence.

‘And we think they aren’t nutters because …?’

Moony appears deflated at the lack of enthusiasm she is witnessing from her colleagues and her expression turns stony.

‘Well, we don’t know!’ she says. ‘They might be. But there’s a twelve-year-old kid. Social services have nothing much on the family, but we might be able to ascertain exactly what’s going on there if we go in and have a nosy.’

‘At the very least,’ says Rose, ‘I guess we can make sure the kid is okay.’

‘Gold star to DC Gifford,’ says Moony. ‘Knew there was a reason I hired you.’ She grins, revealing the snaggle tooth at the front of her mouth, then continues. ‘Anyway, they’ve just been in touch with Kentish Town again – something about the garden this time – who’ve handed it over. Lucky us, eh?’

Rose practically runs to the door with her car keys in her hand, such is her relief at getting out on a job. Adam is right behind her. Moony says something vague about a ‘funding meeting’.

How a department like UCIT can exist in a time when most forces, including the Met, have been slashed to the bone had been a source of puzzlement to Rose when she first heard of its existence. She has since learned from Scarlett that the reason it exists at all is because it is mostly funded by a bequest from an individual who was the chief superintendent of a Cheshire police force with an independent income. The man, Henry Tolhurst, had been passionately interested in new approaches to assessing crime after his wife and child seemed to disappear into thin air one night when he was sleeping in the house.

There had been no suggestion of his involvement and a thorough investigation had revealed absolutely no promising leads. Tolhurst had become obsessed with solving the case and when he died at his own hand, he had left instructions for his inheritance to be invested in a police department that would investigate esoteric and ‘off-grid’ crimes. But funding rules meant that some part of the salaries of Moony, Adam and Rose come from the public purse and so Moony still has to take part in the usual budgetary meetings. There seem to be a lot of these lately.

As Rose pulls out of the car park, they are almost immediately stopped at a temporary traffic light, courtesy of the roadworks that have been making her morning hellish.

She drums her fingers on the steering wheel as she waits for the lights to change, conscious that she hasn’t been on a car journey with Adam before. His right thigh is disconcertingly close to her hand resting on the handbrake and for a fraction of a second she pictures herself leaning over and placing her palm there, feeling the swell of his muscle, honed from a good deal of running when he isn’t at work or wrangling kids.

The image is so vivid, she almost snatches her hand away. Rose turns her head to hide the creep of fire up her cheeks.

Rose’s blush-inducing, groin-twanging crush on her colleague is one of the many parts of her life she would dearly like to change. Adam is a single father and she works in close proximity with him. There is literally nothing that screams ‘good idea’ about imagining something could happen outside of the office. Not that there’s any reason to think he sees her as anything other than a slightly grumpy new workmate anyway.

‘Right,’ says Adam, scrolling through on his phone. ‘Let’s see what we have on this property from colleagues at Kentish Town.’

He runs through the family details. Anton and Gwen Fuller, parents of twelve-year-old Gregory. Anton Fuller is a teacher and Gwen Fuller is down as ‘housewife and mother’.

The first call to the police came six months ago, when they claimed neighbours wouldn’t stop banging on the walls. Local officers had a word with the family living on that side in the relevant flat, but any misdemeanours were strenuously denied. Three similar calls followed over the next month, then the complaint came in about the rubbish being tipped in the back garden. The latest call-out was about supposed banging on the walls again.

Adam puts down his phone. ‘I’m not convinced this is going to be anything other than the usual sort of toxic neighbour nonsense,’ he says, ‘but if the boss insists …’

He lets the rest of the sentence die out.

‘Do you know that area much?’ Rose says.

‘Kentish Town?’ Adam frowns. ‘I’ve been to gigs at the Forum over the years.’ He pauses. ‘And my ex grew up in Highgate, which isn’t far. So yeah, spent a fair bit of time there in my youth, I guess.’

Rose snatches a glance in his direction. She knows Adam is divorced and has two girls, Tandi and Kea, whom he worships. She’s longing to ask more about the ex, but how to pull off casual interest, that’s the tricky part.

But she doesn’t get a chance.

‘So how are you finding the wonderful world of UCIT then?’ says Adam. ‘Haven’t really had the chance to check in with you properly since you started.’

Rose pretends to be concentrating on the road, as the traffic on the North Circular slows and comes to a stop. It’s a bright, sunny day in March and spring is in the air, but the light is merely an assault to Rose’s eyes. She seems to sleep in snatches of three hours at a time these days and never properly feels rested. Sometimes she thinks she never will again.

‘Oh, well,’ she says with a vague laugh, ‘I’m still settling in, I guess.’

Adam shakes his hand as though he’s touched something too hot.

‘Ouch!’ he says. ‘Is that you being all diplomatic?’

Rose laughs again, despite herself. ‘Well, do you want me to be honest?’

‘Always.’ She looks across and his brown eyes are trained on her, with a softness in them that makes her quickly look away again.

She blows air out slowly through her lips. ‘Okay, well you asked,’ she mutters, then: ‘I don’t really know whether it’s for me. I’m used to working MIT and it’s a bit of a culture shock to be somewhere so …’ she hesitates ‘… dead. No pun intended.’

Adam winds the window down a little, letting in a blast of cool, traffic-fumy air. ‘Yeah,’ he says, ‘can’t argue with you there. But …’ He abruptly stops, prompting Rose to glance over again.

‘What?’

‘I don’t know,’ he says, ‘something’s going on with Moony at the moment. She’s not normally so distant.’

‘What do you think it is?’

‘I’ve got no idea,’ says Adam, ‘but she’s had some very mysterious phone calls and been a bit snappy when I’ve tried to probe.’

Rose is silent for a moment. ‘Well,’ she says, ‘if it’s something juicy, I hope to God she lets us in on it.’

Adam is fiddling with his phone now.

‘Yeah,’ he says, distracted. ‘And maybe this so-called poltergeist thing will give us something to be working on.’

She smiles at him. ‘You said “poltergeist” like it was an effort.’

He laughs. ‘Yeah, I did, didn’t I?’

‘That doesn’t seem like a very UCIT-y attitude?’ says Rose. This is possibly the most ‘real’ conversation she has had since she started.

‘Put it this way,’ says Adam, ‘I originally wanted to be a scientist. If there is a rational, real-world explanation for something, then we are going to make damn sure we find that.’

‘No lazy assumptions, in other words?’ says Rose, feeling a tug of intense gratitude towards the man next to her. This sounds like real police work in a new and confusing world and it’s the thing she’s been craving.

‘No lazy assumptions,’ he says and holds up a fist. Rose bumps her own knuckles to his with a laugh, then turns away to hide the flush brought on by the touch of his skin.
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It is one of those parts of North London where two very different worlds live shoulder to shoulder within the same narrow postcode. At one end of the long, curving road that is Wyndham Terrace, there are Porsches and BMWs, the houses freshly painted, with bright spring flowers in neat iron window boxes. But as they get to the other end, a distinct air of shabbiness takes over.

Some houses have grubby blankets across the windows, or flags, both the English variety and from countries Rose can’t identify. The small front gardens are filled with rubbish in several properties, including one that has an entire upended sofa, ripped open like some massive roadkill, metal guts splayed.

Number 42 is in better condition but has a neglected air nevertheless, its off-white window frames peeling. All the houses here are four storeys high. Adam whistles as he looks up.

‘This would cost you a couple of million, whatever state it’s in on the inside,’ he says.

Before Rose can reply, the door of number 42 opens and a young woman hurries out, holding a woolly scarf over the lower part of her face. She’s barely in her twenties, with a pale blue bobble hat pulled over long fair hair. Her pretty, wide-eyed face is clearly creased through the effort of trying not to cry. The door has been closed forcefully behind her.

She glares at them as she hurries down the stairs and almost pushes past.

‘Everything okay?’ says Rose, stepping to one side.

The woman looks back at her and lets out a torrent of what is clearly French. Rose’s own GCSE grade C isn’t up to the task, beyond the word ‘enculè!’, which wasn’t on the curriculum, but Rose is fairly sure means ‘arsehole’.

The young woman is still muttering as she stomps away, pulling a mobile out of her pocket and stabbing furiously at the screen.

They exchange amused, slightly curious glances, and are about to climb the stairs when there’s a sudden movement at the window. Someone had been looking out and has abruptly pulled the net curtain shut again.

Rose presses the old-fashioned circular doorbell and waits.

After a few moments, the door opens. A tall, thickset woman with a ruddy complexion and short, thin, greyish hair regards them warily. She looks in her mid-forties but could be older; it’s hard to tell. Judging by the redness around her eyes, she has either been crying, or is close to doing so.

‘If you’re collecting for something, then it’s really not …’

Adam holds up his ID, and her eyes widen.

‘We’re helping colleagues at Kentish Town station, who I believe you’ve been in contact with recently?’

The woman’s shoulders drop and she runs a hand across her face. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘You’d better come in then.’

They walk into a gloomy hallway that’s lined with a dark mustard wallpaper. The walls are hung with small, framed prints of birds and landscapes in washed-out colours.

Rose feels a cold fluttering in her stomach. Glancing around, she notices a pale face peering at her through the banister at the top of the stairs. It’s a boy, his eyes like saucers behind unfashionable glasses, and it reminds her of herself, doing exactly this as a child, looking down on the adult drama below. It’s a disquieting feeling.

They follow the woman down the hallway, easing past a bright blue bicycle with a jaunty basket on the front. She is wearing a patterned shapeless dress and her cracked heels slip-slop in large Birkenstock sandals as she leads them through a kitchen-diner and to a back door.

Rose absent-mindedly rubs the inside of her arm, which has begun to itch intensely. It’s an unwanted quirk, the way her skin responds to unusual atmospheres, or anywhere there is great stress. Unfortunately, since she’d had to draw blood there while trying to escape from James Oakley last year, the skin never seems to be fully healed now.

‘I suppose you know I’m Gwen Fuller,’ the woman says, turning to look back at them. Rose and Adam introduce themselves. ‘I’d better introduce you to my husband.’

They follow her out into the back garden, where a tall, imposing man with a dark beard and glasses is staring down the garden.

‘Darling?’ says Gwen in a high, bright voice. ‘The police are here.’

He turns, glowering. ‘Another visit from the pointless squad, is it?’ he says. ‘Or are you finally going to do something?’

Gwen Fuller’s cheeks go a little pinker. ‘Darling …’ she says again but it’s not really a warning and she trails off.

The man gives a theatrical sigh. ‘Anton Fuller,’ he says. ‘And you are?’

‘I’m DC Rose Gifford and this is my colleague DC Adam Lacey. Colleagues from Kentish Town asked us to pop by. Can you tell us what’s been going on here?’

Anton makes a sound of impatience and passes his hand through his thick, dark brown hair, which is swept high off his forehead. Dressed in a green sleeveless jumper over a checked shirt and a knitted red tie, he exudes pomposity. And judging by the way his dark brown eyes behind their wire-framed glasses rove up and down Rose’s body, he’s a bit of a creep too.

‘Well, have a look for yourselves,’ he says.

It’s only now that Rose properly takes in the garden. It’s long and narrow, with a wall on one side and a slatted wooden fence on the other.

It’s like many other urban gardens.

But something is … off, which she doesn’t immediately identify.

The first thing she notices is that the long flowerbed along the right-hand side of the garden is filled with some sort of thick green plant, all neatly cut at the same height. But that’s when her eye is drawn to the bright splash of yellow at the far end of the garden.

The daffodil heads are in a big circular pile, very evenly spaced, like some sort of flower arrangement on the ground. Like a funeral wreath, she realizes with a jolt of shock.

She looks at Adam, who wears the same puzzled expression as her own and they both turn to Fuller. Angry energy burns off him.

‘Oh for God’s sake!’ he explodes. ‘Can’t you see? You surely don’t think I did this myself!’

‘What exactly has happened, Mr Fuller?’ says Adam. ‘With the flowers?’

Fuller runs a hand through his thick hair in frustration. ‘Someone has cut all the heads off my daffodils,’ he says, ‘if it really needs spelling out! And laid them in that rather disturbing way!’

Adam goes to the edge of the flowerbed and crouches down, peering intently. He gets a small black device out of his pocket and fiddles with it, still looking carefully at the damaged plants.

Getting back up he says, ‘They’ve been cut incredibly neatly.’

Fuller’s eyes are almost popping out of his head now. ‘If you’re suggesting I got my Flymo out and butchered my own plants then I don’t know why you bothered coming!’

‘No one is saying that,’ says Rose. ‘We’re just trying to understand what happened.’

‘Then there’s the swing!’ says Fuller, as if she hasn’t spoken. ‘What do you make of that bit of mischief?’

Rose and Adam look to the far corner of the garden, near a shed, where they see a child’s swing that’s twisted and appears out of use.

‘Take a closer look,’ says Fuller. ‘Go on.’

They walk down the garden and stop in front of it. It takes a moment to see what he was referring to. And it’s very odd indeed.

She remembers as a kid twisting a swing round and round until the chains were bunched and tight, then letting go in a euphoric spin.

But this is like someone with great strength has twisted the chains together, impossibly tightly, and somehow got them to remain static. The blue plastic seat is tipped at an angle. The air around the swing has a feeling of stillness, as though someone has pressed pause on a recording.

‘Has this been glued in position or something?’ says Adam, gently touching the bunched metal with an outstretched finger. It doesn’t budge.

‘You tell me,’ says Fuller. ‘But it’s clearly some sort of practical joke by that idiot next door.’

‘Are you referring to a Mr Eric Quinn at number 40?’ says Adam, looking at his phone then glancing over at that property. The fence is low enough that climbing over would be possible but tricky, especially as there is a rickety trellis with climbing plants along one side.

‘That’s him,’ says Fuller, mouth turned down, as though the thought literally tastes bad.

‘Your garden looks relatively secure though,’ says Adam. ‘How do you propose he got back here?’

‘Well, I don’t know, do I?’ says Fuller. ‘Isn’t that your job?’

There’s a moment of silence.

‘Could it have been anyone who’s been in the house?’ says Rose.

Fuller clears his throat. ‘Well …’ He falters. ‘I did … well, I did wonder if it was my son’s French tutor. But on reflection I think that’s unlikely.’

Gwen, silent during this whole exchange, stares down at her own feet as if there is something fascinating between her long, pale toes.

‘Was that the woman we saw leaving just now?’ says Rose.

Anton Fuller doesn’t respond straight away and for a moment his expression is utterly desolate. He looks exhausted. ‘Probably,’ he says, quieter now. ‘We had a little … falling-out. It may not, in retrospect, have been my finest hour. But we’re all getting a bit ragged, you see?’

‘What about that shed?’ says Adam. ‘Have you looked in there?’

‘Of course I have,’ says Fuller. ‘There’s no one hiding in there if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘Mind if we take a look anyway?’ says Adam.

‘I suppose not,’ says Fuller. ‘Get the key, will you, Gwen.’

Gwen scurries off and there’s silence until she returns a few moments later.

‘Here it is.’ She hands a key to her husband, who strides off to open the shed.

Inside it is neat and tidy, with the usual things inside: a lawn mower, a work table with tools on the top. Various boxes.

‘No obvious sign that anyone has been hanging out in here,’ says Adam quietly.

‘Exactly,’ says Fuller. ‘Just as I said.’

‘Look,’ says Gwen, chafing her arms although it isn’t an especially cold day. ‘Shall we go inside and have some tea? I think we need it.’

Rose is about to reply when a gentle creaking sound behind makes them turn back.

The swing violently jerks into life, spinning so fast they simply watch, mutely. Finally, it slows, then gently sways one way and the other, before coming to a total stop. It’s like someone has a hand placed, just so, to prevent further movement, even though it’s a breezy day. It’s hard to know what’s more disconcerting: the unexplained movement, or the utter stillness that follows behind.

‘Maybe you dislodged it when you touched it?’ says Fuller, but he sounds doubtful.

‘Maybe,’ says Adam, clearly not convinced either.

Gwen makes a small sound in her throat, and then manages to squeak out the word, ‘Tea!’ before marching back towards the house.

‘Excuse me for a moment,’ says Anton when they are inside again. ‘I need to remind our son about something. I’ll be right back.’

He heads off up a flight of stairs. There’s no sign of the boy now.

Rose and Adam are directed down the hallway to a dining room. It is decorated with dark burgundy wallpaper. A large piano sits near some French windows and they are invited to sit at a mahogany, oval dining table. All the furniture feels too big for the space it occupies, like it came from a much bigger and older property. The sound of someone haltingly playing a violin – presumably the child – drifts from somewhere upstairs.

They both look around the room. The mantelpiece is lined with pictures of the boy, from when he was a tiny, red-faced bundle in a white blanket, held by a beaming and much younger-looking Gwen, through toddlerhood in a series of poses, to gap-toothed smiles in karate gear and holding up a variety of medals. The most recent is a school picture in which the boy isn’t smiling.

One of the photos catches Rose’s eye and she takes a closer look. Shock jolts through her. The picture is of Gwen, a man who might be Anton, and the boy. Gwen is sitting on a beach and shading her eyes while looking into the camera with a smile, while the same small boy grins up from a sandcastle. But the man in the photo has had his eyes removed with two perfect circular holes.

‘Adam,’ murmurs Rose. ‘Take a look …’

He comes to her side and bends to look at the picture. ‘Bloody hell—’ he murmurs and goes to say something else but Gwen comes into the room then with a rattling tray. She’s already halfway through a sentence.

‘… it’s lapsang souchong. I hope that’s all right. It’s not to everyone’s taste but it’s Anton’s favourite.’

Catching sight of the framed photo in Rose’s hand, she looks puzzled, glancing between her and Adam.

‘Everything all right?’ she says, placing the tray on the table.

Rose falters.

Frowning, Gwen reaches for the picture, then she lets out a small cry and almost drops it. ‘Oh my God,’ she says and flaps a hand around her face as though physically waving away potential tears. This isn’t entirely successful. Her nose reddens and she has to sink her face into a large handkerchief she pulls from a pocket in her dress. ‘That’s horrible. I mean, honestly. I can’t take much more.’

‘Why don’t we sit down,’ says Adam gently. ‘We can have some of that tea and chat further about all this.’

‘Yes, yes, of course,’ she says, clearly fighting tears as she sinks into a chair opposite them. The tray contains a proper teapot with Chinese art on it and delicate cups and saucers. A plate with some kind of plain biscuits is balanced next to a sugar bowl and a proper milk jug. All this effort for one simple cuppa.

‘What do you think happened to the photo?’ says Rose as Gwen pours tea with slightly shaking hands.

‘I have no idea,’ says Gwen. ‘I haven’t looked at it for a while, so I don’t know how long it’s been like that. But I,’ she falters, ‘I suspect that it’s all just part of the same … harassment. I mean, you saw what happened outside.’

Adam takes the offered cup of tea and pours – in Rose’s opinion – enough milk that it should be a criminal offence. She takes her own and adds a tiny dash before settling her gaze on the woman opposite.

The violin caterwauls on, then comes to an abrupt stop.

‘But how can your neighbours possibly have done this?’ says Rose. ‘Do they have access to the house?’

‘No. I mean, I don’t know,’ says Gwen, then lowers her voice even further. ‘I’m not really sure it’s anything to do with them, but Anton hates me saying that.’ Her eyes dart about. ‘It’s all a little … hard to explain.’

‘I want to assure you that our division is all about the—’ Adam hesitates ‘—harder-to-explain cases. You really can tell us anything, however unusual it may sound.’

Gwen shoots him a suspicious look, brows knitted.

‘Can you go right back to the beginning?’ says Adam, his tone kind. ‘When did what you call the “harassment” begin?’

Gwen takes a miserable sip of her tea, her eyes and mouth downcast. She’s evidently still struggling with control as she reaches for a biscuit, takes a bite, and then puts it down on her saucer with a precise neatness, despite her large fingers. It strikes Rose that she has had to learn this delicacy.

‘About six months ago,’ she says. ‘It started with the banging. I say banging, but it’s so loud. Almost like the wall is going to come down. You can actually see it bowing with the strain. I don’t even know how they could physically do that! We had a word with our neighbours and they denied they’d done anything. They claimed it was us who was making all the noise! Things got—’ she bites off the end of her sentence, before swallowing and continuing ‘—a little tense. My husband, he, well he has a very important job and it was making him ill.’

‘What does he do?’ says Rose.

Gwen seems to sit up a little straighter. ‘He is the head of Year Ten at Beamishes,’ she says with obvious pride.

‘The Beamish School?’ says Adam. Rose has never heard of it, but Adam looks a little impressed.

Gwen nods. ‘He has been there for twenty years and is one of the most senior teachers,’ she says, then repeats, ‘He works very hard. Gregory is in Year Seven.’

‘Okay …’ says Rose, hoping to move on from how important and impressive Anton Fuller is and back to the issue at hand. ‘When you say things got tense with the neighbours, what exactly do you mean?’

Gwen fusses with a thin gold cross at her throat, where the skin grows pinker by the moment. As a fellow blusher, Rose can almost sense the rising heat from the other side of the table.

‘Well …’ Gwen pauses again. ‘There was a little bit of an altercation one evening between Anton and Eric at number 40. Things got a little … physical.’

‘They had a fight?’ says Adam.

‘Well, it wasn’t a big thing,’ says Gwen, eyes widening, ‘only a scuffle. You know how men can get when they’re defending their property!’

Neither of them respond. Rose feels a lick of satisfaction that Adam is on the same page with this interview. The working telepathy she had with Mack is one of the things she has been missing most. She senses that Gwen will close up if she has to focus too much on the fight, which they can easily verify later. But she makes a mental note to look for any police reports from that incident, and to speak to the neighbours.

She focuses again as Adam asks Gwen what happened next.

‘There was an upturned rubbish bag in the garden,’ she says, ‘which we were pretty certain was down to that lot next door. More and more of the terrible banging. All this should be in your notes.’ She pauses and chews on her bottom lip before continuing. ‘But then some other things began happening and it all got a little more, well, strange.’ She gives an embarrassed laugh and twists the cross the other way. The tips of her fingers whiten as she presses hard on the thin metal shape. It’s a wonder she doesn’t break it.

‘In what way, strange?’ says Adam.

Gwen lets out a shaky sigh. ‘Gregory, our son, he was the one affected at first. Bad dreams, you know, but we dismissed that. He’s a very highly strung and intelligent boy – in all the top sets – and he can be prone to …’ she pauses ‘… imaginative episodes.’ She takes a long sip of her tea, bobbing her head almost in apology as she does so. Rose lifts her own cup to her lips and the strange fishy whiff rising up is enough to make her lower it again.

‘So Gregory kept saying someone was yanking his bedclothes off him at night. We thought this was just a nightmare. I mean, people can imagine all sorts of strange things when they’re half asleep, can’t they? Things that seem terrifying are only dreams, really.’

It takes every drop of effort in Rose’s body not to look at Adam at these words.

Oh, Gwen, she thinks, if only you knew.

Not only did Rose almost die at the hands of Oakley, who had been haunting women with sleep disorders by astrally projecting into their nightmares before killing them, but Rose had been putting up with a range of night-time visitations from her own dead mother for quite some time.

‘But then,’ Gwen goes on, her speech coming faster now. ‘Then there was the door-knocker going crazy, with no one there. We even put CCTV in and could see that it was happening with not a soul around. There have been other things too, but Anton thinks that it’s all—’

As the large, hulking presence of Anton Fuller enters the room again, they all seem to tense at once.

‘For God’s sake, woman, you’re not on that nonsense again?’

‘Oh, Anton,’ she says in a disappointed tone, and begins fussing about, pouring tea. ‘I just thought it might—’

‘If I hear one more word about ghosts—’ snaps Anton, leaving the rest of the sentence dangling. But it sounded worryingly like a threat.

Rose meets his gaze.

‘How do you explain what’s been happening?’ she says. ‘I take it you don’t agree with your wife about the cause?’

Anton Fuller hitches his trousers at the knees then sits at the table.

‘It’s very clear to me,’ he says, with a grimace. ‘I think you lot should do your jobs and charge our neighbours with harassment, as I have been saying for six months.’

‘Mr Fuller,’ says Adam patiently. ‘You should be aware that this has been quite thoroughly investigated by our colleagues and they could find no criminal activity on the part of your neighbours. I don’t even see how they could have got in to do that to your swing, or to cause damage inside the house.’

Anton looks at Adam for what might be the first time now. Rose senses a moment, so fleeting she almost isn’t sure if it was there, of distaste flashing across his face like a shadow. Wow, she thinks, a pompous slimeball and racist too.

‘What damage?’ he says.

‘This,’ says Gwen and gets up to pass behind where Rose and Adam are sitting.

She lifts the butchered photo and holds it up for him to see. His expression doesn’t change. The only tells of how he is feeling are a flaring of his nostrils and the fact that he squeezes both his palms momentarily into fists, before letting them go again.

‘Gregory!’ The sudden bark makes everyone flinch.

‘Darling, I really don’t think …’ says Gwen but doesn’t finish her sentence.

The boy from the stairs appears at the door so fast, it’s clear he was lurking outside for the whole conversation.

‘Yes, Daddy?’ he says in a fluting voice. He looks younger than twelve, with thin, hunched shoulders and a pointed, serious face. He sniffs ripely, then fumbles in his pocket and produces a crumpled hankie: the old-fashioned cloth kind.

‘Did you do this?’ Anton holds the picture aloft. The boy peers at it then blanches. One of his hands flies to his mouth and he begins to nibble on his nails.

‘Nails, darling!’ says Gwen in a breezy tone that’s entirely out of place in the general atmosphere.

Rose and Adam exchange looks.

‘I didn’t do it, Daddy,’ says the boy, then, in a tinier voice again. ‘It’s the house that’s doing it all – I told you.’

‘Don’t start that “house” nonsense,’ says Anton. ‘You’re as bad as your mother. I’ve told you about this before. And stop lingering outside doorways when adults are speaking. Go and get on with that violin practice. I shall be wanting to hear your progress later.’

The child pauses, then exits the room quickly. They hear another bout of wet sniffing then the thump-thump-thump of feet ascending stairs.

‘We’re all a bit exhausted, as I said,’ says Anton again. ‘It’s the noise. It’s affecting us all.’

Adam gets to his feet and Rose follows his lead.

‘We’ll have another word with the neighbours for you, okay?’ he says.

‘That would be most welcome,’ says Anton, lips drawn back in another non-smile. ‘It’s about time we put all this to bed. Gregory has a very important time coming up and this isn’t helping at all.’

As Gwen begins to usher them out, Rose says, ‘What’s happening for Gregory that’s so important?’

‘He’s got exams in May,’ says Gwen with a tight smile.

‘Yeah, but didn’t you say he’s only in Year Seven?’ says Rose.

Gwen’s expression closes down so fast, it’s like someone has physically wounded her. ‘You clearly don’t understand what kind of school it is,’ she says with a sniff. ‘It’s never too early to work hard at Beamishes.’

It’s only as Rose glances back at the house that she sees the pale face of the boy peering down at them from a window at the very top of the house.

He’s smiling.

An involuntary swoop of something icy encircles her insides as if she has drunk chilled water too fast.
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‘That told you, didn’t it?’ says Adam with a snigger, then, more seriously: ‘What do you think, though?’

‘I’m not sure,’ says Rose. ‘Can’t say I’d blame the neighbours for not inviting them over for barbecues and drinks. But seriously … that thing with the swing? And the flowers?’

Adam makes a face. ‘Gave me the bloody creeps – I’m not going to lie. And I’ll tell you what else.’ He pauses.

‘Go on.’

‘I measured those daffodil stalks with a digital spirit level and the precision of the cut was quite extraordinary,’ he says. ‘Every single one was cut exactly at the same height, to the millimetre. I don’t see how even a machine could have done it so precisely.’

Rose stares back at him. ‘What are you saying?’

‘I don’t know what I’m saying really,’ he says. ‘It would have to be technically possible if you had proper time and access.’ He pauses. ‘There is one obvious theory. That kid. I reckon he’s behind everything that’s going on in a bid for attention that doesn’t involve a test at the end of it.’

‘Yeah,’ says Rose. ‘He looks like an unhappy child. But I don’t think he’d have the strength to do that to the swing.’

‘True,’ says Adam. They are silent for a moment, thinking about this. Then Adam does a decisive pat on both of his thighs.

‘Come on then,’ he says, ‘let’s see if the notorious Mr Quinn is at home.’

Quinn and family live in the top flat and the occupants below are a couple in their sixties called Jemima and Grant Osei.

Rose presses on the doorbell for the top flat.

Nothing.

They try again and wait for a few moments. But it’s clear no one is in so they try the bottom buzzer.

The door opens.

‘Yes?’ The woman has light brown skin and grey dreadlocks piled high and tied with a turquoise wrap. A sleeping toddler is awkwardly held in her arms, his small mouth squashed open on her shoulder. The material of her cream T-shirt is wet from drool.

‘Mrs Osei?’

She nods, suspicion stealing across her face.

‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ says Rose, ‘but I’m DC Rose Gifford, and this is my colleague DC Adam Lacey. Would you have a few minutes spare to talk to us?’

Rose has struggled with introductions since her move to UCIT. In her old job, she would simply say she was from Silverton Street police station. Now, she’s reluctant to say she is from UCIT, in case anyone wants chapter and verse on what it is. She could say ‘Reservoir Road’ station, but it isn’t one, technically; at least, not in the sense that a member of the public could come in to report a crime. So far she has got away with not saying anything other than her name and rank. She hopes this woman will assume she is from the same station as previous visitors.

‘Oh for goodness’ sake,’ says Jemima Osei, sotto voce. ‘What’ve we done now?’

Adam gives her a sympathetic smile.

‘We really are sorry to bother you,’ he says, lowering his own voice to match. ‘The Fullers have experienced some damage to their back garden. We’re just trying to work out what has been going on and wondered if you could give us a little background? From your own perspective?’

Adam’s careful phrasing seems to do the trick. She lets out a sigh of resignation and opens the door wider.

‘Come in, then,’ she says. ‘But this is the very last time I’m doing this. I mean it.’

They step into the hall and the woman beckons for them to walk down to a kitchen at the back of the house. It’s painted bright yellow and the sun has come out, bathing it in buttery light. Frothy plants spill down off high shelves, giving the room the feel of a pleasant conservatory, despite the broken kitchen fittings and cracked glass of the big window. There’s a delicious spicy smell of cooking coming from the stove.

‘That smells like jollof,’ says Adam easily, as Jemima Osei comes back into the room. ‘Nigerian or Ghanaian?’

She casts a sharp look at him, then lets out a small, grudging ‘humph’. ‘The one true kind,’ she says. ‘Ghanaian.’

‘My mum would agree,’ says Adam with a grin.

She ‘humphs’ again, but her manner has softened a little.

‘So go on then,’ she says, gesturing for them to sit at a wooden table surrounded by four rickety chairs. ‘What’s happened now?’

‘Someone has damaged flowers in the garden and …’ Rose flails ‘… messed about with their swing.’

Jemima Osei gives her a sharp look. ‘I’m looking after my grandson,’ she says, ‘and I have two dodgy knees. Grant has been on disability for his back since 2009. How exactly did we get into that garden?’

‘Okay,’ says Rose in a conciliatory tone. ‘Can you tell us a bit about the family? How this whole dispute developed originally?’ She opens her notepad.

Jemima kisses her teeth. ‘They are crazy people,’ she says. ‘They bang and crash about in there like you would not believe, then they have the cheek to pretend it’s us making all that noise.’

‘What kind of noises do you hear?’ says Adam.

Jemima looks into the middle distance, frowning. ‘Like I say, banging, crashing … Sometimes there’s a scraping sound, like someone is moving heavy furniture across the floor. It must be very loud for Eric and Emma upstairs if I can hear it down here.’ She pauses. ‘There’s a lot of shouting and arguing too. Not that I’ve ever called the police on them.’

‘About the arguing,’ says Rose. ‘Can you hear details?’

‘Sometimes,’ says Jemima, nodding and reaching for one of the grapes in the fruit bowl in front of her, which she pops into her mouth. ‘I think it’s often about the child – Gregory. If you ask me,’ she says, heated now, ‘that’s one unhappy little boy.’

As Jemima goes into more detail, Rose writes down all the key points.

Seems Gregory spends every waking hour being coached in something, from piano to violin, Chinese to French. He’s been spotted sitting in a tree at the bottom of the garden and simply staring at the house for periods of time in a way that Jemima calls ‘creepy as anything’.

‘If you ask me,’ she says, ‘and let’s face it, that’s exactly what you’re doing, I think the father is a bully. I hear his loud voice all the time, booming away. I think he thinks he’s the lord and master and no one better argue with him.’

They get up a few minutes later. As they are leaving, Jemima and Adam exchange a few more words about the food she’s making. This includes a lively discussion about Jamie Oliver, which makes Rose lift a questioning eyebrow once outside.

‘Trust, me,’ he says with a grin, catching her expression. ‘Jollof is a serious business. You have no idea.’

‘I’ll take your word for it,’ says Rose. ‘So … we might as well speak to people on the other side, number 44?’

Adam looks at his notes. ‘Bottom flat is a couple called Jacobs: Gerald and Margot. But it looks like Margot died
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