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Prologue

Miriam

At first, she couldn’t work out why she was here. She hadn’t been back since that night, years ago, when he had taken her hand in his and led her through the darkened farmyard and up the hill until the soft grass underfoot became thick gnarls of heather and she knew they were on the moor.

There his torchlight fell upon a huge, flat boulder, and he stopped to sit on it, patting the cold grey stone next to him. She wasn’t sure what was happening, but she did as she was told, as always.

He switched off his torch and told her to look up. Despite the strangeness of his request, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she cast her gaze skywards. The sight made her gasp in wonder. So many stars stretching across the horizon, the sky seemed to sag under the effort of holding them all. Someone once told her everyone has their own star and if we live a good life our souls will return to it when we die. She used to like the idea of being watched over by the souls of her kin, but that was before.

He pointed out the patterns and the constellations: Auriga, Cancer and the Plough. Did she know the Arabians believed the bowl of the Plough was a coffin and its handle of stars the mourners condemned to follow it forever more? She said nothing and, realizing he’d careered from the romantic to the morbid, he stopped his chatter, and the silence engulfed them.

The torch came back on. She heard a rustle and turned to see him fumbling in his jacket pocket, mining its corners in panic. Finally, his face relaxed and he held up his hand. In the pale, shaky light, dwarfed between a thick callused thumb and forefinger, was a tiny diamond ring.

‘Marry me, Miriam,’ he said.

She knew this was coming because her father had told her. Now it was here she felt only despair. And guilt. For he was a good man, but she didn’t love him, and she never would. Not because she didn’t want to, but because she’d already given her love away. It didn’t matter that it was a long time ago. She had used it up and she was certain she had none left to give.

If it had been up to her, she would have said no, but it wasn’t; it was up to her father. He couldn’t believe it when he asked him for her hand in marriage.

‘I thought I’d have to beg some hairy lump to take ye off my ’ands, and then this farmer turns up asking to marry ye.’ But her father’s darkness was never far away. ‘Now, you be a good girl and get wed quick, maid, before he finds out what you are.’

So she did as she was told. She said yes. She had been good. And look where it had got her.





‘Jo, stay back! She’s got a knife.’

‘Oh my God.’

‘Why does she keep looking up at the sky, Mum?’

‘I don’t think she’s well, love. Stay close to me, Natasha. Dean, we have to call the police.’

‘The police? Hold on, she’s probably just a bit lost. Where do you live, love?’

‘Hello. Yes. The police and ambulance. We’re on Exmoor. On the B1583, I think. We were just driving home after our holiday, and we came across an old lady in the middle of the road. It’s so foggy we nearly ran her over. I don’t think she’s hurt, but she seems a bit confused. She’s wearing a nightdress and she’s holding a kitchen knife. No, no she hasn’t threatened us. It’s like she doesn’t even know we’re here. She’s just standing there, staring up at the sky. Can you hurry? Right. Thanks. OK … The police are on their way.’

‘Let’s get going then. We’ve got hours of driving ahead of us.’

‘We can’t leave her, Dean. We’re in the middle of nowhere.’

‘But they’ll be ages and I’ve got work tomorrow.’

‘No, they might want to talk to us. We have to wait until they get here. Natasha, can you please stop filming her?’

‘Wait. She’s trying to speak.’

‘Where’s Billy?’

‘Who’s Billy, Mum?’

‘How should I know? Put that phone away. Can’t you see she’s upset? I think you should just get back into the car.’

‘Mum.’

‘Natasha, just do as you’re told.’

‘But what’s that on her nightdress?’

‘I don’t know – I can’t see from here.’

‘Oh my God, it’s blood.’
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I hit the brakes hard, launching Megan at the dashboard.

‘What was that for?’

‘Sorry. I thought something ran out in front of me,’ I lie.

She peers nervously over the side of her window for evidence of roadkill.

‘Can’t see anything. Whatever it was, I think you missed it.’

But I’m not listening. The real reason for my unexpected stop is the small white van in the corner of the car park. It isn’t marked, but it doesn’t need to be. I’d know it anywhere. Christ, there were days when I spent more time in that vehicle than at home. Not any more. I haven’t driven it in eight months, not since that rainy day in the hospital car park when a police officer told me someone had tried to murder my daughter. Seeing the van now is a jolting reminder that my compassionate leave ends in just three weeks, but I’m not ready to face my colleagues. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

‘Maybe we should go elsewhere for the paint.’

‘What? Where? This is the only paint shop in Bidecombe.’

At least she’s talking to me now after slipping into a monumental sulk when I refused to let her stay in the cabin alone.

‘OK. Let’s go in.’

I slap the car into reverse and manoeuvre it into a space between a tractor and a Land Rover.

‘I’ll stay in the car.’

‘No, you won’t.’

‘You’ll only be a few minutes.’

‘Come in anyway, just to be on the safe side.’

Megan delivers her signature huff and unclips her seatbelt.

‘God, I can’t wait till you’re back to work.’

‘Thanks.’

‘It means you’ll stop breathing down my neck 24/7.’

‘I think you’ll find it’s called parenting.’

‘Yeah, well, I preferred the type where you’re not around so much and it means I can go back to school.’

‘We haven’t made any final decisions about that.’

Megan pauses at the entrance to the shop. ‘Look at me. I’m so obviously better.’

In some ways she is. The bulging purple bruises that bloated her face have long faded, restoring her freckles, beloved by me but hated by her, and her auburn hair has grown back enough to conceal the deep track running the length of a skull that had to be reconstructed fragment by fragment. You wouldn’t know she was brutally attacked eight months ago.

‘Not all scars are skin deep.’

‘I’m good up here too,’ she says tapping her temple.

‘Just ask Lisa. She thinks I’m well enough to go back to school.’

Lisa is Megan’s counsellor. I don’t agree with her, but it’s a conversation that’s going to have to wait as a familiar voice calls my name and the first thing I notice when I turn around is an unmissable shock of red hair belonging to Jake Harris, a crime scene investigator and the van’s driver.

‘Hi, Jake.’ Not yet out of his twenties, Jake was new to the job last summer before it all happened. I was looking forward to mentoring him – he has the makings of a great CSI – but that was then. Things are different now. Now I just want to get the hell out of there.

‘I’m here for a break-in,’ he says.

‘I noticed the security alarm had been foamed.’

‘Yeah. Not that anyone takes any notice of them. Second time I’ve been out this way this week.’

‘Right.’

‘Yeah, some old dear found wandering on the moors. She had blood all over her nightdress – only get this, it wasn’t hers. They’ve no idea who she is or whose blood it is. She’s got dementia or something, but she’s not talking. I went up to the moors to examine where she was picked up, not that I found anything.’ There was a time when I’d be all over this, interrogating Jake for the tiniest, most seemingly innocuous details, knowing that any one of them could unlock the mystery of the woman with someone else’s blood on her. After all, crime scenes are my game. Or they were. ‘Anyway, I couldn’t borrow you for a minute, could I?’

‘Not really, Jake. I’m with my daughter.’ I glance at Megan who’s trying her hardest to look anything but related to me. ‘I don’t like to leave her on her own.’

‘Sorry. I didn’t realize.’

‘Go, Mum. I’ll be fine. Nothing’s going to happen to me.’

‘I could really do with a second pair of eyes, Ally,’ pleads Jake. ‘Can’t help thinking I’ve missed something.’

Backed into a corner, it would be churlish to say no. Besides, none of this is Jake’s fault.

‘OK but stay where I can see you, Megan.’

‘Thanks. I really appreciate it,’ says Jake, leading me to the back of the shop. ‘It happened a couple of days ago. The place was closed over the weekend. They got in via a window in the back. Nothing taken other than some money left in the petty cash tin in the office. I’ve dusted the point of entry, the cash till and the counter for prints. Nothing but woollen glove marks which, I know, is par for the course.’

‘It sounds like you’ve done everything you can.’ I check Megan’s whereabouts. She’s browsing the photography books.

‘I’m just not sure. It doesn’t feel right.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘This for a start.’

He stops and points at a wall at the back of the shop. Sprayed across it, red paint trickling from its blurred edges, is the word ‘bitch’.
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‘So, what do you make of all this then, Dymond?’ I don’t need to turn around to know the voice belongs to PC Bryan Rogers. He and I go back years, and in all that time he’s never called me by my first name.

‘Well, it’s no Banksy, is it?’

‘We’ve missed you.’ He grins. ‘Life’s a lot duller without you around.’

I guess he’s right. There can’t be many CSIs who have blown the whistle on police corruption during a murder trial.

‘Have you come across anything like this before?’ asks Jake.

‘Not often, no,’ I say, checking Megan is still in my line of sight. ‘Most thieves don’t hang around long enough to write expletives on walls. Unless it’s personal.’

‘Any idea who might want to break into your shop and leave that for you to find?’ PC Rogers turns to the woman next to him. We’ve met before, several times. Some businesses are broken into so often that I’m on first-name terms with the owners, including Karyn Dwight, who has that same weary acceptance that comes with being burgled multiple times. But it’s the first time someone has sprayed ‘bitch’ across her wall.

‘Not offhand no. We have a few farmers who owe us money. I’ve threatened court action and even doorstepped some of them, which didn’t go down well, but none of them would resort to this.’

‘It’s obvious who it is,’ says a man in grey overalls emerging from the paint aisle looking like someone who had the option to retire some years ago. Judging by the expression on Karyn’s face, she wishes he had. ‘It’s those kids from the care home down the road. They get up to all sorts.’

It’s only been eight months, but I’d almost forgotten the sweeping accusations from members of the public who think they’re being helpful. Christ, if we convicted people on the basis of them getting up to ‘all sorts’, we’d fill the prisons ten times over.

‘Ray, you can’t go around accusing people. Those kids at Whitebeam have enough to deal with, and Geoff does wonders with them.’

‘A leopard never changes its spots, Karyn, but I know you have a soft spot for them.’ He turns to PC Rogers whose look of honed disinterest fails to dissuade Ray’s hypothesizing. ‘Karyn fosters kids so she’s a bit biased, but I’ll bet you anything it was one of the little buggers.’

‘We’re not all bad, you know.’

‘What?’ Ray stares at PC Rogers, unable to square the idea that a care home kid could become an officer of the law. ‘You went there?’

‘For a while, when my mum couldn’t cope. I loved it. It was like a holiday camp. Anyway, I’ll pop in and make some inquiries. I quite fancy a trip down memory lane.’

‘So what do you think, Ally?’ asks Jake.

I check Megan again. This time she catches me, treating me to an eye-roll. I guess she’ll be OK for a few minutes longer.

‘Karyn, is it possible the spray can used to do this is one of yours?’

‘Yes, we stock that colour. It’s not out on the shelves at the moment though.’

‘Even better. Do you have some weighing scales and something like BBQ tongs?’

‘Er, yes, we do. Ray, can you show the lady where the spray cans are kept in the stockroom?’

Ray takes us to the stockroom. A few seconds later, Karyn joins us with scales and tongs.

Using the tongs, I pick up the first canister and place it on the scales.

‘Two hundred and ninety-five grams – keep that number in mind, Jake.’

The next canister weighs the same, as do the next two. Losing faith and not feeling so clever, I place the fourth canister on the scales and read out the numbers.

‘Two hundred and twenty.’ I look up at Mrs Dwight. ‘Is there any reason why this can would weigh less than the others?’

‘No. Unless it’s been used.’

I offer it to Jake. ‘You might like to dust this one.’

Surprised to be asked to do anything and suddenly the centre of attention, Jake fumbles the lid on his pot of aluminium powder, reminding me he’s still a rookie.

‘Take your time, Jake.’

He nods, and carefully loads his squirrel-hair Zephyr brush with the fine silver powder, taking care to tap off the excess. Swirling it across the shiny plastic spray can lid, several silvery fingerprints immediately make themselves known. It doesn’t matter if the crime is big or small, the sight of those whorls and ridges, unique to the individual, still gives me the biggest buzz.

‘You can’t date fingerprints, but these look fresh. Now we just have to hope their owner is on the fingerprint database.’

Jake grins at me. ‘How did you know?’

‘You ever tried taking one of those tops off with woollen gloves on?’

‘The sooner you’re back off compassionate leave and back on the job, Dymond, the better,’ PC Rogers says with a laugh. ‘Three weeks, right?’

‘Something like that.’

His radio fizzes into life: there’s a fight on Bidecombe high street. ‘Right, looks like I’m needed elsewhere. I’ll pop back for—’

But he’s interrupted by a huge crash that echoes around the hangar-like store as if it has been struck by lightning.

‘What the hell is that?’ Ray frowns. But I already know.

‘Megan!’

‘Who?’

But I’m already sprinting towards the book aisle.





I hadn’t planned to raise my daughter in a log cabin on a holiday park in Bidecombe, but when we escaped my ex-husband Sean on Boxing Day eight years previously, my options were limited. Penny, the owner of Seven Hills Lodges, found Megan and me shivering on a bench in the local park and invited us to stay in one of her cabins. We’ve been here ever since. Penny is like a second mum to Megan, which is why she’s sitting with me on my sofa in the living room whilst the doctor examines Megan in her bedroom.

‘I knew something wasn’t right.’

‘Really?’ says Penny. ‘She seemed fine to me, and it might not be as bad as you think. Have you told Bernadette?’

‘God no. The last thing I need is my so-called mother telling me how this is all my fault. Besides she’s in the middle of some fjord somewhere.’

The doctor appears in the hallway and the two of us stand to attention.

‘It’s possible Megan has had a mild seizure, but it’s difficult to say without further tests. She could just have fainted, but I’m sure you were warned that seizures can happen after a traumatic brain injury.’

‘Yes, but that was eight months ago.’

‘It can happen at any time, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need to confirm if it was a seizure or not first, so I’ll refer her to a specialist immediately. You should be able to see someone in the next few weeks. Then we can take it from there.’

‘Thank you.’

‘There is one more thing. Megan is very keen to go back to school but she’s worried that this latest setback will delay that. I told her that there’s no reason why she shouldn’t go back, if she feels well enough, but I’ll leave that with you.’

Penny shows the doctor out before joining me on the lumpy brown sofa that dominates the living room.

‘She can’t go to school. Not until we’re sure what we’re dealing with.’

‘We don’t know if there’s anything wrong with her yet. You heard him. She might just have fainted, and in any case, school might be the best place for her. You’ll be at work; I’m at Will’s a lot.’ Will is Penny’s boyfriend – two words I never thought I’d use in the same sentence. ‘There’s no one here to look after her.’

‘What if she has another seizure?’

‘You being there isn’t going to make any difference, is it? And you can’t stay off work forever. Your leave ends in a few weeks.’

‘I know.’

My lack of enthusiasm draws her concern.

‘You are going back, aren’t you?’

‘Honestly, I’m not sure.’

‘But you love your job.’

‘I love Megan more and she needs me. She’s just had a seizure.’

‘For which she can be treated. There’s no need to resign, Ally; we can work something out.’

‘I just don’t think I can do it any more; you know? I’m tired.’

‘This isn’t like you. Are you sure this is about Megan?’

‘What else would it be about?’

‘Megan was attacked. She nearly died. No one would blame you for wanting to keep her close and not let her out of your sight, but he’s gone, Ally.’

‘I know that.’

‘Do you? Look, I get it. I still have nightmares about that day too. I wake up in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat, my heart pounding and I don’t why but I know it’s to do with him.’

‘God, I had no idea,’ I say, laying my hand on her arm. ‘I’m so sorry, Penny. I should never have involved you.’

‘I don’t regret any of it and I’d do it all over again in a heartbeat. What I’m trying to say is that I’m still struggling too.’ She takes my hand. ‘You wouldn’t be normal if you didn’t have bad dreams after what happened, but that’s just it. They’re only dreams. He can’t hurt you, or me, or Megan any more. Don’t let him stop you and Megan living your lives.’

I smile and nod. ‘You’re right. Thanks.’

I don’t tell her that the nightmares never came for me.






3

A thick grey fret shrouds the bottom of the narrow path leading down to the edge of the cliff. Overhead, the plaintive cries of the gulls pierce the mist as if searching for a way out.

This is Breakneck Point. This is where I killed Simon Pascoe. The man who attacked Megan. That day, he thought he’d lured his latest victim, a young girl, to her death, but he got me instead. We fought and he almost took me over the cliff edge with him, but I broke free and watched him tumble to his death on the rocks below. I have no regrets. It was him or me.

My hand slides into my hoodie pocket and searches for the small black button. I take it out and hold it up against the greyness. It belongs to Pascoe. After he fell to his death, I scoured the area to make sure there was no evidence that could place either Pascoe or myself at Breakneck Point. Forensic evidence is often the first domino in a police investigation. Once that falls, everything else follows. I wasn’t going to risk that no matter how slight the chances were of the police working out Pascoe’s life ended on the rocks below Breakneck Point.

I didn’t want to kill him. Not at first. I tried to persuade the police that he had already murdered two women and had tried to kill Megan, but they wouldn’t listen. When I realized Pascoe was going to kill again, I had no choice. I had to stop him. For good.

Penny was in on it. She was waiting in her boat nearby to take me the short distance to my car, which was parked in an isolated cove, in a time that couldn’t be achieved by road. I had bet on the police not factoring in a sea getaway. I needn’t have worried. They never got close, accepting the suicide note that I’d forged for Pascoe with indecent haste. His body finally washed up several miles down the coast. The police still don’t know where he entered the water.

I stare down at the button in the palm of my hand, but I still feel nothing. Just like I felt nothing then. When I watched Megan battle night terrors, her brain releasing memories of the attack that it couldn’t bring itself to reveal to her during her waking hours, I knew it was only a matter of time before my own torment would begin. But that’s just it. There have been no horrors crashing my dreams, nor flashbacks derailing my day. Sense tells me that for some it’s not immediate; for some it takes months, even years, but that doesn’t lessen my unease that I killed a man and I walked away, my mind entirely undisturbed by what I had done. Like Penny said, it isn’t normal.

The buzzing phone in my pocket interrupts my thoughts. It’s Megan. Penny is watching her after she insisted I go for a walk to clear my head. In other words, see things her way and let Megan go back to school while I go back to work.

‘You OK, Meggy?’

‘It’s Jay.’

Jay Cox, our friendly neighbourhood drug dealer, but that’s only one of the reasons I dislike him.

‘What about him?’

‘He’s been arrested.’





God knows how Jay persuaded the custody sergeant he was vulnerable and needed an appropriate adult but he did, and I’ve spent the last four hours watching two police officers extract no more than two words from him: no comment. They could have asked him if he had a pulse and I swear they’d have got the same response. Anyway, the incident PC Rogers was called away to when we were at Bidecombe DIY Supplies turned out to be a fight between Jay and his father Tony in the middle of the high street. Jay’s been charged with ABH and bailed to appear at the magistrate’s in three weeks. Jesus, Megan, you don’t half pick your friends.

‘So, what’s really going on with your dad?’

I figure the least he owes me is the truth. The last time I saw him I threatened to lamp him if he didn’t tell me where Megan kept her second phone – the phone she used to secretly communicate with a boy who wasn’t a boy at all, but a grown man and a killer: Simon Pascoe. Jay had given it to her after I banned her from seeing him. I only agreed to be his appropriate adult because Megan badgered me into it, telling me I owed him because it was Jay who kept her going during those long days in hospital, sending her funny and, no doubt, inappropriate videos.

‘Nothing.’ He shrugs.

If I had one word to describe Jay, it would be pointy: pointy chin, pointy nose, pointy hair. And he’s thin, not in a genetic way, but in a sorely neglected way, but any sympathy I might have quickly ebbs in the face of his surliness. God knows what the girls, including Megan, see in him.

‘Bollocks. You don’t attack your dad up in the middle of the high street over nothing. It’s drugs, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not drugs.’

He’s so affronted by this, it’s laughable. The truth is, just like his dad, he’s made his living selling drugs for years. He’s been caught a few times too, but each time he’s wheedled out of it, trotting out the ‘personal use’ excuse, but Christ that’s some level of personal use. I don’t know how he’s got away with it, but unbelievably he doesn’t even have a police record.

‘Yes, it is.’ I hand him a can of Dr Pepper. Megan told me he lives off the stuff. He takes it without thanking me. ‘What happened? Your dad try to muscle in on your territory now he’s out of prison?’

He opens the can and takes a gulp. ‘You don’t know nothing.’

‘So tell me. Because I’ve spent half the night freezing my arse off in that interview room just so you can have a glass of water and take a piss.’

‘I’m clean.’

‘If you say so.’

‘I’m serious and it’s got nothing to do with the pigs.’

‘Thanks.’

‘You’re not a real pig.’ Technically, he’s right. I’m a civilian CSI, although criminals rarely trouble themselves with that distinction.

‘And this has everything to do with the police. You assaulted your father. Unless you at least attempt to explain why, you don’t stand a hope in hell of getting off.’ He shrugs again and it takes all my resolve not to slap him. ‘So, what are you going to do now? You can’t go home – your dad’s taking you to court.’

‘I’ll stay with mates.’

It occurs to me that I’ve never seen Jay with friends. Customers, yes, but none of them ever struck me as mates. I wait for him to leave, but when he doesn’t, I weaken. It’s gone midnight and although Jay can look after himself, I don’t want him roaming the streets at this hour.

‘Can I drop you somewhere?’

‘Nah, I’ll walk.’

But he still doesn’t budge. Whoever his mates are, he’s in no rush to join them.

‘Have you eaten anything today?’

‘Nah.’

I pull out a ten-pound note from my jeans pocket.

‘Take it.’

‘No, it’s OK.’

‘Take it, Jay. Go down to Kebabulous and get yourself a Jemmy Twitcher.’ A Jemmy Twitcher – a local speciality that looks like some grotesque offspring of a kebab and a pizza – is the only food known to defeat the appetite of a teenage boy. ‘You must be starving.’ This time I get a mumbled thanks. ‘Take care of yourself, right?’

‘Yeah, I will. It’s good to see Megan is better.’

‘I’m not going to ask how you know that.’

He grins at me. ‘I cheered when I heard the guy who hurt her killed hisself. What was he called?’

‘Simon Pascoe.’

‘Fucking nutter. He was an ambulance man too. He topped Janie Warren and that lady that lived on the estate, didn’t he? I knew Janie. She didn’t deserve that.’

‘The lady was called Cheryl Black and, no, neither of them deserved it.’

He nods solemnly and looks me in the eye, which takes me aback and I realize how rarely he does this, but he has my attention now.

‘If I’d known he was talking to Megan online, Ally, I’d have killed him meself. Honest I would’ve. I still feel really bad about it. You know, when I heard Meg might not pull through, it choked me right up. I haven’t felt like that since my mum died.’ I didn’t know Jay’s mum, Sharon Cox, but Penny did. A nice woman who loved her boy, by all accounts, but no one can compete with a love of heroin, not even your own kid, not once you’re in its grip. She died of a drug overdose when Jay was twelve. ‘I’m made up Meg’s OK.’ He looks away. I’m not going to like what’s coming next. ‘I went to see her in hospital.’

‘What?’

‘Yeah, I’d wait for you to leave and hang out with her. I made a playlist for her, and we’d listen to it together. It was cool,’ he says, smiling at the memory.

I had no idea but thinking back now there were times when I’d walk into Megan’s hospital room and her mood would be considerably lighter than when I’d left her. She’d talk excitedly about her plans for when she got out of hospital and I’d listen, enjoying glimpses of the old Megan. I assumed one of the nurses had had a motivational chat with her or that it was just part of her recovery and she was having a better day. It turns out it was all down to Jay Cox. ‘Thank you.’

‘No probs.’

‘Do yourself a favour, stay away from your dad, OK?’

‘Will do,’ he says, saluting me. ‘And thank you for what you did in there.’

‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘Yeah, you did.’ He aims a sneer at the police station behind us. ‘I’d have gotten a rough ride if it hadn’t been for you. That’s why I made them call you. I knew you wouldn’t take any crap from them. I knew you’d be there for me.’

‘Maybe if you kept away from the drug dealing, people would treat you better.’

‘I told you. I’m done with all that.’

‘Whatever, Jay. Just make sure that tenner goes on a kebab.’
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I get up the next morning to find Megan is already back from Penny’s. She’s perched on a stool at the breakfast bar that separates the kitchenette from the living room, chomping through a large bowl of cornflakes.

‘How are you this morning?’

‘Fine,’ she says, her suspicions aroused. When you have a teenage daughter, there’s no such thing as an innocent question.

‘How did it go with Jay?’

‘He’s been bailed to appear in court in three weeks.’

‘The police charged him?’

‘Yes.’

Her spoon clatters against her bowl.

‘Why didn’t you stop them?’

‘It doesn’t work like that. I’m an appropriate adult, not his solicitor. He refused one of those. The most I can do is make sure he stays hydrated.’

‘It’s not fair. His dad totally deserved it. He started it. Why can’t the police see that?’

‘They didn’t have any choice. Repeating “no comment” for two hours didn’t give them much to work with.’

‘He should have told them the truth.’

‘Which is?’

‘His dad’s new girlfriend took down the only picture of his mum and threw it away. She’s half his dad’s age too. Cassie Warnock. A right cow. Jay was gutted. He misses his mum loads still. Did you know that he found her?’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘The needle was still in her arm.’

‘Oh God.’

‘Yeah. His dad swears blind the drugs never came from him, but Jay doesn’t believe him.’

‘So why did Jay get into drug dealing if he’s seen first-hand the grief it causes?’

‘You know what his dad’s like.’

‘Unfortunately I do. By the way, Jay told me he visited you in hospital.’

Megan blushes. ‘I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d ban him.’

‘That’s OK. So are you two …’ I can barely bring myself to ask, ‘an item?’

‘No,’ she says, irritated that I don’t magically know the answer. ‘We’re just mates. I know you and Penny can’t cope with the idea that a boy and girl can be just friends, but we are.’

‘He told me last night he doesn’t do drugs any more.’

‘Yeah, he gave them up for me,’ she says casually, scooping a spoonful of cornflakes.

‘He did what?’

‘He knows I hate all that stuff so when it looked like I was going to die, he stopped because he knew that’s what I would have wanted. Hasn’t touched them in eight months.’

‘So he says.’

She looks at me. ‘Why can’t you give him a break? He’s trying his best. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’

Maybe I am being too harsh on him.

‘Of course it is. Take no notice of me. I don’t meet too many reformed characters in my line of work, but at least he’s found himself somewhere else to live.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘He said he was staying with mates.’

Megan puts her spoon down. ‘Oh, Mum, he’s not with mates. He’s living up in Bidecombe Woods beyond the rec. In a tent.’





The Beatles’ ‘Hard Day’s Night’ blares from Penny’s soundbar as she pries the lid off the paint tin, wafting chemicals into the cold morning air.

We’re painting the fence that runs the perimeter of Seven Hills Lodges as part of a general sprucing up that happens every March in preparation for the holiday season, although this is the first time I’ve helped out. Until now, I’ve always been too busy with work. I enjoyed it at first. It was a complete change from being a CSI where people are relying on you to find answers at some of the worst moments in their lives. My only responsibility now is to avoid paint drips, but as time has gone by the attraction has waned.

I’ve positioned myself so I can keep an eye on Megan who is spending the morning photographing the site. Penny has told her if the photos are good enough she’ll put them on the website.

‘She seems well,’ she says, handing me a paintbrush and nodding at Megan composing an upward shot of the pine trees.

‘Well enough to give me a hard time about Jay.’

‘What happened?’

‘He’s been charged with assaulting his dad. He’ll appear in court in three weeks. I don’t know which is worse, being prosecuted for beating up your dad or living in a tent in Bidecombe Woods.’

Penny shakes her head. ‘Really? That’s sad. Maybe it’s just as well his mum isn’t here to see this. She loved her boy and she tried so hard to do the right thing. She’d be heartbroken if she saw him now. If he’s not careful, he’ll go the same way as she did.’

‘I can’t help thinking that with a bit of help, he could straighten himself out. Megan says he left home because his dad wanted him to sell drugs but he’s trying to get away from all that. Apparently, he’s not touched them since she was in hospital, but he’s got no chance living in a tent in the woods, has he?’

‘You can’t save everyone, Ally. Speaking of which, I have some good news.’

‘Oh?’

‘I’ve sorted a minder out for Megan tonight, so our double date is back on.’

‘What date?’

Penny tuts at my memory lapse.

‘You, me, Will and Will’s new tenant, remember? I did tell you. Anyway, Emma – Will’s sister – said she’ll look after Megan.’

‘Emma?’

‘Yeah. You met her at Christmas when she was home from uni?’

‘Right,’ I say, vaguely recalling a chatty young girl at a Christmas drinks do at Penny’s. It was the first time I met Will too, but he was far more reserved than his younger sister. He’d only been seeing Penny a few months, but already he’d become a fixture in her life. I asked her recently what she liked about him so much and she gave me three reasons: his calmness, his predictability, and his dependability. When you’ve been stalked by your crazed ex, I guess those are the things you value the most. ‘You’ll be doing Will a favour. She’s just broken up with her long-term boyfriend, Ollie, and he’s a bit worried about her. He doesn’t like to leave her on her own. She’ll be round at six-thirty.’

‘I don’t know, Penny. Emma’s only what? Nineteen? Twenty? What if Megan has another funny turn?’

‘She’s doing an agricultural degree and she’s done loads of health and safety, including first aid, so Megan’ll be fine. Problem solved. You shall go to the ball, Cinderella, or the Albion, anyway. It’ll do you good. Help you get over all that business with Liam.’

‘There’s nothing to get over. He asked me out; I said no. I’m not looking for a relationship. Megan’s my priority. End of story.’

‘If you say so. So, what are you going to wear?’

‘What I always wear: jeans and a jumper. Why?’

‘Don’t you think you should make more of an effort?’

‘No.’ I grin at her. ‘It just raises expectations.’

Penny sighs. ‘Something tells me you’re not really entering into the spirit of this.’

‘I’ll play nice, I promise, but I’m not going to get dolled up for a few ciders in the Albion with a bloke I’ve never met before and am likely to never meet again.’

‘Well, I’m pushing the boat out. I’ve picked up some gorgeous pink feather earrings from the Bidecombe Bazaar.’

‘Sounds lovely.’

‘I could lend—’

A woman’s voice cuts across Penny’s.

‘Ally Dymond?’

Penny and I both look up from the fence with a start. Standing over us is a woman, early forties, I’d guess. Dressed in a camel-coloured coat, beige palazzo trousers and kitten heels, hair styled into a photo-shoot-ready pixie crop, she looks like she’s come straight from a FTSE 100 company AGM, which is why I assume she’s lost and wants directions until I remember she knows my name.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Detective Inspector Harriet Moore.’

Horror briefly flashes across Penny’s face. I know what she’s thinking. The police have found us out. But there’s no chance of that. If they had, I’d be facing the heavy mob now, not a DI wearing a hopeful smile.
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Penny turns the music down while I wipe the excess paint off my paintbrush and lay it on a paint tray.

‘What can I do for you, DI Moore?’

‘Call me Harriet. I’m hoping to enlist you.’

Penny and I exchange glances.

‘I’m on compassionate leave.’

‘I know and I’m sorry to doorstep you like this.’ Her accent is definitely more Brixton, London, than Bidecombe, Devon, and I wonder if she’s recently transferred from the ‘smoke’. ‘But I wanted to run something by you.’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘You might have seen the news reports of the old lady found on Exmoor.’

‘No. I can’t say I have,’ I say truthfully. I’ve avoided the news these last eight months, but can guess this is the woman Jake was talking about. The woman with someone else’s blood on her nightdress.

‘Well, we managed to identify her yesterday. A retired community nurse recognized her from the TV appeal and called in.’

‘That’s good, but I don’t see what that’s got to do with me.’

‘When we went to her address this morning, a farm, we found the body of a man. Her son, as it happens. He’d been stabbed. So, we now have a murder inquiry on our hands. It’ll be all over the news later.’

I wonder briefly if I know the victim, but I doubt it. North Devon stretches for miles and is home to dozens of farms, most of them completely hidden from the world, including criminals, which would be my only reason to visit them.

‘And you think this elderly lady did it?’

DI Moore smiles, having snared my attention with the mention of murder.

‘Yes, I’m fairly certain she did, not least because she was found covered in his blood and holding the knife that delivered the fatal wound, but fairly certain isn’t good enough for me.’

‘You’ve got CSIs. They know what they’re doing. You don’t need me.’

‘You’re right, and they’re currently at the scene doing a great job, but I’ve been told you know this area better than anyone, and you spent years on Major Investigations. I’m after your knowledge and your experience.’

‘Honestly,’ I reply, shaking my head, ‘I doubt I can add anything to what you’ve already got.’

‘Maybe, maybe not. Ally, all I’m asking is that you pop up to the farm and take a look around, to see if there’s anything that doesn’t add up, anything we might have missed. I just want your opinion, that’s all.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Just a few minutes of your time, that’s all I’m asking.’

‘No.’

‘OK, but if you change your mind, the address is Narracott Farm.’

‘You mean Slaughterhouse Farm? That’s not far from here.’

DI Moore sighs at her surroundings. ‘What is it with Devon? No one uses the names actually on the map.’

‘It’s Gabe Narracott’s place, but it’s always been known as Slaughterhouse Farm. There used to be a slaughterhouse there, but it was pulled down years ago.’

‘Gabe Narracott is the murder victim. The old lady is his mother, Miriam Narracott. Did you know them?’

‘Not really. The farming community keeps to itself, but I attended a job there about five or six years ago. It was an odd one. Gabe’s flock were almost completely wiped out in a dog attack.’

I remember it clearly. CSIs are used to horrific sights, but it’s not often we’re confronted with a field full of dead and dying sheep, their bellies ripped apart, spilling their unborn lambs. Life over before it even fully began.

‘Why was it odd? Sheep attacks must be quite common around here.’

‘Not really and when they do happen the owner normally gets their dog under control. You’re looking at a couple of deaths at most, but Gabe lost around thirty sheep. It was a massacre.’

‘Did we ever find out who did it?’

‘There was someone in the frame for it, but they couldn’t make it stick.’

‘See, this is why I need you on board.’

‘I doubt it has anything to do with Gabe’s murder, especially if you think Miriam killed him.’

‘Did you meet Miriam Narracott when you were there?’

‘Briefly, she was too distressed to go into the fields and I couldn’t blame her. It affected all of us, which is why Gabe, me and PC Ingham, the police wildlife officer at the time, went back to the farmhouse where she made us all a cup of tea.’

‘What was the relationship like between Gabe and Miriam?’

‘Good. They seemed fond of each other. Gabe was very worried about how much it had upset his mum.’

‘Any suggestion she was suffering from dementia?’

‘No, but I’m really not qualified to say.’

DI Moore smiles. ‘Thank you, Ally. I’ve learned more about the Narracott family in the last five minutes than I have all morning.’

‘But you have your killer.’

‘Yes, I think I do, but I just like to dot the i’s and cross the t’s. Is there any chance you’d reconsider? It won’t take long.’

‘I can’t leave my daughter.’

‘I understand, but here’s my card if you change your mind.’

It would be churlish not to take it, so I slip it into my back pocket without looking at it and watch DI Moore totter back to her car parked a little way down the road.

‘What a bloody cheek,’ I say when I’m sure she’s out of earshot. ‘I’m not even at work.’

‘I don’t know why you’re so testy. She was only asking for your opinion. You’re returning soon anyway. It’ll help you get back into the swing of things,’ says Penny.

‘I was kicked off Major Investigations, remember? I’m going back to division.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘And they weren’t interested in my opinion when Megan was attacked last year, were they?’

‘No and that DI was put out to pasture as a result. I get the impression DI Moore does things differently. Maybe you should give her a chance.’

She turns the music back up and George Harrison asks me to listen if I want to know a secret. I slap my paintbrush against the fence, channelling my irritation with Penny and her lack of understanding and DI Moore’s presumptuousness, but it soon subsides, and my mind turns to the kind but timid lady I met at Narracott Farm all those years ago.

Fragile and nervous, with large brown eyes that seemed fixed with fear, Miriam Narracott reminded me of an injured dormouse. When I tried to make conversation with her, she froze, hoping to make herself invisible, allowing Gabe to step in and answer for her. As he spoke, she smiled at him with a love bordering on adoration. There’s no faking that. Miriam worshipped her boy. So, why did she stab her beloved son to death?
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Lisa Kendrick’s dazzling smile greets me from the large poster in the window of her ground-floor office on Bidecombe high street, opposite Kebabulous where Jay hopefully spent my tenner on Ali’s famous Jemmy Twitcher.

She’s something of a local celebrity in North Devon. Her YouTube channel on youth mental health issues took off some years ago and she now has a regular slot on Moors and Shores FM, our local radio station, which is where I first came across her.

I caught her weekly mid-morning show on my way to the hospital to see Megan and instantly warmed to her soothing voice and thoughtful manner. Everyone told me Megan would need counselling, so I called her that day and Megan’s been seeing her regularly since she came out of hospital.

I hoped Megan would forget about going back to school after her seizure at the DIY store, but if anything, it seems to have strengthened her resolve. She clearly sees Lisa as an ally, and she has nagged me to go and see her, so I agreed – not that I’m expecting to change my mind.

Lisa’s assistant Fran welcomes me over intercom and the door opens, but before I can step through it a young girl appears in the doorway. It takes me a few moments to register that it’s Emma, Will’s younger sister, who I met at Christmas and who is looking after Megan whilst I reluctantly go out with Penny, Will and Will’s mysterious tenant. Not wanting to embarrass her, I don’t say anything, but the young are more open about mental health and therapy and when she sees me her face bursts into a smile.

‘Hi, Ally.’

‘Hi, Emma.’

‘I’m looking forward to hanging out with Megan this evening.’

‘Thank you, it’s really kind of you to come over, but if you’ve got better things to do, I’m happy to cancel my night out.’

‘Not at all. It’ll do me good to get away from the farm. It gets a bit lonely up there on my own, especially when Will’s out in the fields.’

‘I guess it would.’

‘See you later then and don’t worry about a thing. I’m first-aid trained. Megan will be as safe as houses with me.’

I watch her disappear into the newsagent’s. Penny said she’d just broken up with her boyfriend, Ollie. She must have taken it badly to seek counselling, but I admire her for getting help. Maybe I would have benefited from therapy after Julian, Megan’s father, ran out on me when I was two months pregnant with his daughter. Maybe it would have stopped me stumbling into a violent marriage with Sean, a man of few words, but many fists. And maybe it would have stopped me turning Liam down. But it’s too late now.





Lisa Kendrick slides out from behind a wide desk, extending a long, slender hand that feels oddly dainty in my clumsy grip. Her moon-shaped face, devoid of make-up and framed in an abundance of chestnut curls, gives her an outdoorsy look.

‘How are you, Ally?’ She speaks to me like we’re close friends who haven’t seen each other in a while, when in fact we’ve only ever met once at Megan’s first appointment. After that, Megan insisted I wait in the car until she’d finished.

‘Fine.’ I sit down on a sofa covered in a colourful blanket of crocheted squares. At the other end, curled up asleep, is Lisa’s Dachshund, Freud. ‘I understand you told Megan she’s well enough to go back to school.’

‘Yes, I did.’ She smiles, seemingly unaware of the annoyance in my voice. ‘She’s made great progress.’

‘Did she tell you about the seizure she had when we were out shopping?’

‘No and I’m sorry to hear that. Is she OK?’

‘She seems better today. We haven’t had a proper diagnosis yet. We’re waiting for an appointment with the specialist, but obviously school is out of the question.’

‘Not necessarily. Schools are well set up to accommodate children of all needs. If you spoke to them, I’m sure they’d be happy to put a plan in place for her.’

‘What if she has another seizure?’

‘That’s always a risk but keeping her at home isn’t going to stop that from happening. And …’

‘And what?’

‘Well …’ She searches for the right words. ‘Maybe a bit of space between the two of you would do you both some good.’

‘Sorry, I don’t follow.’

‘Social interactions are vital at Megan’s age. Also …’ She pauses. Whatever she plans to say next clearly requires careful thought.

‘Also, what?’

‘The last months have been … er very challenging for you as well as Megan.’

‘I guess so.’

‘You’d already been through the horror of having an abusive ex-husband and then for this to happen to Megan. That’s a lot for anyone to process.’ I shift uncomfortably in my seat at the mention of Sean.

‘I really don’t think my ex is relevant to anything. We divorced a very long time ago. This isn’t about me. It’s about Megan. I think we should focus on her.’

She smiles and nods as if she was expecting me to say this.

‘It’s actually about you too.’ She points to a sliver of a scar on her forehead. ‘I’m a survivor as well. Not a husband. A stepdad. Your ex, what happened to Megan – these are traumatic experiences, Ally. I just wonder if you might benefit from some counselling too.’

Me? Counselling? Jesus, where would I even start? But I know when I’m being fobbed off.

‘Lisa, is there something you’re not telling me about Megan? Something I should know?’
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