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Chapter 1: Reduce, Reuse, Recycle

The soft burble of the television threatened to lull her to sleep, and Kate forced her eyes open. She twirled the end of her messy blonde plait around her finger and tried to find the will to get off the sofa. Have I Got News for You had just finished, there was nothing on for half an hour, and if she didn’t take the rubbish out before her housemate got back, there’d be hell to pay.

Neither of them could be bothered to get up early on a Monday morning after a weekend of shifts at the club, so Friday night was her opportunity to shove the wheelie bin out front. Kate knew they’d get poisonous looks from their lemon-sucking neighbour for leaving it out all weekend, but she was also the woman who’d complained about their barbecue last month. Kate had no qualms about ruffling her feathers.

With Herculean effort, Kate prised herself off the faux leather couch and stumbled towards the back door. Opening it let in a sharp draught of autumn air, and she drew back her hands into her hoodie sleeves, teeth already chattering. The outside light flickered to life, blinding her after the dim, dingy student living room. She’d add that to her tale of woe for her housemate later.

With one hand, she stuffed the kitchen waste into the overflowing black bin, while the other rummaged among the detritus on the windowsill for the gate key. She eventually found it among the cocktail umbrellas and, waving her arms to get the outside light on, she twisted the key against ancient rust to wrangle the lock open. She shut the back door, but didn’t bother with the lock. It would only be for two minutes. What could happen in two minutes?

Pushing the bin like a mam with a pram, Kate manoeuvred the thing through the gate, wincing at something sticky between her palm and the handle. The light clicked off behind her, and she spent a minute or three trying to fit the wheelie bin round a corner too slim for it. Finally, it budged and she shoved it down the narrow alleyway to the street.

She wedged the bin against the windowsill, ignoring the twitching curtains. As long as the foxes didn’t get at it, she didn’t see the big deal. In October, the bin was more likely to freeze shut than raise a stench.

Kate looked back down the alley.

With the streetlights behind her, it looked ominous. High walls overshadowed the tiny walkway, with no light at the end to guide her through. The anaemic moonlight played off the ivy curtains, casting shadows that looked like men. Leafy green monsters. Kate scowled. It was stupid to be afraid – she’d only just walked down it. There was nothing there. Was there?

She crept down the alley, the darkness pressing in on her. The ivy monsters formed an honour guard as she passed, ready to end her with a branch bayonet at the slightest misstep. She was certain there were eyes on her, watching her, following her every move. Could she hear footsteps…?

Kate turned, twisting round to stare back at the road. Nothing. She took a deep breath, pulled herself together and hurried down the rest of the alley.

Reaching her gate, she stopped on the threshold. The outside light was on.

Suddenly, the feeling of being watched returned. She was sure the light had been off when she’d left. How could it be on now? What movement in the shadows had triggered it again? Kate was acutely aware that she’d left the door unlocked. Anyone could be inside her house.

‘God, you’re ridiculous,’ she told herself and marched through the gate, slamming it shut behind her and snapping closed the lock. She walked determinedly towards the back door. It must’ve been a cat, or a mouse. How many times had it come on for no good reason? They should get the landlord to look at it.

Closing the back door behind her, Kate locked it and dropped the key on the windowsill. Then she turned to confront the house. The kitchen was a state, overflowing with dishes but empty of intruders, and she could see all the way through the dining area into the living room. There was nowhere a man could hide.

Kate breathed a guilty sigh of relief and returned to her spot on the sofa, but she didn’t feel like TV anymore. She had to haul herself to the library in the morning, and she’d have to take the bus if it was raining. Of course, it was always bloody raining, but she’d moved to Wales – what else could she expect?

She turned off the lights, set the box to record Dr. Quinn, Medicine Woman (Naomi loved that retro nonsense) and made sure the deadlock was off so Naomi could actually get in after her shift. Having her housemate howl down the door at 3:00 a.m. did nothing for their relationship with the neighbours.

The house slipped into its midnight state, the faint strains of Maroon 5 coming through one wall accompanied by the rhythmic banging of headboard against plaster. Kate yawned, plodding up the stairs and straight into the bathroom.

From the vantage point of the cracked toilet seat, she stared at the shower curtain. Naomi always pulled it across – to let it dry, she said, something about mould – and Kate hated it there. For a start, it was an ugly curtain, all mutant fish and kids’ bathtime phrases on deep plastic blue.

And, secondly, it would make a great hiding place.

Shaking her head, Kate went to wash her hands in the sink, letting the water warm her hands and calm her nerves. It was just that bloody cat outside. That was all. She looked at her face in the mirror, picking at her blemishes.

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she realised: the shower curtain was drawn back.

 





Chapter 2: I’d Do Anything

‘So, what do you want to be?’

Jason stared at the man incredulously. Ever since Jason had walked in and sat down in front of his desk, the nervous little man had grown more anxious, shrinking into his chair and tapping away at his keyboard as though it held the secrets of the universe. Sure, Jason was a big, white guy with a shaved head and a few tats, but he knew how to smile and speak softly. That got you a long way with people.

Still, this ‘Martin’ – as his neat plastic badge proclaimed – seemed to think Jason was about to pound him into the ground, and yet this didn’t stop him asking stupid questions. What was the point of looking like a hard man if it didn’t stop people asking you stupid questions?

‘I want to be whatever gets me money.’ Jason kept his voice even and calm, but that didn’t stop Martin from shrivelling further into his chair.

‘Er…anything specific you like, though? Something…um…outdoors? Or with animals?’

What did he want to do? His fingers itched to work, to craft something with his hands – make something, do something. And stay the fuck out of prison. Since getting out of lock-up, he’d spent every day in his mam’s living room watching daytime TV. He could only take so much of ‘My sister stole my girlfriend while I was in prison.’ (If Cerys had done that, Jason hoped she’d have the sense to keep it off the television.)

‘I like cars,’ he said finally. His only escape was Dylan’s garage over in Canton and the motors he fixed up. True, most of them weren’t entirely legal, but it was good money. He could lose himself in the pure roar of the engine, the beauty of the whole working in harmony. But it was that legal thing that bothered him now. If he got involved in the business, it would draw attention to Dylan, and he couldn’t do that to his mate. One of the few he had left.

Martin dutifully typed something on his keyboard that was a lot longer than ‘cars’ but he probably had some fancy name for it. Jason had no time for faff.

‘Well…we have one vacancy,’ Martin said, nervously smacking his lips and peering at his screen. ‘It’s not exactly cars…’

‘I’ll take it,’ Jason said immediately. He couldn’t care less what it was, as long as it was work. It had been a heavy blow to his pride just to walk through the doors of the job centre. Everything now was just getting on with business.

Martin blinked at him. ‘Don’t you want to know what it is?’

‘Put my name down and then tell me where I’m going.’ He wouldn’t give himself any opportunity to turn chicken shit and back away from this now. Then he could go home and tell Mam and Cerys that he had a job now and that was that.

‘Report to the Roath Cleaning Company on Monday morning, nine o’clock. They do commercial and domestics and they employ a lot of con…victs.’ Martin looked at Jason with a mixture of terror and pity but Jason ignored him. He was used to that look now, got it from his mam’s friends and his sister’s boyfriends, the ones who thought he was stupid to get caught.

So, cleaning. That wouldn’t be so bad. He’d grown to like order and cleanliness during his time inside, taking pride in a job well done. He’d just go to work, get it done, and then he’d have cash to go out with his mates on a Friday night, have a couple, and glare at the young boys from the Valleys down Catherine Street as they stuffed their flapping gobs with chips. He could help Dylan on the weekends and he could buy his mam something decent for Christmas. And, most of all, he’d have his pride.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I can do that.’

‘Mam! I’m home!’ Jason dumped his holdall on the kitchen floor and flopped down at the kitchen table. He felt tired for the first time in weeks, the pleasant ache of a hard day’s work settling into his muscles.

‘What the hell are you wearing?’

Jason looked up and scowled. Cerys stood in the doorway, giggling at him from behind her dyed-blonde fringe and freakish false eyelashes.

‘That’s a lovely shirt that is, Jason,’ his mam said, breezing her way in and filling the kettle. Cerys’s giggles erupted into sitcom laughter, an exaggerated state where the laugher holds their sides and requires the wall to prop them up. His long-suffering mother, the formidable Gwen Carr, wisely held her tongue.

‘Mam, it’s pink!’ Cerys pointed out between spasms, and Jason directed his scowl at the table instead. It was definitely not pink. He wasn’t wearing a pink anything. Apart from the Cardiff Blues away shirt, but that was different.

‘It’s lilac, Cerys. Don’t be rude to your brother. He’s got himself a job, thank God, and this is what he has to wear.’ Gwen set down his mug in front of him and handed one off to Cerys, before picking up her own. ‘Jason’s paying his own way now.’

‘He’s cleaning toilets and washing old ladies’ knickers.’ Cerys curled one loop of peroxide hair around her finger. ‘Any mug could do it.’

‘Yeah, then why don’t you?’ Jason said, aware this conversation was descending into petty sniping.

Cerys sighed dramatically. ‘Nobody works these days, Jason. It’s a sign of the times. Something about the economy or some shit.’

‘Mind your tongue, bach.’ Gwen leaned up against the kitchen counter, her cracked red hands curling around the mug. ‘So, how was your day? Did you meet some nice people? From around Roath Park, was it? Those houses are so lovely.’

With a final roll of her eyes, Cerys left the kitchen, humming as she ran up the stairs.

Jason watched her go and waited for the door to slam at the top of the stairs, before smiling up at his mam. ‘I liked it. Was good to do something.’

Gwen smiled, the lines at the corner of her eyes and mouth deepening. ‘That’s my boy.’ She sat down at the table with him and they sat in companionable silence for a few moments, nursing their cups of tea.

‘Have you seen this terrible thing in the paper?’ Gwen nudged the South Wales Echo across the table. ‘There’s a girl missing – she’s a student, she is. Only nineteen, bless her.’

‘She’s probably run off with the boyfriend. That’ll be Cerys next.’ He raised his voice so that it carried up the stairs to his sister’s ears. A door slammed loudly and he grinned.

Gwen frowned. ‘Now, don’t talk about your sister that way. She’s doing the best she can.’

Jason snorted, earning ‘a look’ from his mother. ‘She’s doing what pleases her,’ he said, with the newly acquired smugness of the employed. ‘You should be more firm with her.’

Gwen grew silent, shifting her mug round and round between rough hands. ‘Well, that was always your father’s business, wasn’t it? I was never one for being firm, bach. Drink your tea, now, and I’ll see what I’ve got for dinner.’

She left him at the table while she poked around the freezer.

Would his father be proud of him, the cleaner in pink? The working man. For the past year, Jason had been glad his dad wasn’t around to see the state he was in. But now he craved that approval and he was never going to get it, would never know for certain what his dad wanted for him. His mam didn’t talk about him often and Cerys was too young to remember. Jason had been ten years old when he’d passed away – bowel cancer. The GP kept telling him he should get tested, sending out letters, but Jason quietly tore them up when his mam wasn’t looking.

He didn’t want to know how much he was his father’s son.





Chapter 3: The Mothership

Jason slammed down the boot of his Nissan Micra and shouldered his bag. He adjusted his scratchy lilac T-shirt, garishly emblazoned with the company logo, and looked up at the house. It was one of a shabby pair of semi-detached houses, holding each other up like drunken sailors, paint peeling on the outside and gutters overflowing. There were two doors, side by side in the centre. The door on the left was boarded up, the windows shuttered with corrugated iron. The one on the right – 12 Canberra Road – had a fancy buzzer box with only one button and a thin screen at the top. The corners of the door were plastered with cobwebs – maybe the remnants of Halloween? He pressed the button, unable to hear the tone through the door, and waited.

Jason glanced down at the request again. The client lived in Australia and was hiring on behalf of her sister. He’d read the list of warnings, about the occupant refusing the previous two cleaners entry. This would be strike three.

After half a minute and no sound of movement from inside, Jason pressed the buzzer again. Immediately, the box beeped and Jason jerked his hand away. A digital display scrolled a message: WHO ARE YOU?

Jason was baffled as to why the door buzzer was writing to him. He leaned a little closer. ‘Er…I’m Jason Carr. From the Roath Cleaning Company. I’ve come to clean your house.’

The box beeped again. I DONT WANT YOU GO AWAY.

Jason scratched at his chin with his knuckle. ‘I don’t think I can do that. I’m paid to be here for the next two hours.’ Another insistent beep: DONT CARE GET LOST.

‘Who still says “get lost”?’ he muttered to himself.

He got down on his knees, pulling out his duster and starting work on those cobwebs. Halloween or not, it was now November and time they went.

The box beeped again.

Jason clambered to his feet and squinted at the screen: I SAID GO AWAY.

Jason stared down the box. ‘Look, as I said, I’m paid to be here. If I can’t clean the inside, I’ll at least clean the door.’

A long pause, before a low buzz came from the box and the door shifted open. Jason pushed it all the way open with a satisfied smile and stepped over the threshold.

To find another door.

Slowly closing the front door behind him, Jason inspected this new barrier. Made of riveted reinforced metal, it looked like it could survive a nuclear holocaust. Abruptly, it jerked apart, revealing a small metal space: a lift.

‘Well, this is fucking bizarre.’ Was he about to take a trip to Dexter’s Laboratory? He stepped inside and turned to face the door, looking for the buttons. Nothing. The metal was blank on both sides.

The doors jerked shut. Jason wasn’t claustrophobic, but standing alone in a little metal box… He rubbed his sweaty palm on his jeans, struggling to keep breathing. The lift suddenly surged upwards and he steadied himself. Get it together, Carr.

The lift stopped. Behind him, the wall slid away. Jason turned, clutching his bag with a white-knuckle grip, and stepped out.

The air was stale, like the old attic at his nan’s house. Beneath his feet, the carpet was dusty and covered in what looked like wood chippings. The hallway opened out to the left to reveal the living room, with decent furniture gone bad, dirty and worn.

‘Hello?’ Jason ventured farther into the flat and tried to get his heart rate down.

Then he saw her.

The first impression he had was of metal – three flat-screen monitors, surrounded by computer towers and metal boxes, two keyboards, and wires taped haphazardly to the marked grey walls. Before this shrine to technology, a young woman sat in a high-backed office chair, typing on one of the keyboards. She was slight, drowning in loose casual clothes that had seen better days. Her hair was long, thick with grease and tied in a rough ponytail, and her skin was sallow, as if she hadn’t seen the sun or a steak for several weeks. She was also steadfastly ignoring him.

‘So…um…where do you want me to start?’ Jason said with as much cheer as he could muster. Her fingers never slowed on the keys, typing faster than he could keep up with, adding to the random words strung together with symbols on her computer screen. ‘Hello? Can you hear me?’

‘Do what you like.’ The voice was barely audible, a cracked whisper that only just reached him over the clacking keys. She sounded rusty, as if she only spoke twice a week, and he decided he was unlikely to get any further conversation out of her. No wonder her sister was in Australia.

From hovering in the doorway to the living room, he could see the kitchen further back and decided that was as good a place as any to get going. He moved through the living area, stepping over old magazines and newspapers, curled and yellowing. The kitchen was a windowless room, smelling strongly of tomato sauce. Every surface was covered in dirty plates, cups and glasses, with the dishwasher open and bulging. The kitchen bin had overflowed to three bags, one of which was threatening to spill. How could anybody live like this?

It was a bit more than two hours’ work, but he was determined to make a dent in the chaos. Jason set the dishwasher going and cleared the counters with good old suds and water. Next, he gathered up the rubbish and hesitated. He hadn’t seen any bins outside.

‘Chute in the hall,’ muttered the woman, without a pause in her typing.

Jason, resigned to only ever talking to the back of her head, approached the two metal boxes in the hall. One was labelled Mail and the other Trash, ink stencilled directly onto the metal. Opening the trash, Jason placed the bags in the chute – who had a rubbish chute in their flat? And where did the rubbish go? Out of sight, out of mind?

Out of curiosity, he opened the mailbox. Inside were half a dozen letters and about two weeks’ worth of the South Wales Echo. All the front pages carried stories of that missing student, the most interesting thing to happen in Cardiff since the Dark Ages. Jason pulled them out and carried them through to his client. ‘Where should I put the mail?’

The woman waved her hand vaguely in the direction of the sofa, continuing to type with the other, and Jason placed the letters on a small end table, removing a couple of mugs. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

The typing halted. The woman tilted her head to the side. ‘I think the milk’s gone off.’ The typing resumed as if there had never been an interruption.

Convinced this woman was a sandwich short of a picnic, Jason returned to the kitchen and checked the fridge for milk. What greeted him was a hideous laboratory of biological warfare. He shut the fridge and struggled not to gag. ‘How do you eat in here?’

‘Microwave. Takeaway,’ she said, her voice growing in strength with use. She was English, he realised, or possibly American. The accent was difficult to pinpoint and he spent a few minutes attacking the fridge, wondering if she was Australian.

Satisfied that the fridge wouldn’t be developing sentience any time soon, Jason glanced at the clock. An hour gone already, and he hadn’t even finished the kitchen. She didn’t need a cleaner once a week – she needed someone to work on this place every day for a month. He repeated this aloud in her general direction and again the typing stopped. ‘You want to come here every day?’

She seemed surprised, but he couldn’t tell how she felt about it. He guessed she probably liked to be on her own with her code, but surely she didn’t want to live like this? His mam was going to have a fit when he told her the state of the place. ‘I think you need it.’

She tapped one key three times, then paused again. ‘Okay then. I’ll email them.’

Her hands starting flying away again, tap-tap-tap, and it seemed the conversation was over. But Jason was persistent and, if he was going to be here every day, he needed to know a little bit more. ‘I’m Jason, by the way.’

‘Yes, you said.’ She was back in her rhythm now, a frenzied beat that reminded him of the bass at a nightclub or the primal roar of the Hakka. Maybe she was one of those reclusive web designers, churning out websites for big corporations. Though, if that were the case, why was she living in a flat like this? She should be in one of those glassy modern things down in the elegant and expensive Cardiff Bay.

‘I meant…I don’t know your name. Or anything about you.’

He’d expected the typing to stop again, but it just raced on, incessant as the rain. ‘Amy Lane. I code. Mostly for fun, sometimes for profit. You should clean.’

Despite the dismissal, Jason smiled. He was finally getting somewhere.

 





Chapter 4: Show Me the Way to Go Home

It was too bloody cold to be out, even if it was Friday night. And it was pissing it down, like always. Melody shivered and pulled her coat closer around her, heels splashing freezing, dirty water up her calves. Brilliant.

A car dashed past her and she turned her back, shrieking as water soaked through her thin coat, the top button hanging off and causing the thing to gape. Why hadn’t she bought a new coat yet? Why hadn’t she stayed in with Teresa and the boys? They would all be laughing at her drowned-rat look when she got home.

Yeah, it had been a laugh, and the girls had got her pretty hammered on cocktails. Cocktails were lethal – you drank them down like juice and then they snuck up on you, the bastards. Even after only five – was it six? – she felt ready to totter off the pavement and sink ankle-deep into a proper Cardiff puddle.

Too bad she had a thing due Monday, or she would’ve stayed out ’til gone three. It was final year and she had to knuckle down now or it would’ve all been a colossal waste of her dad’s money. Or so he kept telling her.

Somehow she kept her feet and staggered down St. Mary’s Street, the heart of Cardiff’s nightlife, looking for something to soak up the alcohol sloshing in her stomach. Dark deserted shops stood flush against the glare of clubs and bars, boys out front for a fag catcalling as she passed and the street awash with debris from McDonald’s. In her drenched state, the smell from Chippie Lane was too great to resist. She dived down Catherine Street to pick up a box of steaming chips, drowning in cheese and gravy. Lush it was and she scoffed the lot in the shelter of the building overhang, gravy dribbling down her chin.

Stumbling back onto St. Mary’s, she headed out in search of taxis. Nothing doing. It was obviously too early in the night, nowhere near closing for the nightclubs and past time for the pubs. She knew the rank was around here somewhere and, even if it wasn’t, she was mostly home now. She was sure Teresa told her there was a shortcut this way. It had reached the stage of downpour when she couldn’t get any wetter, and the rain was just refreshing the water that matted her long blonde hair.

Melody stopped. Where was she? Maybe she’d got turned around. She’d meant to head back towards the student wasteland of Cathays but this was looking more like it went to the Bay. She walked on a bit farther, wandering under a couple of bridges, until she came to a road running alongside a patch of withered autumn grass. She definitely wasn’t among the restaurants and bars of the classy Bay either. She couldn’t see many buildings at all, in fact, but she thought there might be a couple of hotels in the distance. She’d ask them for directions, or maybe they’d call her a taxi. Few men could resist a girl shivering in their lobby, even if she looked like she was more water than woman. ‘A moisten bint’.

But, as luck would have it, she heard a car come up behind her. She turned to stare into the headlights and stuck her arm out, waving frantically to flag down the longed-for taxi and trying not to totter backwards in her six-inchers. The car pulled into the pavement and she yanked open the back door, clambering in and sitting down with a sigh. She was shivering now but it was at least a bit warmer in the car, and it smelled of industrial cleaners and the peculiar scent of an air freshener pretending to be pine.

‘Where to?’ he said, glancing up at the mirror. He clearly liked the look of her dress. She smiled politely at him and pulled her coat round her. She’d feel like a right tit if it was right round the corner. ‘The Colonies,’ she said. ‘Australia Road.’

‘Right,’ he said and pulled off. The doors locked.

Melody suddenly realised she couldn’t see a metre. Or a badge hanging up front. She couldn’t see the driver’s face. And she couldn’t get out.

‘Actually, maybe I’ll walk,’ she said tentatively, hand going for the door handle.

He ignored her, hands gripping the steering wheel.

‘I don’t think I have any cash.’ Her heart started to race, her hands shaking as she clutched her handbag closer.

‘That’s okay,’ he said.

Melody screamed. 





Chapter 5: An Inspector Calls

On his way to Amy’s, Jason stopped to pick up milk. A man needed a cup of tea to do a proper job. Clutching his groceries, he jogged up to the front door and punched the buzzer. The door opened instantly – crazy woman must have a camera on it – and he stepped back into that little metal box and the war zone at Number 12.

Amy was huddled on the sofa in her dressing gown, a grubby off-white thing that had probably been pretty nice at one time. At first he thought she was asleep but she eventually looked up and to the side, not meeting his eyes. ‘Hello.’

‘Hi.’

He felt knocked off balance by seeing her away from her computer. She didn’t look like a technological whiz now – she must be his age, maybe younger. Maybe as young as Cerys. Her skinny wrist poked out of her dressing gown, sporting a clunky wristwatch that looked like it could communicate with Mars.

‘I bought milk.’

Her gaze tracked to the groceries in his hand and he saw that her eyes were green. No, maybe hazel – alive with little brown flecks, hundreds of them, beyond counting. She licked her dry, cracked lips and he realised he was staring.

‘I’ll make a cup of tea, eh?’

She nodded imperceptibly and he went into the kitchen, set down the bread and biscuits on his clean countertop, and placed the milk in the shining fridge. He was pleased to see she hadn’t destroyed the place since last week.

‘How do you take it?’ he called through, already hunting through the cupboards for sugar. No such luck. He fished his sweetener out of his pocket.

‘Milk. Sugar if it’s there.’

Jason laughed silently at her response. When was the last time she’d even looked in the cupboards? It was odd, how much he gave a damn, because what was she to him? But there was something pathetic about her, like a stray cat that needed a can of Whiskas and a blanket. His mates would have a field day if they saw what a sap he’d turned into.

‘You need dishwasher stuff.’

He brought through her tea, chocolate digestive balanced on the rim, and set it on an old newspaper. She demolished the biscuit, still not looking at him, and cradled her mug close. Jason perched on the edge of an old armchair that was in need of a shampoo and sipped his tea. The flat wasn’t that bad really, underneath it all. Once it was cleaned up a bit, it would look quite homey.

He made a couple of rounds of toast – after emptying half a loaf of crumbs out of the toaster – and hunted around for something to put on it that didn’t consist entirely of mould. He discovered that peanut butter could survive anything, and he spread it thickly on the toast before taking it through to her. Amy had returned to her computer, but nodded when he set down the plate at her elbow. He watched her for a moment, as she picked up the toast without looking, her eyes never leaving the screen and her right hand continuing to dance over the keys. Her hair was wet from the shower, but it was drying to a mousy brown, sticking to her porcelain skin in thick knotted clumps. Little rivulets of water were running down her pale neck and under her dressing gown collar, but she didn’t even flinch.

Feeling like an intruder, Jason returned to the kitchen and continued to wage his war on the washing up, until the doorbell rang.

‘Expecting someone?’

When she didn’t respond, he wandered back into the living room, to see her peering at a pair of grainy faces on one of her monitors. So the camera’s in the buzzer box. One of the figures held up a police badge to the camera.

‘It better be interesting,’ she said mysteriously and pressed a button under the desk.

The door opened downstairs and Jason wiped his hands with the tea towel, twisting it taut. Had he somehow broken parole? Were they coming to tell him that the board had changed its mind and he was going back? He couldn’t help the nervous sweat that broke out over his back and shoulders, as he took out his anxiety on the poor tea towel.

However, the two plainclothes officers ignored him completely, approaching Amy at her keyboard. ‘Toast and peanut butter, eh? Did you scrape off the mould?’

Jason felt himself rile at these officers insinuating that he’d let Amy eat mouldy food. Then his brain caught up and he realised that one, they didn’t know he’d made the bloody toast, and two, they knew Amy well enough to comment on the state of her cupboards.

‘I have an assistant now,’ Amy mumbled, and the lead officer turned to face him, clearly sizing him up.

Jason returned the favour, taking in every inch of a well-built Welshman who had let himself go. His hair was greying but still thick, and the suit he wore was old and creased. He had a couple of inches on Jason, who wasn’t used to a man having the advantage of him.

The younger cop was eyeing Jason with interest, better dressed than his partner, and leaner too. Jason looked away, uncomfortable with the scrutiny from the cop’s piercing blue gaze.

The lead officer shook his head. ‘An assistant, eh? Poor sod. What’s your name, son?’

‘Jason,’ he said, holding out a wary hand to shake.

The policeman shook it with a small smile, obviously taking in the logo on his shirt. He didn’t offer a name in return, just took a seat on the chair closest to the computer and stared at Amy. ‘How about you fetch us some tea, Jason?’

Realising he was being dismissed, Jason returned to the kitchen and refilled the kettle. However, he kept half an eye on what was going on in the living room. The younger cop handed an envelope to Amy and she tipped the contents over her keyboard. There was a glossy printout that looked like a photograph and Amy held it up.

‘Looks real. Where’d you get it?’

‘Internet forum,’ the young guy replied.

Amy nodded. ‘Explains the quality, I guess. The camera’s not all that. Though this could be anywhere. Why are you interested?’

‘It’s the missing girl – Melody Frank.’

Jason nearly dropped the mug. The second missing girl, the one who’d never returned from a night out. She’d only been missing a few days. Why were the police coming to Amy with her photograph?

He dug out a tray and brought through the tea with a small plate of biscuits – proper brain food – and set it down on the end table. The young guy smiled and thanked him, but the older officer just took the mug without a word.

Peering over Amy’s shoulder, Jason got a look at the photograph. It was slightly blurry, but he could make out a young blonde woman sleeping, bare shoulders showing above the white sheets of her bed. The shot was close, nothing visible of the rest of the room, except for a wooden headboard. And the girl was Melody Frank.

‘See something you like?’ Jason jumped as the older cop sneered up at him. ‘Get back to your scrubbing.’

‘Leave him alone, Bryn,’ Amy said, returning to studying the photograph. Jason was glad he’d brought her another cup of tea.

Bryn, however, continued to look at him like he was less than dog shit. ‘You stay, you shut up. And if I see this in the papers, I know where to find you, all right?’

Jason simply nodded – he had no desire to get a bad rep with the cops. Not again. He still remembered the shattered look in his mam’s eyes at the trial, how she’d fidgeted with the cuffs of her worn black jacket. The one she’d worn to his father’s funeral.

Finally, Amy sat back in her chair and sighed. ‘I’m not a pathologist – I can’t tell you how she died.’

The reaction was instantaneous. Bryn seemed to crumple in on himself, staring at the photograph in disbelief. ‘How...how can you tell she’s dead?’

Amy pointed at Melody’s neck. ‘The human body can’t sustain that angle. Asleep or drugged, she wouldn’t lie like that. She’s dead.’

Bryn blew air through his lips. ‘I didn’t want to believe it. Owain, call the boss and tell him we’ve got a murder.’



Chapter 6: UPPER CASE, lower case, numbers

Amy’s gaze discreetly followed Owain as he left her flat and went outside to make his call, her cameras picking him up in the lift and as he crossed the threshold. Outside. Out of her domain.

She set the photograph to one side, her eyes fixed on the dead girl before she tore them away. She pulled herself together and pulled up her browser. ‘Where did you find the picture?’

Bryn flipped open his notebook over his fingers, worn wedding ring outside the shield of soft black leather. His ex-wife must be speaking to him this week. He read out the web address as she typed, and it loaded in seconds.

‘Band fan forum. Nu metal.’ Generic BB template, basic customisation – poor effort. She could’ve knocked together a better site in fifteen minutes.

She could feel Jason leaning over her shoulder and tried to control her urge to tense, to move. He was a big guy, intimidating, a skinhead with old-fashioned tattoos wound around both his arms. But he could’ve been any guy, really. It didn’t take much to spook her.

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him scan the text, tongue slightly protruding from between pink lips. He scratched absently at a smattering of light brown stubble on his chin – he was probably one of those guys who had a five o’clock shadow at midday. His dark brown eyes flickered across the screen faster than she expected. The educational attainment of the prison population wasn’t exactly renowned.

‘Crash and Yearn? They’re more punk pop.’

Bryn looked at him with amusement. ‘This is what you bring to the table, boy?’

Jason scowled at him. Amy felt like the referee on some bizarre American wrestling show.

‘The original post is down,’ Amy said, scanning the forum. ‘Not the ‘dead naked girl’ types. I’ll find the archive – you got that before it went dark?’

Her simple yet thorough methodology for profiling and password trawling involved a lot of social networks and a bit of hacker’s intuition. The old science fiction trope of advanced technology seeming very like magic unfolded before her audience, and she caught sight of Jason’s gormless expression in her monitor reflection as she uncovered the identity of one of the forum’s moderators.

To complete the trick, she returned to the band forum and logged in. The forum greeted her as ‘flyangeldust’ and Amy opened up a set of moderation options, scrolling through them at speed.

‘I’ll pretend I didn’t see you break into that boy’s account,’ Bryn said mildly.

Amy couldn’t resist a smile, the temptation to show off a little and gain another inch of respect in this man’s eyes. ‘She’s a girl. Her name is Fiona and her boyfriend’s name is Michael, which is also her password. With a 1 instead of the i. Child’s play.’

‘You just guessed that girl’s password?’ Jason said. ‘In
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