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  On the edge of Tabwell lies a forest where the dark secrets of the past wait to be uncovered…


  It all began when Jenny Adams first dreamed of a young girl imprisoned in a dark attic. Now, over six years later, she’s back where the nightmares started.


  Mosswood has been transformed into a successful adventure park, and it is there Jenny meets troubled, flame-haired teen Bailey Rosales, and Cody Nelson, a seven-year-old who has some very special friends. Dead friends.


  Why is Dennis Blakely, the park manager, tormented by visions of his own horrific demise, and why is an ex-councillor warning them to stay out of the forest at all costs?


  Once again, Jenny finds herself calling on the spirit of Amelia Root in the search for answers, but it is a search that leads the whole family into a terrifying confrontation with Tabwell’s past and the secrets that lurk beyond the dark waters of Mosswood’s lake.


  ***


  This novel is a work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination. While it may include reference to real locations, these are fictional representations, which may or may not be factually correct.
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  Prologue


  Cody Nelson looked younger than his seven and a quarter years. He still possessed something of a baby face with piercing blue eyes that peered out from under a mop of crazy blonde hair. Laura and Peter Nelson had often considered taking their doll-like boy along to one of those child-modelling agencies, but Cody wasn’t keen on the idea. He wasn’t interested in anything beyond his sketchpad and his special friends.


  The Nelsons had never been religious, but they had started attending church. Maybe, if they got Cody baptised, or whatever it was you did with kids these days, then it would all stop. His friends would drift away, out of his head and out of their lives forever.


  Reverend Francis, incumbent at the church for the past six years, seemed pleased to see them, particularly as they had become regulars. He knew only too well that a minister needed to keep hold of his congregation, even in a place like Tabwell, where so many locals still regarded Sundays as sacred.


  Cody didn’t mind the sermons, which impressed many of the parishioners who thought it quite unusual for a young boy to sit quietly anywhere, let alone in church. A pencil and a sketchpad kept him happy throughout the service, sitting on the back pew. He drew faces, although they were often faces his parents were anxious to keep away from the prying eyes of others, particularly a man of God.


  The reverend glanced down at the little blonde-haired boy. “I believe you’re a bit of an artist, young man!”


  Cody nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah,” he replied, waving the sketchpad in the air.


  Francis patted his head. “That’s great. You might be famous, one day. Like those people who paint portraits of the queen.”


  Cody smiled politely. He wasn’t sure if he really wanted to paint the queen. Everyone could see the queen. There was nothing special about her.


  Laura Nelson grabbed the sketchpad from her son’s hands and thrust it into her handbag. Cody didn’t flinch. He was used to his mother doing that kind of thing. No, he had something more important on his mind.


  “Do you believe in heaven?” he asked the minister, his blue eyes peering up innocently from beneath the curtain fringe.


  Francis seemed taken aback. “Well, of course I do,” he answered with a nervous smile. “Don’t you?”


  “No, I don’t,” Cody replied emphatically.


  Peter Nelson grabbed his son’s shoulder. “That’s enough, young man. Let’s get going.”


  Francis raised his eyebrows as Cody pushed his father’s hand aside. “You don’t? Why ever not?”


  The little boy looked offended by the question. “Because dead people always look so miserable.”


  “Cody!” his mother interrupted, pulling at his arm. “That’s enough!”


  “But I’m just telling the—”


  Peter Nelson swept his son up into his arms. “I’m so sorry, Reverend. He just comes out with this stuff. He has a vivid imagination.”


  The couple turned without a handshake, and Francis watched in bemusement as they made a hasty retreat down the path, exiting through the stone archway.


  Cody waved. “Bye-bye, Mr. Francis. See you next Sunday.”


  Peter Nelson strapped his son into the child seat in the back of the car. “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.”


  Cody looked glum. “I was only going to tell him about our holidays, but you wouldn’t let me.”


  “Because you were going to start talking about your imaginary friends,” his mother said. “And you know how Mummy and Daddy feel about that, don’t you?”


  Cody scowled. “They’re not imaginary.”


  “Well, we’ve never seen any of them.” His father fired up the engine. “So they can’t be real.”


  “It’s because you have to have special eyes,” Cody replied wearily. “I’ve told you all this before.”


  “Stop giving cheek,” Laura Nelson snapped, fastening her seat belt. “You should start mixing with some friends from school. Real people. What about Jamie? He seems like a nice boy.”


  “Jamie’s a dork!” Cody shot back.


  “That’s a horrible thing to say about anyone,” his father retorted angrily. “You’ll never have any proper friends if you talk like that.”


  “I do have proper friends. I’m meeting one of them at the adventure park.”


  Laura turned. Cody was smiling back at her. “Hey, that’s good, Dee. Is it someone from school?”


  Cody shook his head.


  Peter Nelson had that familiar sinking feeling. “It’s one of your imaginary kids, I suppose?”


  Cody slammed his fist against the window. “He’s not imaginary, and he’s not a kid!”


  “We should be talking to the reverend about this stuff. It’s getting well out of hand.”


  Cody went on. “He’s a grown-up, and he said he’d meet me there.”


  “Cody, will you stop this? I’ve had enough!”


  “I’m telling you the truth. He’s real, honestly. He was sitting at the back of the church last week.”


  “Okay.” His mother sighed, flashing her husband a look that told him to back off. “How old is this man, then?”


  Cody looked out of the window. “I dunno…Dad’s age. I’ve got a picture of him in my book.”


  Laura felt a chill. She didn’t want to see any more of her son’s drawings. “What does this man do?”


  Cody was still staring out of the window, momentarily distracted by the ice cream parlour on the corner of the road. “He’s a gardener.”


  “And where does he work?” his father asked, suppressing his frustration.


  “He used to work at the adventure park, I think. When it was just somebody’s house. That’s why he’s meeting me there.”


  Laura glanced at her husband, rolling her eyes. “So does this man have a name?”


  Cody frowned. “Of course,” he replied impatiently. “His name is Jacob. Jacob Root.”


  Part One


  Chapter One


  There was an ethereal beauty about the forest at night. Mosswood’s visitors had taken to their beds, and a familiar silence fell across the park, but Dennis Blakely couldn’t sleep. Something—someone—drew him from his room once more. He stopped, spotting a familiar wooden structure up ahead. On clear days in high summer, a shaft of sunlight broke through the canopy of leaves, bathing the cycle bay in a ghostly glow, as if nature itself sought to illuminate the scene of his indiscretion. Tonight, it was lit only by the moon.


  Blakely moved on, each tentative step taking him closer. The whole forest echoed with the sound of snapping bracken beneath his feet as the branches overhead swayed lazily in the breeze. He arrived at the cycle bay to find it was empty. No bikes, no trikes. Blakely stepped under the wooden shelter to find there was nothing but a concrete floor.


  Something was wrong; it felt wrong. No one could have removed the metal stands without disturbing the floor. Yet there were no holes; not even the faintest sign of a crack. Blakely shuddered. He wanted to run, but then he heard a faint rumbling sound as the ground beneath him began to tremble. He tried to move, but his feet were fixed to the floor.


  The concrete began to crumble, slowly disintegrating into rubble. He looked down in horror as three prongs broke through the surface between his legs. He let out a scream that echoed through the forest as the prongs ripped through his bowels and stomach, smashing his ribs like fine china.


  The pain catapulted him forward, and Dennis Blakely sat up in his bed, soaked with perspiration, fighting for every breath.


  Penny turned, wakened once again by her husband’s cry. She reached over, turning on the bedside lamp. “Hey, honey, are you okay?”


  He nodded, holding his stomach.


  “You need to get this sorted,” she added sleepily. “I mean, just look at you. You’re a mess!”


  Dennis Blakely was too busy fighting the pain. His whole chest was on fire. Penny knew nothing about the pitchfork or the cycle bay. As far as she was concerned, her husband had just been chased by Kim’s killer. That’s what he’d told her, and it sounded logical enough after what happened three years ago.


  “This is the second nightmare in a week.” She swung her legs from underneath the duvet. “I know it must have been horrible finding that girl’s body, but if it’s still haunting you…”


  Blakely flopped back onto the pillow. The migraine had kicked in again, and Penny was already on her way to the kitchen looking for a couple of pills from the first-aid box. Maybe he should get some help, but that might mean telling the truth. This wasn’t about Kim. This was about the body of Amelia Root’s father, which lay beneath the concrete. The cycle bay was his grave, and it was a shallow one at that. The grave his killers had given him over a century ago.


  The guilt had kicked in long before Mosswood Adventure Park had opened. He should have given the man a decent burial, but he’d been too afraid of his father. Another body would have slowed everything down and brought the ghoul hunters out in force. It seemed easier just to throw concrete over the remains and forget all about it. But he couldn’t. Jacob Root had haunted his dreams for the past six months, and the pain was getting worse each time. Blakely feared that one day he would not wake and the gardener’s fork would take his life.


  Chapter Two


  When Alex Keller lost his girl, they told him that his heart would heal. They told him that there were plenty more women out there and he would be over Danielle Stevens before the year was out. Alex was eighteen, too young to be thinking of settling down anyway. But Danni was his first love, and when she’d walked out, he had fallen apart.


  At first, his friends and family had been there, listening as he poured out his heart over a beer at the local pub, but after three months, they had pretty much run out of sympathy. Alex was off everyone’s guest list. He was the one to avoid—the one they dodged in the supermarket and whose messages they conveniently forgot to return.


  After fifteen months, he was still following Danni’s friends on social media, still checking her home page, and even though she’d unfriended him six weeks after the break-up, he could still pick up links and look at her latest profile pictures. His father had provided a shoulder to cry on, with several pep talks about love and relationships in general, but nothing seemed to work.


  Alex had never made love, not with Danni nor with anyone else, and that, his father believed, was at the root of the problem. He had never known intimacy. She hadn’t been ready so Alex had waited. But three months after the break-up, she’d updated her profile picture. Danni had a new love. Lazy day in bed with my babe.


  Alex had stared at the photograph for several minutes. His heart raced, thumping like a bass drum, guessing that beneath the sheets they were naked. The image had received thirty-six likes and twenty-eight comments. Everyone was so happy for Danni. Everyone was pleased that she’d found a decent bloke. But that night, Alex raided his father’s drinks cabinet and finished off a half-bottle of whisky along with a handful of pain killers.


  It hadn’t been enough to kill him, but the cocktail had taken the lining off his stomach, and it was over a month before he could eat a full meal without vomiting. His mother hadn’t helped by telling him he needed to grow some balls because no woman would want to hook up with a needy man.


  But Alex was broken. Each time he took a peek at Danni’s photographs on social media, or checked out her friends, he knew. To love someone so totally, so completely, was surely a testament to the finer things of which the human heart is capable, but this? This was obsession. “If you love her, let her go,” they said. How he hated that cliché. How easy it fell from the lips of his tired, well-meaning friends.


  Thankfully, stalking was not his scene. He hadn’t messaged her since the break-up, hadn’t waited silently in the shadows watching her house or threatened to kick the shit out of the new guy. But in his mind, Alex had pursued her relentlessly. It was foolish, yes, but how was he supposed to let go? How? There was no switch to flick, no flame to extinguish. Danielle Stevens had her hand around his heart, her fingers like icy tentacles gripping so tightly that sometimes he would wake exhausted, feeling the life draining from his very soul.


  It was one of those mornings, and Alex woke with palpitations, wondering if Danni’s new man had his tongue down her throat or maybe, with any luck, she had broken his heart too. He brushed his teeth for a few seconds and spat out the blood and the paste. The dentist told him he had gum disease; he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything much these days. Danni played on his mind every second of every waking moment. If only they had slept together. If only he had something to recall apart from those kisses and the feel of her arms around his neck.


  It was his mother who cracked first. She’d had enough of her son moping around the house, calling in sick and threatening to quit his job. She presented him with an ultimatum: he either got himself together or got the hell out of her house. They had offered to pay for therapy, hoping a professional might be able to help, but Alex didn’t want a shrink. He wanted Danni. Besides, he could never tell a total stranger what was really going on in his head.


  He lay awake at night, recalling the time Danni had bent forward and he had caught sight of her underwear above the line of her denims. It tormented him, but how could he tell anyone such a thing? He’d sound like some kind of sad, sex-starved teenager or worse still, a pervert. So maybe leaving home wasn’t such a bad idea.


  Mosswood Adventure Park had built several chalets for staff members. They were small, with a single bedroom, a tiny kitchen and a toilet with a shower, but the rent was low and the money came straight out of their wages. So Alex Keller moved out six weeks later with a broken heart and his possessions packed neatly into a brown leather suitcase.


  ***


  Cody Nelson hated school. He never thought twice about letting his teachers know how he felt about their attempts to educate him, either. Of course, this prompted the usual questions from the staff on parents’ evening. Laura Nelson insisted that her son merely required a little time and understanding. They never mentioned Cody’s invisible friends, but his antisocial behaviour concerned them.


  A mother always protected her offspring, but Laura was running out of excuses. Cody was, quite frankly, rude to his classmates and they avoided him like the plague. Maybe he just thought he was telling it like it was. Maybe he really did think they were stupid, obsessing about things that didn’t interest him. Maybe—just maybe—he really was somewhere on the autism spectrum.


  They thought the week at an adventure park might give them all a break, but someone called Jacob Root had arrived on the scene. Who the hell was he supposed to be? Laura could understand why a boy who seemed unable to make real friends might cook up a few imaginary kids to keep him company, but why invent a grown man? And why would he be sitting at the back of the church on a Sunday morning?


  Cody was excited about his holiday at the adventure park, and his parents looked forward to getting him out on his bike. He might even meet a few kids his own age away from the school environment he hated so much.


  “He’ll relax there,” Peter Nelson assured his wife. “You wait and see. Give that little boy two wheels and a forest and he’ll be off. No voices. No imaginary friends.”


  They had checked the website, showing their son photographs of the park: the crazy golf, the archery and the climbing wall, along with one of the largest soft-play areas in the country. Cody loved swimming too, so he’d keep himself occupied in the newly opened, state-of-the-art pool with its waterfalls, fountains and slides. They would be able to keep him busy from the moment he got up to the time he went to bed, and a week might just be long enough to make a difference. But the Nelsons could never have known what awaited them at Mosswood. It would be a week they would never forget.


  Chapter Three


  Alex threw his case on the bed and kicked off his trainers. His boss had given him the afternoon off. Blakely seemed a decent bloke and didn’t hassle his staff too much as long as they did their job. Alex had always managed to keep himself together during the working day, although there were times he could have happily strangled some of those little brats. Sometimes the parents tested his patience too, but he had always managed to smile and act like a professional.


  Alex pulled his iPad from the side pocket of the suitcase and keyed in the wi-fi code before clicking onto Facebook. He just wanted to take a quick look at Danni’s page to see if she’d updated her profile picture. Then he’d check out the friends she hung out with, in case there’d been any parties. Nothing had changed, but he still stopped to scroll through the old photos from the days they were together—the photographs that made his heart ache.


  He guessed Danni, like most in his age group, had deserted Facebook for Snapchat and Instagram, but there was one particular picture—a selfie she had taken just after they’d broken up. In his eyes, she’d never looked more like a Disney princess, and he zoomed in on her lips until they were life-size before gently pressing his own to the screen, imagining she was there.


  His friends had assured him that while Danielle Stevens was a pretty girl, she was hardly the town beauty, but to him, there would never be anyone else. She was perfect, but his love for her had brought him here. He was alone in a place he knew neither of his parents would be listening on the other side of the door. As the park rang to the sound of excited children, Alex began to cry.


  Later, when the tears had dried, he checked out the kitchen area. There were a few sachets of coffee, some UHT milk and a loaf. That meant toast for tea and toast for breakfast, if he got himself some butter from the onsite shop. The wall-mounted TV had most of the Freeview channels but he’d not seen a movie since Danni walked out, and the stuff they’d watched together on Netflix no longer interested him.


  His father wouldn’t be impressed with the new place, but it provided a roof over Alex’s head, and that was all he wanted. There was always the restaurant, where he could eat out on a discount ticket, and the pool was open to the staff after eight-thirty. Life at Mosswood was what you made of it. There were only ten other staff who lived on site: seven other lads and two women. They were nice enough but neither could hold a candle to Danielle. No, it would just be him, his bed and a packet of tissues along with a vivid imagination.


  ***


  Jenny Adams worried sometimes. There were doting dads, she knew that, but then there was Jake. He was something else. From the moment she fell pregnant, he had scoured the internet, researching everything to do with a baby’s progress from foetus to delivery. Jenny didn’t need to ask if he wanted to be there at the birth. He was present, loud, and anxious to impart his Google-fuelled knowledge to anyone who would listen.


  On an empty stomach, the three shots of whisky had oiled his tongue. “Did you know,” he’d announced as he’d watched his wife in the final stages of labour, “that a man ejaculates at approximately twenty-eight miles per hour but the semen takes five minutes to travel a mere six inches inside the woman’s vagina?”


  The entire delivery room had fallen into stunned silence. Even the baby, who had been busy negotiating the narrowest of passages, seemed to stop. Hey, Dad, that’s a hell of a lot faster than I’m going at the moment!


  The midwife, looking a little perplexed, ignored that nugget of information and turned back to Jenny. “Okay, sweetie, one final push.”


  Inspired by the desire to get the hell out of the place before her husband recalled something else he had learned during the past nine months, Jenny had pushed hard, and it worked. Isaac Huxley had shot out of the birth canal like a bullet from a gun.


  “Goodness me,” the doctor had joked. “You nearly catapulted the little fella through the wall.” Everyone had laughed except Jake, who had stared at his son in adoration, a tiny bundle of life, lying in her arms. And when Jake held his son for the first time, he’d wept openly, overwhelmed by the love he felt for the helpless baby boy he cradled.


  Jenny never needed to ask her husband to feed or change him, and it had been nearly eight months since Jake had even been near the gym. Most of her friends would have considered him to be the perfect man, but sometimes Jenny wanted to escape. Every sneeze, every cry, every rise in temperature had sent her husband’s mind into overdrive. Every day he researched a new childhood ailment until eventually Jenny had snapped and snatched the phone from his hand, flinging it across the room.


  “It’s too much! You need to back off!”


  Jake was bewildered by the sudden attack. “What the hell’s up with you? I’m just worried about my son.”


  “Our son,” Jenny had corrected. “He’s our son, Jake. But you’ve totally taken over. I’m his mother, not the friggin’ nanny!”


  She had apologised immediately. It was jealousy; all his love was centred on Isaac. She had expected to be the leading lady in this play, not a member of the audience. They had talked it out over a bottle of wine, and Jake had made an effort, buying her flowers and chocolates every other week, but Isaac had stolen his heart, and there was a bond that only death would break. Jenny often wondered if either of them would even notice if she’d packed up and walked out.


  “It won’t always be like this,” her father assured her. “It’s all new to him. Just hang in there.”


  But Jenny wasn’t so sure. Wasn’t it normally the man who felt like the spare part when a baby came along? Was she just a bad mother? Of course she loved Isaac—he was her perfect little prince—but could she have loved him more? Sure, she was tired, especially in those first few months, when she’d been grateful Jake was there, but now, with a flat stomach and a half-decent pair of boobs, Jenny just wanted her man back.


  Chapter Four


  Four days had passed, and Alex was beginning to miss home. One of the staff took him aside, tactfully mentioning that he might need to work on his personal hygiene. That meant washing clothes. It had been easier just to spray his Mosswood ranger polo shirt with deodorant each morning, but it obviously hadn’t worked too well. Alex promised to put on a clean top every day and ordered three new ones from the stores.


  He’d neglected his appearance for some time now, often forgetting to shave, and although he’d attempted to curb the need to check Danielle’s Facebook page, it had been impossible to resist entirely. She had deleted the picture of that day they spent together on the beach, but that had probably been down to the new bloke. Maybe it was time to make a move—a physical effort—and pray that his heart would follow.


  His heart thumped hard as he walked into The Lakeside Hotel. It was just a one-night stand; no-strings sex with a woman he hoped looked something like her profile picture. How had it come to this? A few days ago, he’d have sooner died than hook up with a stranger.


  But now he found himself sitting with a glass of lager, checking the time on his phone every couple of minutes. The room had been booked under his own name. A double bed for him and his fiancée. No one was bothered, these days. There was no need for the Mr. and Mrs. Smith thing.


  When his date arrived, he recognised her immediately. Blonde, a little heavier than her photograph but attractive enough. She looked around the bar, checking the faces. Alex raised his hand tentatively, feeling like a schoolboy asking teacher if he could go to the toilet. She spotted him and smiled. This is it, he thought. No backing out now.


  “Hi there. I presume you’re Alex?”


  He nodded, his face burning.


  “I’m Ellie,” she said, taking a seat opposite and placing an expensive-looking handbag on the table. “Wanna get me a drink?”


  Ellie, it turned out, drank vodka and orange. Alex pulled a couple of notes from his pocket and checked his money, deciding it might be wiser to put the drinks on a tab. His credit card would stand it, even if they managed to drink the bar dry. He returned a few minutes later and slid into the seat opposite. Ellie studied him with a look of bemusement.


  “You’re not the type I’d expect to be using that site,” she said. “So why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself? Did someone break your heart?”


  Alex was taken aback. “What makes you think that?”


  Ellie laughed. She wasn’t old but she wasn’t a teenager either. Probably early thirties, he thought. “Well, you ain’t getting any action or you wouldn’t be hooking up online. So I’m guessing you’ve fallen off that love horse and you’re having problems getting back in the saddle.”


  Alex nodded. “Her name was Danni. We broke up fifteen months ago.”


  Ellie frowned. “Fifteen months? Holy shit! And you’ve not had anyone since?”


  Alex shook his head. “I haven’t even looked.”


  “So you’ve been dry all that time?”


  “Dry?” Alex asked.


  “Yeah, dry. You haven’t had sex.”


  “Danni and I—” The nerves kicked in. “We didn’t—we never slept together. She wanted to wait.”


  Ellie looked stunned. “Wait? What for?”


  “I dunno—”


  “Was she your first girl or something?”


  Again, Alex nodded.


  Ellie grinned, leaning forward. “So, let me get this straight—you’re a virgin?” she whispered after checking no one was within earshot.


  “Well…yes. I know what to do but—”


  “Hey, don’t panic.” Ellie winked. “I think that’s kind of sweet. I can teach you some stuff, believe me.”


  Alex managed a rather awkward laugh that sounded more like a giggle. “So what’s your story, then?”


  “Bored housewife,” she shot back.


  “You’re married?”


  “Hey, don’t get all judgemental. He works away, and I can guarantee he’s screwing everything on two legs. So what’s good for the goose and all that shit.”


  “Works away?” Alex asked. “How far away?”


  “Far enough. He’s in Amsterdam.”


  Alex emptied his glass, wishing he could just get up and go. This was starting to feel like a really bad idea.


  Ellie sensed his nervousness, but she wasn’t going to let him go. “How about we just go up to the room,” she said with an impish grin.


  Alex flinched. “What? Now? Don’t you…I mean…don’t you want another drink?”


  Ellie shook her head. “No time like the present. Now, get your arse up there, and let’s make a man out of you.”


  ***


  Cody was busy packing his Star Wars case when Laura walked into the bedroom. He wasn’t particularly into sci-fi but his father had found it on eBay and thought it might encourage his little boy to take an interest in something he could actually discuss with his classmates.


  “Hey, Dee,” she said breezily, crouching down beside him. Cody looked up briefly, shoving a sponge ball into the case.


  “How’s my little boy? Excited about our holidays?”


  He nodded, determined not to catch her eye.


  Laura stroked his head. “Hey, why the sad face?”


  Cody didn’t answer.


  “You not talking to Mummy?”


  There was still no reply.


  “Dee, it’s very rude to ignore people. I asked you a question.”


  Cody shrugged. “You and Daddy keep getting mad at me.”


  “And is that why you’re sad?”


  “Yep.”


  “Dee, we’re not mad at you—we both love you very much, okay? But Mummy and Daddy are worried. We just want you to be happy.”


  “But you shout, and that makes me feel like shit.”


  “Cody!”


  “What?”


  “I wish you wouldn’t say that word.”


  “But you and Dad say it,” Cody replied with a familiar look of indignation on his face.


  “But you’re just a child.”


  “What difference does that make?”


  Laura knew it was pointless arguing with her son. His pragmatic approach to life was ingrained in his DNA.


  “Can I start swearing when I’m eighteen?” he asked, looking quizzically at his mother. She decided to ignore the sarcasm, of which her son had an uncanny grasp.


  “I just don’t like to hear my little boy using words like that. How about Mummy and Daddy promise to stop using those words too?”


  Cody grinned. It was a minor victory in his eyes. “Cool!”


  Laura waited for a moment, watching him as he packed several loose pencils into their plastic container. “Look, Dee, the teachers at school tell us that you don’t play with the other children. Can you tell me why?”


  Cody shrugged. “It’s cos they’re stupid.”


  “But why? Why are they stupid?”


  “They don’t understand. They call me weirdo.”


  “But that’s only because of your imaginary friends, isn’t it?”


  Cody nodded.


  Laura fought back the tears. It was at times like this that she missed her sister’s wisdom. Okay, Alison had a liberal approach to child-rearing, which had resulted in many heated arguments over the years, but she could connect with kids like no one else, and the local nursery loved her. She exuded a serenity—one which belied the authority she’d exercised so effortlessly. Laura had never heard Alison raise her voice to a child. There had never been any need.


  She tried to imagine how her sister would deal with this. Alison had always avoided confrontation. “But they can’t see them, Dee, so they will think it’s weird.”


  “It’s because they don’t look or listen,” Cody replied with a dismissive snarl. Her kid didn’t suffer fools.


  Laura Nelson sighed. “Look, maybe you shouldn’t talk about these special friends while you’re in school.”


  “That’s what Mrs. Greenhall said.”


  “What? You’ve told the teachers too?” She bit her tongue the moment the words left her mouth.


  Cody shook his head. “Nope, just her. I saw a little boy sitting beside her in the classroom. He told me to tell her he was there, so I did.”


  “And what did she say?”


  “She got real angry. She said that it was cruel and I shouldn’t be talking like that. Then she started to cry.”


  “And do you know who the little boy was?”


  Cody threw a sketchpad into the case along with a packet of coloured crayons. “I think it was her son. The one who got knocked down last year.”


  ***


  Alex sat on the edge of his chalet bed with the memories of his night with Ellie fresh in his mind. So that was it. Sex. He was no longer a virgin. It hadn’t started well. Even when he’d discovered that she shaved everything but her head, he’d been too nervous to manage anything more than a smile.


  Ellie hadn’t given up. “We have all night long,” she told him, kissing his cheek. “We’ll just switch off the light and have a cuddle.”


  Alex had felt her body next to his. “Was Danni thinner than me?” she whispered, her hand sliding down towards his groin.


  “A little,” he answered. “But you’re not fat, not at all. You’re—”


  “Curvy,” Ellie interrupted, pulling him on top of her. “Just imagine I’m her,” she whispered. “Imagine this is Danni.”


  Alex groaned. Something began to stir. Ellie reached down and guided him inside her. “This is how it would have felt,” she purred. “Cos, to be honest, we’re all pretty much the same down there.”


  It had worked, but they hadn’t used a condom. Ellie assured him she was on the pill, but there were other things to consider. She admitted to hooking up regularly while her husband worked and played away, and the last thing Alex needed was a dose of something. He checked Danni’s page on Facebook. There was nothing new. She was still in a relationship and his heart still ached. Maybe the sex thing wasn’t such a big deal after all.


  The plasma-screen TV flashed its images silently. Some early evening game show signalled the start of another long night. A whole five hours of trash. Maybe he should get into reading books. Danni was a reader, so he’d tried, just to impress her. That was all part of the love game; Alex had wanted to get into her world, and he would have read every night if it meant keeping their relationship alive.


  Neither his mother nor his father thought their love would last. It wasn’t that his parents hadn’t liked the girl; they just thought he was too keen. They’d told him not to smother her, but he had continued to message Danni every morning, from the moment he woke, and throughout the working day. Then, of course, there had been the late-night conversations on Snapchat and Messenger. He’d ignored the signs. The snappy, short replies.


   


  I’m tired—need sleep!


  Don’t you want to talk anymore?? Xxx


  I’m too tired! X


  Is everything okay? You seem cool! Xxx


  It’s okay. Just tired x


  You still love me? Xxx


  Yes.


  No kisses???


  Xxnite!


   


  He trawled through all the old messages. If only he’d listened to his parents and backed off. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so quick to walk out on them, but they gave him an ultimatum. That was bang out of order, and he told them as much. He’d never given them any problems, never used drugs, never even smoked. He’d never been a big drinker, either. His school grades had always been good, and the teachers liked him, so maybe they could have been a little more supportive. But no, they called their son’s bluff, and it had backfired.


  Alex’s folks were proud people, and begging wasn’t in their nature. So he had left under a veil of silence, his mother’s tears his only comfort. She cared. They both did. Now Alex just wanted to hear their voices on the end of the phone.


  Chapter Five


  Dennis Blakely stood at the window, staring out across the park. Penny had reminded him that in two days’ time, everything would go crazy. The kids were on a school break and heading straight for Mosswood.


  “You can’t afford to be having any nightmares,” she pointed out, placing a glass of whisky on the table beside him.


  Blakely didn’t answer. The blinding headaches and vomiting that followed the dreams would put him out of action for at least a day, and with the Park full to capacity, that was going to be a problem.


  “And where are we putting the Adams family?” she enquired, mischievously whistling the theme from the seventies TV show.


  “Stop it,” he replied with a chuckle. “That’s mean!”


  “Sorry. I just can’t help thinking of Uncle Fester.”


  “They’ve got one of the four-bed lodges,” he answered, interrupting his wife, who continued to whistle.


  She stopped, taking a sip from a large glass of white wine. “They do well out of you. A free holiday? No wonder they bit your hand off!”


  “They’re friends,” he said, shielding his eyes from the late-evening sun. “And besides that, I want Jenny to check out the doll before we put it on display.”


  Penny rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s tough if she doesn’t like it. You’ve spent nearly fifteen thousand on that thing.”


  Blakely shrugged. “That’s because it was made to order. It had to be lifelike.”


  “Lifelike? It gives me the creeps. That stuff looks like real skin—it feels like real skin—and those eyes!”


  Blakely smiled. He had ordered the doll from a company that specialised in making what they tactfully called companions for men who could afford expensive sex toys. Jenny had provided the only existing photograph of Amelia, along with several detailed drawings.


  Penny shot him a look. “It’s going to freak people out. It’s too real!”


  Blakely shrugged. “It will just be a model, sitting at the desk, reading a book. What’s scary about that?”


  “I just think it’s a bit macabre,” she replied. “Amelia’s dead and buried—we don’t need a life-sized replica of the girl!”


  “I don’t know what you’re worried about. It’s no different from the stuff you see in Madame Tussauds!”


  “They’re wax mannequins Dennis—you can’t twist their legs in the air and have sex with them!”


  Blakely chuckled to himself. “I wasn’t expecting that much detail. I think there was a misunderstanding there.”


  Penny finished the dregs from her glass. “Hasn’t that Jenny girl got a kid now?”


  “Yep. He must be about two and a half.”


  “But you only found out when you offered them a free holiday?”


  Penny didn’t like freeloaders, but she was just watching his back, he knew that. “So how many are they now?”


  Blakely shrugged. “There’s Rob, his partner, Jenny, Jake and the kid…”


  “And?”


  “Turns out Jenny has a brother—Darren. He worked here, fitting out the lodges, remember?”


  Penny shook her head. “Not really.”


  “And then there’s Rob’s other daughter.”


  “Other daughter?”


  “Yeah, he had a girl to another woman—never knew about her till a couple of years ago.”


  Penny was sitting down, the empty glass perched on the arm of the chair. “Was this while he was married to what’s-her-name?”


  “Elizabeth? Yes.” Blakely tried to avoid the subject of married men and their mistresses. It had been over three years since his affair with Kim, but the name still came up every time they fell out.


  “Well, I guess I’ve something to be thankful for,” she muttered. “At least you didn’t get that woman pregnant.”


  The fact that the woman in question had been murdered within half a mile of where they both stood tempered Penny’s anger, but the pain was still there in her eyes.


  Blakely took a sip of malt. It wasn’t really his drink but the alcohol relaxed him, and after a day on site he needed to wind down slowly. Inviting the Adams clan had been an act of kindness, but he really needed to talk to Jenny about the dreams. If anyone understood, it would be her. Maybe his nightmares were just that—nightmares. But Jenny would be someone who knew the fear, someone who might not judge him so harshly if he plucked up the courage and confessed.


  ***


  Reverend Francis had been expecting a visit from the Nelsons since their hasty exit the previous Sunday. They stood at the manse door like chastised children, clearly uncomfortable at calling on the help of the church out of hours. He assured them that God’s house was always open and ushered them through to his study.


  They took him up on the offer of a coffee, and Cody seemed more than happy with a strawberry juice, which he gulped down without drawing breath.


  “So,” Francis said, easing himself into an ornate black leather chair. “How can I help?”


  Laura nodded towards her husband. She obviously didn’t feel comfortable revealing anything about her precious boy, but Peter Nelson had decided to get straight to the point. “We’ve been worried,” he began. “Cody has imaginary friends.”


  The reverend nodded, glancing at the little boy who was already engrossed in his sketchpad. “Well, that in itself isn’t unusual—”


  Peter interrupted. “It’s not just that, Reverend. He sees people in church. In this church.”


  Francis stiffened. “People? Who?”


  Cody looked up from his pad. “There was a man. His name is Mr. Root. He sat at the back.”


  Francis went cold. He had prayed this little boy was the victim of an overactive imagination and had wanted to reassure the young couple that their son was perfectly normal and, of course, would make real friends in time. But now this? Amelia’s father was sitting in his church. Why?


  Laura glanced at her husband, clearly embarrassed. Maybe they should have left Cody with one of the neighbours, but then there probably weren’t that many who actually wanted to mind the kid.


  Francis felt the blood drain from his face. “Mr. Root?”


  Cody nodded happily.


  “Are you okay?” Peter Nelson asked, looking a little concerned.


  Francis nodded. “Yes. I’m fine, thanks.” He turned back to Cody. “And who else have you seen?”


  Laura’s hand tightened around her small, black handbag. “There’s no one else! No one! Is there, Dee?”


  Cody was oblivious to his mother’s concerns. “Yes! Yes, there’s a vicar!”


  Francis shifted uneasily in his chair, leaning forward. “What vicar?”


  “He sits halfway down on that side,” Cody said, signalling to the left. “And he has blood coming from his mouth.”


  Francis winced. It could only have been Allington.


  “I drew him!” Cody continued excitedly. “And Mr. Root too!”


  “Laura grabbed the book from her son’s grasp. “There’s no need for that.”


  “Mrs. Nelson,” Francis said, reaching out his hand, “if you’ve come all this way to talk to me, then you might as well tell me everything.”


  Reluctantly, Laura passed him the pad.


  “They’re on page five,” Cody informed him.


  The pad fell open at the drawing, and Francis stared for a moment, scarcely able to believe the images confronting him. He recognised Jacob Root immediately. He had seen the old photograph in one of Amelia’s diaries, and there was no doubt that the minister with the gaunt look and the blood oozing from his mouth was Allington. But it was the drawings themselves that shocked him. They were not the efforts of a seven-year-old boy—not even a talented one. They were hand-sketched portraits, executed with the skilled hand of a master. Perfect in every detail.


  He looked up. “But how did…”


  “I know,” Laura said. “Now you know why we’re worried. He writes and draws in school—the way you’d expect a seven-year-old to write and draw—but it’s only when he sees these…these people…”


  Cody frowned. “That’s cos Enrico helps me!” he snapped. “I’ve told you that!”


  “Who’s Enrico?” Francis asked.


  “He’s a really awesome artist, and he used to sell lots of pictures, but then he got really sad and jumped off a bridge.”


  The Nelsons looked defeated. Francis guessed they were tired of fighting the ghosts in their son’s life. “Okay,” he began, careful to measure his tone. “So these friends—they’re all dead, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Cody, have you ever seen a movie called Sixth Sense?”


  The little boy shook his head. “Nope. Kids in school have asked me that, too.”


  “Do you know what it’s about?”


  “Yes. It’s about a little boy just like me.”


  “And you’re not scared?” Francis asked.


  Cody shook his head. “No, I’m not. Can I have my book back now, please?”


  Francis smiled. “Of course.” He handed the sketchpad to the boy, who seemed relieved to be holding it again.


  Peter Nelson looked at him anxiously. “What do you think? What can we do?”


  Francis held up his hand. Don’t let the boy see how worried you are.


  “The people Cody has drawn…I know who they are.”


  “They exist?” Laura Nelson asked.


  “Oh, yes, but I think you knew that already. It’s a long story, and I don’t want to say too much right now. I’ll call you tonight if you leave me your number.”


  ***


  Cody listened to them talking but he wasn’t at all curious about what had happened to the vicar or the gardener. He was too busy drawing someone else. A girl with long hair and really big eyes stood next to the window in a white, bloodstained gown.


  ***


  Peter Nelson replaced the phone in its cradle and walked back into the lounge where his wife was waiting expectantly.


  “That was the minister, I presume?”


  “Yeah. It’s quite a story,” he replied, flopping into the chair he’d claimed as his own. “That Allington bloke was a bit of a bastard, by the sound of it.”


  “That’s the one that Cody drew?”


  “Yep. The local saint, apparently. I mean, we only live a fifteen-minute drive from Tabwell but I’d never heard of him.”


  Laura listened as her husband related the whole story from the moment Francis had found a young girl called Jennifer Adams vandalising the church through to the day they buried Amelia Root in the grounds of Mosswood Adventure Park.


  “I’m not sure I really want to go on this holiday now,” she said with a sigh. “But Cody will be gutted if we don’t.”


  Peter nodded. “We’ll just have to keep an eye on him.” He watched helplessly as his wife leaned forward, burying her head in her hands.


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  Laura looked up, and her eyes flashed with anger. “No, Peter! I’m not okay! I can’t believe we’re getting embroiled in all this shit! Why are we even talking like this? I’m actually going to church, for fuck’s sake, as if that’s going to help! We’ve never believed in all that ghost stuff. When you’re dead, you’re dead!”


  “I know,” he replied defensively. “But what about those drawings?”


  “I don’t know, but there has to be a rational explanation—there just has to be. Maybe he is autistic. That’s why he can draw brilliant pictures when he wants to.”


  “What? Brilliant pictures of people he’s never seen?”


  Laura glared at him. “So you actually believe he can see dead people? Get real, Peter!”


  “I’m not saying that, I’m just—”


  “Just what? Okay, I can’t explain it but I’m not buying the whole spirit bullshit. Because that’s what it is Peter. Bullshit.”


  “So what do we do?”


  Laura grabbed her phone. “There must be people out there that can help kids like Cody. Trained people who can find out what’s going on in his head.”


  “You’re looking online?”


  “Why not? I need to organise something because this is doing my head in!”


  Peter groaned inwardly. When Laura flipped, she flipped, and this had been building for some time. Two years, in fact. She was still grieving for her sister. Alison had found a lump in her breast at the age of twenty and had taken the decision to have both removed. Things had been looking good, but six weeks after reconstructive surgery, and with a brand-new pair of pert boobs, she collapsed while out shopping at the local supermarket.


  They found an inoperable brain tumour, and three months later, she died. If ever Laura had wanted to believe in the spirit world, it was then. But she picked herself up and carried on with life. Alison was gone; she wasn’t suffering anymore, and that gave Laura comfort when the going got tough. Church had been Peter’s idea. He had no doubt that his little boy could see the spirits of dead people. He just wasn’t ready to come clean yet.


  Laura had always taken a practical approach to things. If there was an afterlife, then why hadn’t Alison bothered to come back in some form or another? She had a point. Cody would be the first person she’d have visited. Alison loved that kid, yet he had never mentioned her. Not once.


  The TV was on. Peter scrolled through the channels while his wife poured herself a large glass of red wine. That wasn’t a good sign. The alcohol never helped when she was in a foul mood, but he decided it was time to play the supportive husband.


  “As soon as we get back, we’ll take Cody to see someone,” he said.


  Laura took three gulps from her glass and shot him a look “Well, if we go through the NHS, Cody will be drawing his frigging pension before he gets assessed.”


  “Okay, we’ll go private.”


  “We haven’t got the money, Peter.”


  “But you said—”


  “I know what I said. I said that there must be people out there, and there are. But I’ve looked at some of those forums and there are mums who’ve been waiting months—even years—to get help for their kids.”


  Peter shrugged. “Well, we could at least get the ball rolling.”


  Laura shook her head. “I know, but this fucking government doesn’t give a shit about kids like Cody. They don’t give a shit about anyone with mental health problems. One mum said they just closed down her local centre and left her kid swinging. The nearest place was fifteen miles away!”


  “Special needs?”


  Laura nodded. She’d calmed down a little. “The thing is, Cody is a real complicated kid. If he thinks someone doesn’t believe him, he’ll shut up shop.”


  “But we’ll try,” Peter answered.


  Laura was distracted, scrolling through another forum. “We’ve got no choice. And it will do more good than a church.”


  “So, you don’t want to go anymore?”


  “Not really. Look, I’m sorry. That minister seems genuine enough, but if I don’t believe in God, it seems hypocritical to get him baptised just in case I’m wrong. He needs proper help, not some pie-in-the-sky thing.”


  Peter Nelson wasn’t sure his wife’s rather crass dismissal of the Christian faith would have gone down too well at St. Jude’s, but he wasn’t going to argue the point right now. He still wanted to get Cody into God’s family, and that, if he understood it correctly, was what baptism meant. Joining the family. If The Almighty didn’t exist, it wouldn’t matter. But if he did, then the boy would be in good company.


  Chapter Six


  Dennis Blakely watched the steady stream of cars pulling into the park: families at the beginning of an adventure, queuing at the desk to register and pick up their keys while their kids waited excitedly. Porters in electric buggies waited to take their guests to the woodland lodges. His heart raced. There was a buzz about the place on these days, and he loved it. They had opened the doors for the first time twelve months ago, to coincide with the schools’ summer break, and although it had been a success, they would never have been able to compete with the bigger parks without the pool.


  Blakely had watched the huge steel-framed structure slowly morph into a building that resembled a large Victorian mansion with its cream walls and mock sash windows. Inside, under the same roof as the large soft-play area, were three squash courts, a games room and a café bar. The big glass doors led out onto the outdoor pool with its tables, parasols and sun loungers. But it was the indoor Aqua Adventure, with its slides, fountains, wave machine and storm simulator, that had given him the greatest sense of achievement. They had been his plans, roughly sketched, that had passed through the hands of the architects before final approval, and now it was there. Blakely had often wandered around, late at night, scarcely able to believe what he saw.


  It had cost millions, but he’d considered it to be worth every penny. The new soft-play area catered for the toddlers not quite ready for the woodland rides, and the cinema would be opening next spring, showing family films on wet afternoons. Of course, the park provided bright yellow ponchos bearing the Mosswood logo for those families determined to enjoy the outdoors regardless of the weather.


  Most guests brought their own bicycles, usually carried on roof racks, but those who didn’t could hire them. Each lodge had a canopy at the rear, where the cycles could be kept, with a post and padlock. There had been very few negative comments in the visitors’ book, and nearly all of the guests had left a glowing account of their holiday experience, vowing to return.


  A third of the farmland they’d purchased had now been developed, and phase three would begin in the autumn. That would include the public gymnasium they had promised the council, along with a second pool, a health spa and tennis courts. The accountants expected a decent return with a membership fee of fifty pounds a month, well within the means of the locals.


  Blakely had planned a separate entrance from Wood Lane, with a walk through from the adventure park, where the guests would be invited to use the facilities free of charge. His dream was slowly becoming a reality; if only he’d thought twice before leaving Jacob Root’s body in the ground.


  He saw Jenny first, walking hand in hand with Jake, followed closely by Rob and Josie, who pushed little Isaac in a buggy. Rob smiled broadly, and Blakely soon found himself surrounded by the family. A young man stood alongside a girl hovering in the background. Jenny ushered them forward.


  “This is Kayla, my sister, and Darren, my brother,” she said as Kayla stepped up, giving him a one-armed hug and a kiss on the cheek. Darren shook his hand. “I think we’ve met,” he said. “I saw you wandering around the place when I was working on the lodges.”


  Blakely nodded. There had been so many builders and carpenters on site that it was hard to place him. “Well, you won’t be able to complain about the accommodation, then,” he joked.


  Darren laughed. “The party was great.”


  Jenny rolled her eyes. It had been an all-day event, held a few months before the park opened. All the staff and site workers were invited along with any friends and family they wished to bring. All the facilities were open, but Darren had headed straight for the pool and stayed there for most of the day.


  “He was such a child,” she joked.


  “Hey, don’t knock it. That’s where I met Danielle.”


  “Oh my god,” Kayla groaned. “Those two are welded together!”


  “Yeah, you’re just jealous,” Darren shot back.


  “Of you? Get real.”


  Blakely had the urge to take Jenny aside and rush her up to the attic, where the silicone Amelia awaited, but decided it was best to let them settle in first. They were here for the week. There was plenty of time.


  ***


  Darren was missing his girl already, but Danni had decided to stay at home. “It will be a bit awkward,” she confessed. “With Alex working there and all that. I’d be on edge.”


  Alex must have been close by when Darren first spotted Danni hurtling down the loop slide in a yellow bikini. He watched her for over an hour before plucking up the courage to head over and join her at the poolside café where she was sitting with a glass of cola.


  They’d got talking; she’d admitted she was seeing someone at the time but seemed quite happy to chat and he’d given her his number just in case. She’d called him a few weeks later, wondering if they could meet up.


  It had started as a friendship. Danni hadn’t been ready for a physical relationship and wanted to see how things developed, but three months later, she’d called at his flat one evening and, after a few glasses of rosé wine, decided to stay over. The drink had lowered their inhibitions and they’d ended up naked on top of the covers.


  It was a while before she changed her status on Facebook, aware Alex would probably see it, but Danni assumed that her ex would have moved on by then. “Alex was okay,” she’d told Darren, “but he was a bit too intense. It kind of put me off.”


  In response, Darren had kissed her forehead. “Just tell me if I get too clingy, okay?”


  Danni had smiled. “Maybe I don’t mind intense and clingy when it’s the right person.”


  They had been inseparable since, and Darren couldn’t imagine living without her. She possessed a kind of girl-next-door prettiness that he found engaging, and although he was looking forward to the holiday with his family, it wouldn’t be the same without her. “When you get back, we’ll book somewhere hot. Just you, me and my skimpy bikini.” That image of a semi-naked Danni would get him through the next seven days, wherever he was spending them.


  Chapter Seven


  Cody Nelson flung himself on the bottom bunk. “Wow! Dad, can I sleep here?”


  “Of course,” his father replied, parking his son’s case on the floor.


  “Can I sleep on top too?”


  “Not at the same time.”


  The witty reply went over his head. “Can we go swimming?”


  “Yes.”


  “And cycling?”


  “Sure.”


  “Can we go right now?”


  “Which? Swimming or cycling?”


  Cody frowned. “Erm…cycling!”


  Peter Nelson left his son bouncing on the top bunk and threw his own case on the double bed. “Shame Cody’s not in the same room,” he whispered. “It might stop you-know-what.”


  Laura gave him a rueful smile. “I know. Let’s just hope he gets distracted.” There was a weariness in her eyes. “I’ll unpack. You take Dee on his bike.”


  Peter never really liked his wife’s tendency to shorten Cody’s name but it wasn’t worth the hassle of bringing it up in conversation. “You sure?” he asked.
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