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PROLOGUE


‘Oscar, come!’


Bob Wilks shielded his eyes with his hand and peered down the muddy bank to the litter-strewn path which verged the stream below. He had taken his dog for its usual early-morning walk through the woods but it had decided to go exploring and, while Bob could still hear it snuffling around, he could no longer see it.


He glanced at his watch. It was almost eight a.m. His wife would soon be awake, and he needed to be home before she took it into her head to try to go to the toilet on her own again. The last time, she had slipped and fractured her elbow. Bob still felt guilty, despite everyone insisting that it wasn’t his fault.


‘Oscar!’ he called again. ‘Come on, boy, we’ve got to go.’


The dog was making little whining noises now. Afraid that the dozy creature might have got itself entangled in something, Bob carefully made his way down the bank. He slid the last few feet, and just about managed to stay upright as he landed on the narrow strip of ground at the water’s edge.


The dog’s head was buried in the grass a couple of hundred yards away, its tail sticking up in the air. It was foraging, and Bob hoped it wasn’t worrying a rabbit or some other small creature. He knew it was nature, but he hated seeing animals in distress and he really didn’t have the time to rescue it or put it out of its misery.


‘Leave it,’ he ordered as he approached. ‘Let’s go.’


The dog wagged its tail at the sound of his voice but carried on digging and whining. Bob pushed the long grass aside and saw an ancient sewage-outlet pipe, the mouth of which was stacked with debris that had gathered there over the years. Guessing that Oscar had probably chased a rat into the pipe and was trying to go after it, Bob gripped the dog’s collar and tried to tug him away. But, just as he was about to clip the lead on, something caught his eye that caused him to freeze for a second.


Sure that he had imagined what he’d glimpsed, Bob reached into his inside pocket for his key-ring torch. He leaned forward and directed the faint beam at the heap of tin cans and bottles that were snagged behind a mangled bicycle wheel. As his vision sharpened, a sickly taste flooded his mouth. He tried to tell himself that it was an animal that had crawled into the pipe and died, but no animal he’d ever seen had long blonde hair like that.


‘Oh dear lord!’ Legs almost giving way with shock, Bob staggered back onto the path. ‘Oscar!’ he barked when the dog seized the opportunity to go back to its digging. ‘Stop that!’


The dog obeyed and Bob quickly clipped its lead on. Then, hands shaking wildly, he fumbled his mobile phone out of his pocket.


‘Police!’ he blurted out when his call was answered. ‘I’ve found a body. I th-think it’s a young girl.’
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Skye Benson pulled her pillow down around her ears to block out the sound of her parents arguing in the living room below. It didn’t work. No matter how hard she pressed, she could still hear every word.


When the sound of smashing glass filtered up through the floorboards, followed by several loud bangs, she sat up and checked the time on her small bedside clock. Almost two a.m. Were they crazy? Their landlord had already threatened to evict them if they disturbed the neighbours in the early hours again. Luckily, the old man who lived to their right was in hospital, so he couldn’t grass them up again; and the students on their left were always too stoned to care. But if the fight got any louder the whole street would soon be up.


Skye lay back down and pulled her quilt right up over her head, whispering ‘Stop it, stop it, stop it’ over and over, as if the mantra would actually have an effect. There was no way she was going down there after what had happened the last time. She had been hit in the face by a flying ashtray, and they had asked so many questions at the hospital that she’d been terrified they were going to lock her mum and dad up for life. And her parents had obviously thought the same, because they had both acted really sorry when she got home. Her mum had fussed over her all the next day, fetching her drinks and dinner in bed; and on his way home from work her dad had bought some magazines for her to read in bed, along with a big bag of mixed sweets. Treats like those were rare in their house, so Skye had relished it while it lasted. But the small scar on her cheek was a permanent reminder of the pain and fear she’d felt that night, so she had never made the mistake of interfering again.


Her mum was screaming now, and Skye squeezed her eyes shut. When she could no longer stand the smell of her own damp breath she pushed the quilt off her face, rolled over and slid her laptop out from under the bed. It belonged to the school, and every kid in her year had been loaned one some months earlier as part of the new headmaster’s stupid plan to drag them into the modern world. He’d thought that getting the pupils to do their homework online would eradicate the ‘forgot it, sir … dog ate it, miss’ excuses, and get the kids interested in learning. But it hadn’t worked out too well so far. Sammy Green and Matthew Fletcher had claimed that theirs had been stolen, but Skye knew they had sold them to a guy in the pub on their estate. And most of the other kids just used them to faff about on Facebook and Twitter, or to watch porn.


They hadn’t had internet access in Skye’s house since her mum, during one of her scarier episodes, had declared it the Devil’s tool to trap souls and had closed their account, so Skye hadn’t been particularly excited about having a laptop. She certainly hadn’t bothered doing any stupid homework on it. Then, one day, she’d been messing about with it in her room and had accidentally discovered that the students next door hadn’t password-protected their WiFi. She’d been secretly logging on via their signal ever since; she just had to be super careful to cover her tracks after a session, because her mum would totally hit the roof if she ever found out.


She covered the laptop with her quilt now, and signed into Facebook. As she’d expected, given the time, her best friend Hayley wasn’t online, so she switched to her WhisperBox account instead. She and Hayley had found this site after they had been caught slagging off some girls from school on Facebook and had got into a massive fight, and they used it whenever they wanted to gossip, safe in the knowledge that no one who knew them would ever suss that it was them behind the screen-names BlueBabe and Sugarplum.


Skye usually only went on this site in the evening, when it was mainly girls online, chatting about boys, make-up and music; but it seemed to be mostly boys right now, and their talk of football and sex both bored and disgusted her.


About to log out again, she hesitated when her Whisper button started to flash, indicating that someone wanted to talk to her in a private side-room. She clicked into it and smiled when she saw that it was QTPye: a girl she and Hayley had met in the open room a few months earlier.


Hey BlueBabe, QTPye’s message read. Surprised to see you on here so late. Where’s Sugarplum?


Probably in bed, Skye replied. She wasn’t well today so she didn’t come to school.


What’s up with her?


Think she’s got a cold.


Another one?


Yeah, I know, typed Skye, a twinge of guilt causing her to chew on her lip as she added, Feel dead sorry for her sometimes. In truth, she actually thought that Hayley put these colds on for sympathy, because she was always moaning that she didn’t feel well, and had stayed off school three times this term already. Skye didn’t believe that anyone could catch so many colds, but she didn’t blame Hayley for trying it on, and she’d probably do the same if she thought she could get away with it. But her mum wasn’t as soft as Hayley’s, so she had no chance. She’d have to be dying before her mum would believe that she was too ill to go to school. And even then, her mum would probably bring her schoolwork in to the hospital and force her to do it on her deathbed.


Still, whether or not Hayley was lying, she was her best mate, and Skye wasn’t about to betray her by dissing her to QTPye.


Oh well, hope she gets better soon, QTPye typed now. What you up to?


Can’t sleep, Skye told her, glad that the subject had been changed.


S’up? Folks at it again?


Yep.


Leave them to it, babes. Not worth the hassle.


I know. Just pisses me off.


Tell me about it, QTPye sympathised. Mine have been going at it all day as well. Wish they’d grow up and get a life instead of wrecking mine, selfish bastards.


Horrible, isn’t it?


The pits! But at least we’ve got each other, and you know you can talk to me about anything, don’t you?


Yeah, I know, Skye replied gratefully. It’s great having someone who understands what I’m going through.


I’m always here for you, babes, you know that.


Skye smiled when she read that. Like herself and Hayley, QTPye was fourteen, and had the same taste in music and boys. Hayley wasn’t so keen on her, but Skye suspected she was just jealous that they got on so well and was scared that they’d get too close and push her out. She didn’t want to upset Hayley, but she liked the other girl and didn’t see why she should have to stop being friends with her. Anyway, QTPye’s parents were also going through a rough patch, so she understood Skye in a way that Hayley, whose own parents were happy, never would.


About to type a reply now, Skye hesitated when she heard footsteps on the stairs. When, seconds later, a floorboard on the landing outside her door creaked, she quickly closed the laptop lid and pretended to be asleep in case her mum or dad looked in on her. They didn’t, and she listened as whichever one of them it was went into their own room. Drawers were opened and closed, and then the footsteps thundered back down the stairs, followed by the sound of the front door slamming shut.


Skye raised herself up on her elbow and eased the curtain aside in time to see her dad walk out onto the pavement below. A car’s headlights flashed in the darkness at the other end of the road, and when he walked quickly towards it she guessed that he must have ordered a taxi to take him to his mate’s place. That was what he usually did when things went as far as they had tonight, and she was glad, because at least it meant it was over.


As she watched her dad throw his work-bag onto the back seat of the car, Skye heard her mum sweeping up whatever had been smashed in the living room below. She was sobbing quietly as she did it, but Skye couldn’t summon up much sympathy for her right now. She was okay when she took her tablets regularly, but when she forgot, or decided that she was better and didn’t need them any more, she turned into a right cow, and Skye kind of understood why her dad ended up snapping. Anyone would if they were pushed as far as her mum pushed him at times.


Still, it was a relief that her dad had taken to walking out after a fight, instead of waiting for her mum to call the police. Skye hated it when the cops came round, because they always got her out of bed to quiz her about what she’d heard and check if she’d been involved. She always had to lie and say that she had been asleep and had heard nothing, but she was always terrified that she might slip up and drop her parents in it – which was almost as stressful as having to listen to it in the first place.


When the car had driven away, Skye let the curtain drop and reopened the laptop to tell QTPye what was happening. She was disappointed to see that the girl’s light had turned red, but she figured it was probably just as well. If she didn’t get some sleep, she’d be so tired tomorrow that she would probably doze off in class and get put on report for a week.


Everything will be okay tomorrow, she told herself as she closed the laptop down and slid it back under the bed. Dad will come home from work and act as if nothing’s happened, and Mum will start taking her pills again, and then everything will go back to normal.


Until the next time.


Annoyed with herself for allowing the unwelcome thought to creep in, Skye flopped down in the bed and dragged her quilt back up over her head.




2


The house was silent when Skye went downstairs the next morning, and she guessed that her mum had probably drunk herself to sleep after her dad had left, and wouldn’t surface again until later in the afternoon. Glad that she’d already put on her shoes when she heard glass crunch underfoot as she walked into the living room, she shook her head in disgust when she saw that the mirror above the fireplace had been smashed. The frame was hanging askew on the wall, and the shattered glass was sitting in a pile beside the fireplace, but tiny shards still littered the carpet so she tiptoed through them and went into the kitchen.


There was yet more evidence of the fight in there. Pieces of smashed cups and plates were scattered around the ledges and floor, the kettle was in the sink, and the fridge door was dented as if it had been punched. Depressed by the sight of it, and annoyed with her parents for wrecking what little was left of their home, Skye decided not to bother checking if there was anything for breakfast and, grabbing her schoolbag, headed angrily out.


Three girls were standing beside the entrance to the path at the rear of the school when Skye rounded the corner a short time later. A cloud of smoke was hovering in the air above their heads from the cigarette they were sharing, and she could hear them laughing at some younger kids who they were taking the piss out of. She pulled the hood of her jacket up over her head and scuttled past, hoping that they would be too preoccupied to notice her. But she hadn’t taken two steps down the path when a painful blow landed between her shoulder blades.


‘Where do you think you’re going, you scruffy bitch?’ Janet Hampson stepped in front of her and gave her a vicious shove in the chest.


‘School,’ Skye muttered, her gaze flicking nervously between each of the three girls. They were in the year above her, and they were the hardest girls in the school so everyone was scared of them.


‘Where’s my money?’ Janet demanded, a nasty glint in her eye.


‘Wh-what money?’ asked Skye, conscious that a crowd was beginning to form behind them.


‘My money!’ Janet seized her by the throat and shoved her up against the hedge that bordered the pathway. ‘You think you can walk this way without asking my permission or paying a toll?’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Skye spluttered, wincing as the girl’s fake nails dug into her neck.


‘I own this path,’ Janet informed her. ‘And no one gets to come this way without my say-so.’


Tears of humiliation flooding her eyes when she heard laughter from the crowd, Skye said, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I’ll go the other way.’


‘Too late,’ said Janet, enjoying herself too much to let her victim go just like that. ‘You’ve trespassed, so now you’ll have to pay a fine. It’s a tenner. Pay up.’


‘I haven’t got any money,’ Skye whimpered, hating herself for being so weak.


‘Oh dear,’ Janet drawled nastily. ‘Well, you’ll have to pay some other way, then, won’t you?’


‘Can I give it to you tomorrow?’ Skye pleaded, terrified that she was about to get her head kicked in.


‘Nah, I want it now,’ Janet replied coldly. Then, her lips twisting with spite as an idea came to her, she said, ‘Take your skirt off.’


‘What? No!’ Skye’s cheeks turned scarlet as she clocked some boys grinning in anticipation.


‘You fuckin’ what?’ Janet bared her teeth and dug her nails in deeper. ‘You daring to disobey me, you little slag?’


Sickened by the smell of stale tobacco on Janet’s breath, and terrified that her windpipe would snap if the girl squeezed any harder, Skye felt as if she was about to faint.


‘What’s going on down there?’ a voice suddenly boomed from the school end of the path. ‘Get yourselves inside immediately. Anyone who’s late for registration will be on detention for a week!’


It was the headmaster, Mr Talbot, and even Janet – as tough as she liked to think she was – didn’t have the guts to ignore his command, because she immediately let go of Skye.


‘One word and you’re dead,’ she hissed as she backed away. ‘And you’d best have twenty quid for me first thing tomorrow – or else.’


She merged in with the crowd now, and moved off down the path. Mr Talbot clapped his hands to hurry them along.


Over their heads, he spotted Skye disentangling herself from the hedge, and raised his arm. ‘You, there!’ he called, clicking his fingers at her. ‘Come here.’


Skye dipped her head as she approached him, desperate to hide her tears and the marks that Janet’s nails had left on her neck, because he’d be bound to guess what had happened if he saw them.


When she reached him, Mr Talbot peered down at her with thinly concealed distaste. This was a deprived area, so a lot of his pupils fell short of his presentation and hygiene expectations. But this girl, with her lank hair, unhealthy pallor, scuffed shoes and grubby uniform, looked particularly unkempt.


‘Have you been fighting?’ he demanded.


‘No, sir.’ Skye shook her head. ‘I just tripped and fell into the hedge.’


Mr Talbot didn’t believe her, but before he could quiz her further the school bell rang and he remembered that he had a meeting to get to. ‘Right, in you go.’ He waved her on her way. ‘And don’t run or you’ll be going on report.’


Relieved to be off the hook, Skye walked quickly to her form room. If Mr Talbot had pushed for answers, she might have accidentally dropped Janet in it – and that would have been as good as signing her own death warrant. As it was, she still had to get her hands on twenty quid by tomorrow morning or she was in for a kicking at the very least. She had no idea how she was going to manage it, and the worry pressed down on her like a lead weight for the rest of the day.


When the home-time bell rang, she hid in the toilets until she was sure that everyone had left the premises. Then, scared that Janet and her friends might be waiting out back, she left by the front gate. It was the long way home, but at least she’d get there in one piece, and that was all she cared about right now.


Hayley was dozing, but she forced herself to wake up when she heard that Skye had come to visit.


‘Ten minutes,’ Kathy Simms cautioned as she waved her daughter’s friend into the bedroom. ‘The doctor said she needs to rest.’


Skye nodded and smiled politely, but the smile slipped as soon as the door closed, and she felt a twinge of envy nibble at her stomach as she gazed around. Her own room was decorated with shabby mismatched furniture that belonged to their landlord; the dresser drawers were dodgy, the wallpaper was ripped and showed patches of damp in every corner, and her lumpy mattress had probably been slept on by a thousand people before her. In contrast, Hayley’s room was every princess’s dream; from the silky pink wallpaper and pretty white furniture, to the comfortable-looking bed with its plump pillows and thick duvet. But it was the small flat-screen TV sitting on the chest of drawers facing the bed that really irked Skye. They didn’t even have a TV as good as that in the living room at their house, never mind one all for herself in her bedroom.


Hayley was peering up at Skye from the bed. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked when she saw the look on her face.


‘What?’ Skye shook herself out of it and turned around. She immediately felt guilty for having thought that Hayley was putting her illness on when she saw how pale she was, and how dark the rings around her eyes. ‘Sorry,’ she apologised, perching on the edge of the bed. ‘It’s been a crap day. But never mind me, how are you? You look terrible.’


‘Wow, thanks.’ Hayley gave a weak smile and pushed herself up on her pillows. ‘I’m so sick of these chest infections. It’s like I only have to look at someone blowing their nose and I catch another one.’


‘What’s the doctor said?’


‘The usual.’ Hayley shrugged. ‘Rest, drink loads of water, and take my antibiotics. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about that. What’s up with you?’


‘Had a run-in with Janet Hampson and her bulldogs,’ Skye told her. ‘The bitch jumped me this morning and said I had to pay to go down the path.’


‘Cheeky cow!’ Hayley was indignant. ‘What did you do?’


‘Told her to piss off,’ Skye lied. Then, rolling her eyes, she admitted, ‘Nothing I could do, was there? I stood no chance against the three of them.’ She looked down at her feet now, and chewed on her lip for a moment before saying, ‘Can you lend us twenty quid?’


‘Twenty?’ Hayley’s eyebrows shot up. ‘That’s a bit much, isn’t it? What do you need it for?’


‘Nothing, it doesn’t matter,’ Skye said miserably. ‘I shouldn’t have asked.’


Hayley frowned when Skye’s shoulders slumped. She’d never seen her as low as this, and Skye had never asked to borrow money before. Concerned, she said, ‘What’s wrong, hon?’


‘Nothing,’ Skye lied.


‘There clearly is,’ Hayley persisted. ‘And you know you can tell me anything, don’t you?’


Skye sniffed softly and gave a wan smile. ‘That’s what QTPye said last night when I told her my mum and dad were at it again. Doesn’t change anything, though, does it? Talking, I mean.’


‘Depends who you’re talking to,’ said Hayley, battling resentment at the thought of Skye chatting to that girl without her again. She knew it was unreasonable; that she had no right to expect Skye not to be friends with anyone else. But she couldn’t help it. She was supposed to be Skye’s best friend, and they were only supposed to tell each other their secrets, no one else.


Skye sighed and shook her head. ‘Nah, it doesn’t make any difference; nothing ever changes.’ She stood up now and forced a smile. ‘I’d best go before your mum kicks me out.’


‘Wait a minute,’ Hayley said decisively. ‘Pass me my piggy bank.’


‘No, it’s okay.’ Skye backed towards the door. ‘It’s my problem, I’ll sort it.’


‘If you walk out, I swear to God I’ll never talk to you again,’ Hayley warned.


Skye couldn’t help but grin when she saw the stern expression on Hayley’s face. ‘Don’t look at me like that,’ she teased. ‘You look like Mrs McCready.’


‘Well, if you did as you were told instead of arguing all the time I wouldn’t have to tell you off,’ Hayley retorted mock-sternly. Then, softening, she said, ‘Look, Skye, you’re my best mate and I want to help you, so just pass me the damn piggy bank. Or do I have to get it myself?’


‘Don’t you dare,’ Skye hissed, glancing at the door. ‘Your mum’ll kill me if she thinks I made you get out of bed.’


‘Get it, then.’


Skye did as she’d been told and lifted the heavy piggy bank off the shelf. Sure from the weight that it must be crammed with copper coins, her eyes widened when Hayley pulled the little plastic stopper out and, sticking two fingers inside, extracted a folded wad of notes.


‘Here.’ Hayley peeled off a twenty and held it out. ‘You don’t have to tell me what it’s for if you don’t want to.’


‘It’s for Janet,’ Skye admitted, gratefully taking it and slipping it into her bra. ‘She said I had to give it to her first thing, or else. I’ll pay you back as soon as I can – cross my heart.’


‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Hayley, a resigned edge to her voice as she added, ‘I won’t be spending it anytime soon stuck in here, will I?’


Skye frowned as she gazed down at her friend. ‘No, but you’ll be better soon. You’re always getting colds, you; you’ll fight it off in no time. Better had,’ she added, smiling now. ‘I’m getting fed up of walking to school on my own.’


Hayley smiled back, and gave a weak salute. ‘Okay, boss, I’ll do my best.’ Then, remembering something, she rolled over and reached into her bedside drawer. ‘Here.’ She took out a tiny square wrapped in tissue paper. ‘This is for you.’


‘What is it?’ Skye asked.


‘It’s your birthday on Monday,’ Hayley reminded her. ‘I was going to give it to you on the way to school, but it looks like I’m going to be off for another week, so I thought you’d best have it now.’


‘You didn’t have to get me anything,’ Skye murmured, touched that she’d remembered.


‘Open it,’ Hayley ordered, eager to see her reaction. ‘It’s only little, but I thought of you as soon as I saw it.’


Skye carefully unwrapped the tissue, and gasped when a delicate silver chain with a tiny angel hanging from it fell out onto her lap. ‘Oh, it’s gorgeous,’ she exclaimed, picking it up.


‘It’s your guardian angel.’ Hayley beamed. ‘Anytime you feel low, just touch her and make a wish and she’ll put everything right.’


‘That’s lovely,’ Skye said, unhooking the catch. ‘Here, put it on for me.’


Hayley reached up and fastened the necklace around Skye’s throat, and then watched as she went over to the dressing table to take a look in the mirror.


‘I love it,’ Skye murmured, gazing at it. ‘It’s the best present ever.’


The door opened just then, and Kathy walked in carrying a bottle and a spoon. ‘Sorry, you’ll have to go now,’ she said to Skye. ‘Hayley needs her medicine.’


‘I was just going,’ Skye told her. ‘Thanks for letting me see her. Can I come again tomorrow?’


‘We’ll see.’


‘I gave her the necklace,’ Hayley said. ‘Suits her, doesn’t it?’


Kathy nodded and smiled. She hadn’t been particularly pleased when Hayley had first struck up a friendship with Skye, because the girl was quite scruffy and seemed a bit rough around the edges. But since she’d learned a little about her home life, she felt sorry for her and was pleased if the necklace had given her a bit of joy.


‘Hurry up and get yourself home, pet,’ she said softly. ‘And no dawdling. It’s getting dark out there, and there are some funny people about.’


‘I’ll be careful,’ Skye promised. Then, turning back to the bed, she leaned down and hugged her friend, whispering, ‘Thanks, Hayls, you’re the best.’


When she stepped out of the house a few seconds later, the cold air hit Skye like a sledgehammer. Teeth already chattering, she zipped up her jacket and shoved her hands deep into her pockets before heading home. There had been a lovely smell of cooking in the air back at Hayley’s, and she hoped that her own mum had bothered to make dinner today – and, if so, that it would be something hot, for a change. She didn’t mind salad every now and then, but it was all they seemed to have lately, and she didn’t see why she should have to eat it just because her mum was on a diet. She wouldn’t have minded so much if her mum even needed to lose weight, but she was already too skinny. It was just another symptom of her illness, though: seeing herself as fat, when everyone else saw her as thin; thinking she was hot, when everyone else was freezing. Getting paranoid that everybody was talking about her, when no one had said a word. Crazy.


The house was in darkness when Skye let herself in, and she was disappointed not to smell food. ‘Mum?’ she called, looping her jacket over the newel post at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Are you in?’


When no answer came, she blew on her icy hands and walked down the hall to the living room. Hesitating in the doorway when she saw her mum’s silhouetted figure hunched at the far end of the couch, she said, ‘I thought you were out. Why are you sitting in the dark?’


‘Don’t turn the light on, I’ve got a headache.’ Andrea Benson’s voice sounded hoarse, as if she’d been crying.


‘Has something happened?’ Skye asked, immediately concerned. ‘Dad hasn’t hit you, has he?’


‘Stop shouting,’ Andrea said sharply. ‘You’ll wake the baby.’


‘What baby?’ Skye frowned. ‘We haven’t got a baby, Mum. It’s just me – remember?’


‘Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?’ spat Andrea. ‘Just because you can’t have one, you pretend that I haven’t got one. But you’re fooling no one, Linda Harris. Everyone knows your game.’


Skye’s legs began to tremble. Linda was her mum’s sister, and the two had fallen out years earlier when Linda had miscarried and accused Andrea of wishing it on her. If her mum now thought that she was Linda and there was a baby in the house, it could only mean that she was having a bad episode.


‘Mum, where are your tablets?’ Skye asked, taking a tentative step into the room. ‘Are they in your handbag? Shall I get them, then make you a nice cup of—’


She stopped talking when her foot hit something soft and heavy, and a rush of dread coursed through her when she looked down and saw the man-shaped figure on the floor.


‘Dad?’ she gasped. Then, hysteria rising into her throat, she stared at her mum and screamed, ‘What have you done?’
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Skye was in shock. She remembered having made the 999 call, but everything had happened so fast after that, it had been just a blur of flashing lights, uniforms, and people running in and out of the house.


The sound of her mum’s screams when the police had handcuffed her and thrown her into the back of a van was still echoing in Skye’s ears; but it was the sight of her dad lying on the floor that would haunt her for ever. She’d already known there was blood, because her hands and knees were crusted with it from when she’d kneeled down and tried to rouse him. But she hadn’t realised how much blood until one of the coppers had turned the light on. It had looked like a scene out of a horror film, and she couldn’t get the image out of her mind – even now, hours later.


The police had taken her to the station after carting her mum off, and she’d been made to wait there until somebody from Social Services came for her. Huddled in the back seat of the social worker’s car now, en route to the emergency foster home where they had arranged for her to spend the night, her heart was breaking. Nobody had told her anything, and she was convinced that her dad was going to die – if he hadn’t already; and it was tearing her apart to think that she might never see him again.


Desperate for it to be a bad dream, she kept digging her nails into her leg in an effort to wake herself. But it was no dream; it was a real living nightmare, and she knew that life was never going to be the same again.


‘Almost there,’ Val Dunn said, glancing at Skye in the rear-view mirror. ‘Are you okay?’


Skye clamped her teeth together and stared angrily out at the dark road. Every time she’d asked about her dad they had said they didn’t know anything yet, but she knew they were lying. They must know something, they just didn’t want to tell her because they thought she was a kid. And that really pissed her off, because she was almost fifteen and had a right to know what was happening with her own dad. But if they wouldn’t talk to her, then she was determined not to talk to them.


Val gazed at the girl for a few more seconds before turning her attention back to the road ahead. It would have been good to know what was going through her mind, but she had clammed up back at the station, so Val could only guess how she must be feeling. She was clearly scared, which was only to be expected under the circumstances because no child enjoyed being lifted from their home and handed over to strangers. She was also angry, Val sensed; frustrated that nobody was giving her the answers she wanted. But the truth was, they simply didn’t know anything yet. Skye’s father had been in surgery when Val arrived at the station, and the hospital still hadn’t reported back by the time she and Skye had left. She would call for an update in the morning and decide what to tell Skye depending on the news, but her priority right now was to get the child settled.


They drove on in silence for a while, and Skye didn’t raise her gaze until they began to slow down. She’d known they were some distance away from her home because of how long it had taken to get here, but when she looked out along the tree-lined avenue and saw all the big houses she felt sick. This was rich-people territory, and those who could afford to live here had to be really old and posh, so they were bound to look down their noses at her. In a way, she kind of hoped they did, because if they refused to let her into their house the social worker would be forced to take her home. And that was all she wanted right now: to go home, climb into bed, and pretend that none of this was happening.


When Val pulled onto the drive of a large detached house, a middle-aged couple came out onto the step. Skye cast a hooded glance at them from beneath her lashes and hated them on sight. Some lads she knew from school had spent time in care, and they had all said the same thing: that foster-parents were evil bastards who acted nice in front of social workers but turned nasty as soon as they were gone.


The woman of the couple came over to the car and opened the back door for Skye as Val climbed out from behind the wheel.


‘Hello, love, I’m Marie. You must be Skye?’


‘She’s exhausted,’ Val explained when Skye climbed out sulkily without answering. ‘Shall we go inside?’


‘Of course.’ Marie waved for Val to go ahead, and then placed a hand on Skye’s back to guide her in.


Skye recoiled from her touch and stumbled over the step, desperate to get away from her. Marie had a soft voice and smelled of washing powder and perfume – like Hayley’s mum. The reminder of home had brought a lump to Skye’s throat, and she swallowed hard to clear it.


The house had looked like a mansion to Skye from the outside, but it was surprisingly cosy on the inside. The carpets felt thick and plush underfoot, and the couches in the spacious living room were big and comfortable-looking. The walls were lined with pictures of smiling children, and she guessed they must be foster-kids who had stayed here, because there were far too many for them to be the couple’s own.


‘Sit down while I have a quick word with Marie and Dennis,’ Val said, gesturing towards the couches. ‘We won’t be long.’


Skye did as she’d been told and watched, resentfully, as the adults moved to the other end of the room and sat around a dining table. Unable to hear what they were saying, she angrily ground her teeth together. They didn’t even know her, so how dare they talk about her as if they knew what was best for her.


After briefing the couple, Val came back to Skye. ‘Right, I’m going to leave you to settle in,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a few meetings in the morning, but I should be free by lunchtime, so I’ll come back as soon as I’m done. Anything you’d like to ask before I go?’


When Skye carried on glaring down at the floor, Val sighed and glanced at her watch. This call-out had dragged on for far longer than she’d anticipated, and she desperately wanted to go home to her own children.


As his wife went to show the social worker out, Dennis Vaughn strolled over to Skye and smiled down at her. ‘Val says you haven’t eaten yet, so how about I whip up some of my world-famous cheese on toast?’


Skye folded her arms over her stomach when it growled. She was starving and would have loved some cheese on toast, but there was no way she was taking anything from this stranger.


‘You’re probably too tired to eat,’ Dennis said understandingly. ‘Come on; I’ll show you to your room.’


He walked towards the door and paused there, waiting for Skye to follow. When she didn’t, he said, ‘I know this must be tough, and you’re probably dying to go home, but everything will look brighter in the morning – I promise. And anything you want while you’re here, you only have to ask. Okay?’


Marie came back just then. When she saw how miserable Skye looked, she touched Dennis’s arm and whispered, ‘Go on up; I’ll see to her.’


When he’d gone, she went over to Skye and held out her hand. ‘Come on, love, you can’t sit here all night. Let’s get you up to bed.’


Her voice was so soft and kind that Skye had to bite down hard on her lip to stop herself from bursting into tears. The events of the day were really starting to take their toll on her and, as much as she didn’t want to be here, she was too tired to resist the lure of bed.


But she wasn’t about to let them think they had won. So, maintaining the frosty expression, she ignored Marie’s hand and stood up on her own.


Jeff Benson was struggling. The anaesthetic from his operation was wearing off fast, and he had a banging headache, while his body felt as if it had been trampled by a herd of elephants. The doctor who’d been to check on him a short time ago had told him he was lucky the knife hadn’t gone in a couple of millimetres deeper or he’d have been buggered. As it was, he had a nasty wound that would take a while to fully heal, and he’d be on antibiotics for some time to come in order to ward off infection. Yet, for the life of him, he still couldn’t remember what had happened.


Snapped from his muddled thoughts by the muffled sound of his mobile phone ringing, Jeff looked around and located it as coming from the pocket of his jacket draped over the back of the visitors’ chair. Conscious of the other patients who were sleeping around the dimly lit ward, he gingerly rolled over and tugged the chair closer to the bed. Queasy at the sight of the dried blood and the jagged tear where the knife had entered, he pulled the phone out of his pocket and pushed the jacket aside.


‘Where are you?’ The voice shot down his ear when he answered. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you for hours.’


‘I’m in hospital,’ Jeff said quietly, pressing the palm of his hand against his throbbing forehead.


‘Oh, God, are you okay? I’ve been hearing all sorts, but I didn’t know what to believe. Is it true you were stabbed?’


‘Yeah, but I can’t really talk right now,’ Jeff muttered, desperate to get off the phone before his head exploded. ‘Let me call you in the morning.’


‘Okay. But are you all right? Is there anything you need?’


‘No, I’m fine, but I’ve got to go. Speak tomorrow, yeah?’


Jeff cut the call and switched the phone off in case it rang again. His memory was starting to come back, and he closed his eyes as he recalled the argument he’d had with Andrea last night. It had been a nasty one, and he’d come really close to retaliating when she’d started throwing stuff at him. But he’d kept his cool and walked out, sure that she would have calmed down by the time he got home from work this afternoon. Unfortunately, she hadn’t, and here he was.


A soft touch on his shoulder made him jump, and he squinted up at the nurse who was standing over him.


‘Just checking you’re awake,’ she said quietly.


‘Yeah, but I wish I wasn’t,’ he moaned. ‘The doc said he was going to give me something for the pain, but he must have forgot. Don’t suppose you could chase it up for me, could you?’


‘I’ll check his notes and see what I can do,’ she promised. Then: ‘The police have been waiting to talk to you. Are you up to it, or shall I ask them to come back tomorrow?’


Jeff swallowed deeply and shook his head. ‘No, you can send them in. But don’t forget the tablets, will you?’


‘I’ll try not to.’ The nurse smiled.


Jeff groaned when two police officers walked up to his bed a couple of minutes later. He’d never met the first one before, but the second, PC Andy Jones, had attended several domestics at his place in the past, and he was one of the cuff-happiest coppers Jeff had ever come across.


‘Well, this is a turn-up.’ Jones peered down at him with a hint of a smirk on his lips. ‘I always knew one of you would end up in hospital, but I never guessed it’d be her putting you here.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Jeff stared coldly back at him.


‘Oh, here we go,’ Jones drawled. ‘Jackanory time.’


‘I’m PC Dean,’ the second officer introduced himself as he pulled a chair up to the bed. ‘We’d like to ask you a few questions, if that’s okay?’


‘Whatever,’ Jeff muttered.


‘Can you start by telling us what happened this afternoon?’


‘And don’t bother telling us it wasn’t her,’ Jones chipped in. ‘She’s already confessed.’


Dean shot a hooded look at his colleague, and said, ‘We just need to hear your account of what happened, sir – in your own words.’


Jeff’s mind whirred. It was a shock to hear that Andrea had confessed, but if Jones thought that Jeff was about to grass her up then the bastard was in for a long wait.


‘My wife’s ill,’ he said.


‘Are you saying that’s why she did it?’ Dean asked.


‘No, I’m saying that’ll be why she’s confessed. That’s if he’s telling the truth and she has.’ Jeff cast a scathing glance at Jones. ‘Wouldn’t put it past him to have beaten it out of her, knowing him. If he thinks you’re guilty, he’ll do anything to make it stick so he can up his arrest rate, him. Hasn’t worked out too well so far, though, has it?’ He directed this at Jones. ‘Still only a plod, after all this time.’


Unfazed, Jones’s smirk widened. ‘I’m fine where I am, mate; gives me a chance to keep the druggies and dealers in line. And the wife-beaters,’ he added pointedly.


‘Okay, let’s just get back to this, shall we?’ Dean cut in. ‘Are you saying that your wife didn’t stab you, Mr Benson?’


‘Course she didn’t,’ Jeff lied. ‘She wouldn’t hurt a fly.’


‘Whatever!’ Jones scoffed.


‘Then can you explain why she would say that she did?’ Dean persisted.


‘The only reason I can think of is if he was the one who questioned her,’ said Jeff. ‘’Cos if he did, he’ll have put the fear of God into her.’


‘And why would I do that?’ Jones drawled.


‘Because you get off on it,’ Jeff shot back. ‘I’ve been on the receiving end, don’t forget; I know how you operate.’


No longer in the mood for playing games, Jones dropped the smirk and looked Jeff square in the eye. ‘Look, Benson, we haven’t got time for this, so quit the bullshit and let’s get real, eh? We know she did it. She’s admitted it, and she still had the knife in her hand when we got there.’


‘So why are you bothering to question me?’ Jeff challenged him. ‘Why haven’t you charged her already if you’re so sure she did it?’


‘It doesn’t work like that,’ Dean interjected. ‘There has to be proof; preferably a witness statement. Your daughter was the one who found you and called us, but she arrived home after the incident, so that’s why we need your account.’


‘Okay, fine,’ said Jeff, thinking on his feet. ‘I got jumped in the alley on my way home from work. I heard them running up behind me, but they got me before I could turn round, so I didn’t see who it was. I just know it was a bloke. Maybe more than one, I’m not sure.’ He shrugged.


‘What a crock!’ Jones sneered.


‘It’s the truth,’ Jeff said evenly. ‘And I don’t give a toss if you believe it; that’s what happened.’


‘So, let’s get this right,’ said Jones. ‘You were coming home from work, and someone jumped you and stabbed you. But they didn’t take your wallet, or your phone?’ His gaze flicked to the mobile that Jeff had placed on the bedside cabinet. ‘They just stabbed you for the hell of it, then legged it. And you somehow managed to drag yourself into the house, without losing a single drop of blood along the way?’


‘I guess so.’ Jeff held his gaze.


‘So how come there’s a shitload of blood on the carpet in your place?’ Jones demanded. ‘And how come your missus was covered in it, and she was still holding the knife?’


‘She must have pulled it out of my back when I went in, then freaked out when she saw the blood,’ Jeff lied. ‘Like I just told your mate, she’s ill, and something like that would tip her over the edge.’ He turned back to Dean now, and said, ‘I hope she’s getting help and you haven’t just chucked her in a cell, ’cos that’d kill her. She needs her tablets.’


‘She was being assessed by the on-call doctor when we left the station,’ Dean assured him. Then, rising to his feet, he put his notepad back in his pocket. ‘I think we’ll leave it at that for tonight, sir. We’ll need to speak to you again at some point, but if there’s anything you want to tell us in the meantime, just give us a call.’


Jeff nodded. ‘Thanks, lad; will do.’


Jones stood up and peered down at Jeff with unconcealed disgust. ‘You’re an idiot,’ he said bluntly. ‘She nearly killed you, and if you let her get away with it, what’s to stop her from finishing the job next time you have a scrap?’


‘I’ve already told you it wasn’t her,’ Jeff replied coolly.


‘And we both know you’re lying,’ spat Jones. ‘What about that kid of yours?’ he said then. ‘How do you think she must have felt finding you like that? The poor girl’s so traumatised she hasn’t spoken to anyone since we picked her up. And what if it’s her who cops for it next time? You thought about that?’


Teeth tightly gritted, Jeff said, ‘Andrea would never hurt Skye. Just like she didn’t do this to me.’


Furious, Jones brought his face down close to Jeff’s and hissed, ‘You and your missus can carry on kicking the shit out of each other until one of you ends up in the morgue, for all I care. But if anything happens to that girl because you’ve let her mam get away with this, I’ll be blaming you. Are we clear on that?’


‘He’s threatening me,’ Jeff said loudly to Dean.


‘Andy, leave it,’ Dean ordered, glancing around to see if anyone was listening. ‘Let’s go.’


Jones backed away from the bed, but he flashed Jeff one last look of disgust before following Dean off the ward.


Jeff flopped back against the pillow when they had gone and closed his eyes. Jones was a cunt, and Jeff hated him with a passion, but he couldn’t deny what the man had said. Andrea had almost done for him this time, and there was no telling what might happen if they got into that same situation again and Skye happened to get in the way. His wife was manageable when she took her medication, but she couldn’t be trusted to take it as regularly as she was supposed to – and Jeff didn’t always see the warning signs before she flipped. And she must have flipped big time to have stuck that knife in his back.


He still couldn’t let her go down for it, though. She needed help, not punishment. And he was as guilty as she was, in some respects, because he should never have argued with her when he knew she was on the edge. It was just so damn hard not to retaliate when she got in his face. She had a way of getting under his skin like nobody else ever had, and he wasn’t saint enough to back down when she provoked him.


Still, the police couldn’t charge Andrea if he stuck to his story about being jumped in the alley. Jones didn’t believe him, but that was his problem. And Skye couldn’t drop them in it, because she hadn’t seen anything, so Andrea was in the clear.


But this was the last time Jeff was bailing her out. When she came home, she was going to stay on her tablets no matter what. And the first time she missed one, he was out of there – for good, this time.
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Skye had fallen asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. When she woke the next morning, she momentarily forgot what had happened and stretched her arms above her head. But, when she heard the chimes of a doorbell in the hallway below, her eyes popped open and she sat bolt upright and gazed around the unfamiliar room in confusion. A tap at the door a few seconds later, followed by the sight of Marie Vaughn’s smiling face, brought everything back in an unwelcome flash.


‘Morning, love,’ Marie said cheerily. ‘Val had a cancellation, so she managed to get here a bit earlier than planned. I washed your things after you fell asleep.’ She nodded towards a wicker chair in the corner of the room, upon which, Skye saw from the corner of her eye, her clothes were neatly folded. ‘Why don’t you go and have a wash, then get dressed and join us in the kitchen? The bathroom is two doors down. I’ve left a new toothbrush on the sink, and a fresh towel on the rail. Okay?’


Skye didn’t answer, so Marie took the hint and retreated from the room. As soon as the door was closed, she jumped out of bed and quickly got dressed.


Val and Marie were talking quietly over a cup of tea at the kitchen table when Skye went downstairs. Dennis was nowhere in sight, but she could hear him moving around in the room above and guessed that he must have decided to leave the women to it.


‘Morning.’ Val smiled and gestured for her to take a seat. ‘How are you feeling today?’


‘All right,’ Skye muttered, breaking her pledge not to speak to any of them in her desperation to know if there was any news about her dad. ‘Have you heard from the hospital yet?’


‘Yes, and you’ll be pleased to know that your father’s operation went very well.’


‘Does that mean I can go home now?’


‘Not just yet.’


Skye’s heart had leapt at the news that her dad was okay, but it plummeted now and tears of despair sprang into her eyes. ‘Why not? I don’t want to stay here again.’


‘You won’t have to,’ Val told her. ‘This was an emergency placement, so I’ve made arrangements for you to go to a nice children’s home until we can find somewhere more permanent.’


‘No.’ Skye shook her head. ‘I want to go home.’


‘I’m afraid that’s not an option,’ said Val. ‘We’ve no idea how long your dad will be in hospital, and your mum’s clearly not well enough to look after you.’


‘She’ll be okay if she gets back on her tablets,’ Skye insisted. ‘She always gets better really fast when they kick in. Anyway, I’m nearly fifteen; I can look after myself.’


‘No, you can’t,’ Val said firmly. Then, sighing softly, she said, ‘Look, I know this isn’t what you hoped to hear, but this isn’t the first time concerns have been raised about your welfare, and we have a duty to protect you.’


‘I don’t need protecting.’


‘You may not think so, but we do.’


‘You don’t even know me.’ Skye glowered.


‘We’ve known of you for a while,’ Val said. ‘And we’ve spoken with your parents several times in the past. Unfortunately,’ she went on, trying not to make it sound as if she were criticising the Bensons when, in truth, the couple had done everything in their power to prevent Social Services from gaining entry to their home, ‘we weren’t able to establish a true picture of the situation on those occasions, so we couldn’t make an accurate assessment of your needs. But after what happened last night, it’s clear that you’re at risk, and we’re—’
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