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        There is a condition worse than blindness, and that is seeing something that isn’t there.

        
          THOMAS HARDY
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      One road in, one road out. Broadchurch isn’t on the way to anywhere and you don’t go there by accident.

      This sleepy coastal town is preparing to wake up for the summer season, but tonight nothing stirs. It is the crisp, clean night that follows a hot, cloudless day. There is a full moon and stars prickle the sky. Waves drag and crash as the petrol-black sea retreats from the beach. The Jurassic cliffs above glow amber, as though still radiating the heat they absorbed during the day.

      On the deserted High Street, few shops bother to keep their lights on overnight. A single page of newsprint – yesterday’s news – tumbles noiselessly down the middle of the road. The Broadchurch Echo headquarters and the neighbouring tourist office are in shadow, save for the occasional blink of computer equipment on standby.

      In the harbour, boats bob and masts clank in the shadows. Overlooking the cobbles and jetties is the modern police station, its round steel keep clad in blond wood. The blue light outside flickers. Even a sleepy town keeps one eye open at night.

      The church on the hill is unlit, the rich jewel colours of its stained-glass windows dulled to a uniform satin black. A weathered poster reading LOVE THY NEIGHBOUR AS THYSELF flaps uselessly from the parish noticeboard.

      At the other end of town, the Latimer house is in darkness too. Their semi in Spring Close is like all the others on their estate; their estate is like all the others in the country. Moonlight shines through eleven-year-old Danny’s half-open bedroom window, silvering posters, toys and an empty single bed. The side gate is ajar and the latch bangs slightly in the breeze but the sound does not wake his parents Beth and Mark, who sleep back-to-back underneath a BHS duvet. A bedside clock ticks off the seconds. It is 3.16 in the morning.

      Danny is a mile and a half away, shivering in his thin grey T-shirt and black jeans. He is sixty feet above the sea, his toes inches from the cliff edge. A sharp gust whips his hair into little needles that jab at his face. Tears chase blood down his cheeks and the wind rips the cries from his lips. Below him is a sheer drop. He is afraid to look down. He is even more afraid to look back.

      The sea breeze snakes through the town until it reaches his home and bangs the latch more insistently. Beth and Mark sleep on. The bedside clock jumps to 3.19, then stops.

      On the clifftop, Danny closes his eyes.

      One road in, one road out. Tonight, no engine fills the silence and the sweep of the coast road is unbroken by headlights. Nobody comes in to Broadchurch and nobody leaves.
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      Beth Latimer jerks upright in bed. This is the way she used to wake up when her children were babies, some sixth sense flooding her veins with adrenalin and shaking her wide awake seconds before they started to cry. But her children aren’t babies any more, and no one is crying. She has overslept, that’s all. The space beside her is empty and the bedside clock is dead. She gropes for her watch. It’s gone eight.

      The others are awake: she can hear them downstairs. She’s in and out of the shower in under a minute. A glance out of the window tells her it’s going to be another hot one, and she pulls on a red sundress. You’re not supposed to wear red with auburn hair, but she loves this dress; it’s cool, comfortable and flattering too, showing off the flat (for now, at least) belly that is one of the few benefits of having kids so young. It still smells vaguely of last year’s sun lotion.

      Passing Danny’s bedroom, she notices with a shock that he has made his bed. The Manchester City duvet cover that his dad hates so much – he has taken Danny’s sudden defection from Bournemouth FC as a terrible betrayal – is smooth and straight. She can hardly believe it; eleven years of nagging have finally paid off. She wonders fondly what he wants. Probably that smartphone that his paper-round wages won’t quite stretch to.

      She can tell by the trail of destruction in the kitchen that Mark is making himself lunch. The fridge door hangs open. The milk is on the counter, lid off, and the knife is sticking out of the butter.

      ‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ she asks him.

      ‘I did,’ he grins. He hasn’t shaved; she likes him this way and he knows it. ‘You told me to piss off.’

      ‘I don’t remember,’ says Beth, although it sounds like her MO. She drops a teabag into a mug, knowing even as she does that she won’t have time to finish drinking it. A jumping electric pulse snags her attention; the clock on the oven is flashing zeros. Same with the microwave. The radio is stuck on 3.19.

      ‘All the clocks have stopped,’ she says. ‘In the whole house.’

      ‘Probably just a fuse or something,’ says Mark, wrapping his sandwich. He hasn’t made anything for Beth, but she wouldn’t have time to eat it anyway.

      Chloe is eating cereal and flicking through a magazine. ‘Mum, I’ve got a temperature,’ she says.

      ‘No, you haven’t,’ says Beth, without bothering to check.

      ‘I’m. Not. Going,’ Chloe whinges, but her hair, an immaculate blonde plait, and the perfectly applied make-up tell Beth that she knew this battle was a losing one from the off. You can’t kid a kidder. She remembers herself at this age – exactly this age, almost to the day – missing school to meet Mark. There’s no way she’s letting history repeat itself.

      Before Chloe can come up with a counter-argument, Beth’s mum bustles through the back door, calling hellos and carrying a bowlful of eggs. She sets it down on the worktop next to – oh, for God’s sake, thinks Beth – Danny’s lunchbox. It’s not like him to forget his packed lunch. Perhaps the effort of making his bed was too much for him. She’ll have to drop it off on her way into work. Like she’s not going to be late enough already.

      ‘Love you zillions, babe,’ says Mark, kissing Chloe on the top of her head. It must be the millionth – the zillionth? – time Chloe has heard this family phrase, and she rolls her eyes, but when Mark turns to leave and she thinks no one is looking, she allows herself a small, secret smile. Then she tries on the temperature trick with her grandmother, who puts her hand on Chloe’s smooth brow, but it’s just for show. Liz has been through all this twice now and is even less likely to fall for it than Beth.

      Mark’s out of the door, to catch his usual lift with Nigel, and his goodbye kiss is quick. He tastes of tea and cereal.

      ‘Did you see Danny?’ Beth shouts at his back.

      ‘He’d already gone!’ he throws over his shoulder. ‘I’m late!’

      He leaves Beth standing in the kitchen, Danny’s lunchbox in her hand.

       

      Detective Sergeant Ellie Miller’s work suit feels weird and stiff after three weeks in a bikini and sarong, but they’ve brought the Florida sunshine back home with them. Broadchurch High Street shimmers in the early morning haze and everyone’s in a good mood. The sky is cloudless and people are feeling brave enough to put out signs and set up stalls in the street.

      She’s glad to be back, and not only because she knows that good news awaits her in the station. It feels right to be here, to be home again. This is Ellie’s street, her old beat, although it’s a long time since she’s been in uniform.

      She pushes Fred in the buggy, a bag of duty-free goodies for the gang slung over one handle. At the end of the road, she’ll hand the buggy over to Joe, who’ll walk Tom the rest of the way to school. For now, Joe has Tom in a loose headlock and they’re both laughing. They are reflected, Ellie and her boys, in the plate-glass window of the tourist office. Her sons are so different; Fred’s got her dark curly hair while Tom’s got choirboy looks. His blond hair is just like Joe’s was before his hairline started to recede and he did the dignified thing and buzzed it all off.

      It’s one of those rare, unplanned moments when she sees her little family from the outside and recognises happiness, captured as in an unposed snapshot. She knows she’s lucky. She refocuses her gaze to look through the window and nod a hello to Beth, but she’s not at her desk yet.

      Mark’s there, though, at the other end of the High Street, plumber’s bag over his shoulder, charming his way down the street. Ellie watches him flirt with a couple of girls in summer dresses and then Becca from the hotel, and trade banter with Paul, the vicar who’s younger than she is. Mark almost bumps into a jowly, unsmiling woman whom Ellie doesn’t know – a tourist? Doesn’t look like it – out walking her dog. She alone seems impervious to the Latimer charm.

      Tom opens his mouth to frame a question. ‘No,’ says Ellie, before he can make his usual request for a dog.

      When their paths cross, Mark wishes Tom good luck for sports day and he beams.

      ‘We should get the lads together,’ says Joe.

      ‘Good idea,’ says Mark, without breaking his stride. ‘I’ll text you later.’

      Ellie takes comfort from this small exchange. She and Joe both know that their set-up works – that it plays to both their strengths for her to be the breadwinner while he stays at home with Fred – but she still worries. She worries that people might think Joe is emasculated. She worries that he might become emasculated. So while the other wives are on the phone begging their husbands to come home in time to put the kids to bed, she’s virtually throwing Joe out of the house and into the pub.

      ‘Look!’ says Tom, pointing across the street at a familiar figure with cherry-red hair. ‘It’s Auntie Lucy!’ He lifts his arm to wave but Ellie pulls it down by the wrist. Three weeks have done nothing to take the edge off her anger at her sister. Lucy’s lies and excuses have no place on a morning like this. Ellie glances back: Lucy hasn’t seen them. Her eyes are on the pavement and she’s dragging her hairdresser’s kit behind her in a wheeled suitcase, probably off to give some old dears their weekly shampoo and set. Ellie hopes they’ve locked up their valuables. The last thing she wants is to nick her own sister.

      Tom pulls his arm away and rubs it, hurt and confused.

      ‘Sorry, darling,’ says Ellie. ‘We don’t want to be late.’ It’s true: they’re in enough trouble as it is for taking Tom out of school in term time. They don’t want to give the head even more ammunition against them.

      Nigel Carter pulls up in the blue van with Mark Latimer Plumbing in white letters on the paintwork.

      ‘You’re late!’ says Mark, swinging himself up into the passenger seat. Ellie lip-reads Nige say something about the traffic and then they both laugh. Whatever it is that Nige says next clouds Mark’s expression. He snaps at Nige, wiping the smile off his face, like he’s been put in his place, although Mark’s not the kind of boss to bully or pull rank.

       

      If her suit feels strange, the station feels stranger. The strip lighting inside is a harsh neon shock after weeks basking in real sunshine. She still can’t get used to this building with its curved corridors of polished concrete. It’s clean and comfortable and all that, but it’s just not very Broadchurch.

      Wolf whistles and clapping herald her return, turning to gasps of appreciation as they realise that she has come bearing gifts. No one is left out and everyone seems pleased with their souvenirs. She knows her team all too well. Just as she’s settling in for the gossip, Chief Superintendent Jenkinson calls her in for a word. Ellie, knowing what this is all about, can’t resist grinning at her team on the way in.

      Jenkinson isn’t grinning, but then that’s not her style. While Ellie’s already sweaty and frizzy from the walk into work, the Chief Super is her usual pristine self, her short blonde hair sleek, her shirt and cravat crisp. A bubble of anticipation swells inside Ellie. But instead of the expected congratulations, Jenkinson drops a bomb:

      ‘We’ve given the job to someone else.’

      The bubble bursts and Ellie feels the smile slide down her face.

      ‘The situation changed. I know it’s a disappointment.’

      Disappointment doesn’t begin to cover it. The tears press behind Ellie’s eyes but there’s anger too and that gives her voice attack. ‘You said it would wait till I got back from leave,’ she says, her post-holiday high well and truly punctured. ‘You said I was a shoo-in! That’s why I took three weeks. Who got it?’

      ‘DI Alec Hardy. He started last week.’ The name rings a distant bell but it’s his sex that really annoys Ellie. ‘A man! What happened to “This area needs a female DI”, what happened to “You’ve got my backing”?’

      Is it Ellie’s imagination or does Jenkinson look shamefaced? It’s gone before she can pin it down. ‘Alec Hardy has a lot of experience…’

      And then Ellie knows how she knows that name. Every police officer in the country knows that name. Christ, to be passed over at all, to be passed over for a bloke, but him?

      She holds it together until she gets to the toilet, sits on the closed seat and slides the bolt across the door. She’s actually shaking with rage, her feet doing a little tap dance to expel the nervous energy. She calls home and cries hot, angry tears down the phone to Joe. He feels it as bitterly as she does. This was his promotion as much as hers; they’d already mentally spent her pay rise on finishing the house. ‘Shall I just clear out my desk and go?’ she asks him, and although they both know she doesn’t mean it, it feels good to vent. She’s gearing up to tell him about the salt in the wound – he won’t believe it when he hears who got the job – when there’s a knock on the cubicle door. Can’t she even rant in peace?

      ‘I’m in here!’ She throws the full force of her frustration behind her words.

      ‘Ellie?’ It’s one of the female PCs. ‘You’ve got a shout.’
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      Two miles down the coast, a man stares at the dissolving blue horizon. His rumpled suit hangs off his wiry frame; his top button is undone beneath his tie. A barbed-wire fence, rows of tiny devil’s horns, has been severed between two posts. It’s a clean and confident cut, done with a (professional?) tool.

      With the fence breached, nothing stands between him and a seventy-foot drop. He could look over the edge, but he doesn’t want to get too close and tempt the vertigo.

      ‘You want to see this or not?’ says the farmer.

      Reluctantly, Detective Inspector Alec Hardy turns towards the crime scene, although it hardly seems to warrant the term. ‘Siphoned the whole bloody tank,’ says the farmer, pointing at the fuel cap that dangles open. Bob Daniels, the PC who called it in, shakes his head in commiseration and Hardy sighs inwardly. Is this the best use this force can make of a detective inspector? What next? Calling out a chief super for a cat stuck up a tree? He knows he wanted a change of pace after Sandbrook, but this is ridiculous.

      ‘We’ll be in touch,’ says Hardy, turning back to the squad car, even as the farmer starts asking why they haven’t got forensics involved.

      ‘You called me at seven in the morning, for that?’ he says to Bob when the farmer’s out of earshot.

      ‘Too good for it, are you?’ sneers Bob. Hardy doesn’t rise to the bait. It’s not the first little dig his new team have made and it won’t be the last. They resent the way he was brought in from outside. And of course, his history goes before him. Then Bob’s tone changes. ‘Just got a call. Coastguard reported something down by the shore.’

       

      By the time Beth gets into school, sports day is in full swing and the playing field is alive with children wearing PE kits in house colours. The starting pistol goes off and the Year 3 sack race begins. It’s hot – the teachers are walking around handing out water – and the colours are vivid. Beth scans the green for Danny. She can usually pick him out in a crowd within seconds. It’s not so much the look of him as the way he moves that catches her eye. His pre-teen spideriness has recently given way to a rolling swagger that’s pure Mark. Where is he? She squints into the sunshine and recognises Danny’s teacher, Miss Sherez. A row of parents clap and cheer on a bench beside her. Beth marches towards it, lunchbox in hand.

      She’s distracted for a moment by Olly Stevens. He’s there in his capacity as reporter for the Echo, persuading egg-and-spoon racers to strike a Usain Bolt pose for a photograph. Olly’s been doing the job for over a year now and makes no secret of his ambitions to write for the nationals, but Beth still can’t quite take him seriously as a journalist. Perhaps it’s because she’s known him since he was a teenager and always gets a shock when she sees him in a shirt and tie rather than his South Wessex Secondary uniform. She watches him swap his phone for an old-fashioned notebook and pen as he takes their names and ages.

      Beth has barely sat down when Miss Sherez says, ‘No Danny?’

      Beth’s cheeks burn. Please don’t say he’s bunking off. ‘I thought he was here,’ she says. Miss Sherez’s face creases with concern.

      ‘No, we haven’t seen him since yesterday.’ Neither have we, thinks Beth and her mind’s eye presents her with two sharp images: the perfectly made bed and the lunchbox on the worktop.

      Her pulse doubles its pace as the first cold trickle of panic begins.

      She tells herself to stay calm, that it’s probably nothing, but her fingers slip on the keypad when she pulls up Danny’s number on her phone. Even as it goes straight to voicemail she resolves to keep it breezy because she doesn’t want him to think he’s in trouble, although if she finds out he’s bunking off, God help her, she’ll – ‘Danny, it’s Mum,’ she says after the beep. ‘So you’re not at school, can you give me a call straight away, sweetheart, just want to know where you are.’

      But even while she’s talking her mind is running ahead of her and her next call, one second after ringing off, is to Jack Marshall at the paper shop to check that Danny did his round earlier in the morning. Jack tells her that Danny didn’t turn up. He didn’t call. This has never happened before. Beth cannot conceive a situation that would make Danny miss his paper round.

      She keeps the next call short to free up the line for Danny. ‘Mark, it’s me, ring me now.’

      And then what? She has tasted a diluted version of this quicksand terror before. All mothers have, when a little hand slips from yours in the supermarket or at the funfair. It’s the speed of it that gets you; the way everything goes from happiness to hell in the gap between two heartbeats. Your breathing grows fast and shallow and your heartbeat speeds to a whirr and then a few seconds later they appear and you hug them tight enough to crush them, before holding them at arm’s length and giving them a telling-off they’ll never forget. The panic drains away as quickly as it arrived but you still feel its after-effects hours later, the flash-flood of adrenalin and the terror of ‘what if’.

      Beth tries to slow her breathing. She needs to keep a clear head.

      She sees Danny’s best friend, Tom Miller, with a plastic medal around his neck. She forces herself to walk, not run, towards him, to speak, not shout.

      ‘Danny didn’t say he was going anywhere this morning, did he, Tom? It’s all right. He’s not in trouble.’ Tom shakes his head and Beth has no reason not to believe him. With a calmness she doesn’t feel inside, she asks Miss Sherez to call her if Danny shows up. She starts to retrace her steps; she can feel the teacher’s eyes boring into her back.

      From the corner of her eye she can see Olly Stevens watching her, his antennae twitching. She spins uselessly around on the grass and sweeps the field one more time, but panic is making her half-blind and her gut tells her Danny’s not here. Where then? In town? On the beach? She runs to her car and fumbles for her keys.

      The road into Broadchurch shimmers in the heat. Exhaust fumes mix with the haze, making number plates blur. Beth’s phone is on the passenger seat beside her. She keeps checking it, refreshing it, checking the volume, and the signal. It’s still term time but the traffic is gridlocked, like August bank holiday in a heatwave. Horns toot in frustration. A few years ago there was talk of widening the road or building a bypass. Beth’s was one of the voices of opposition, but now she regrets it. Let them pave over the whole fucking countryside if it gets her into town quicker.

      Nobody likes traffic jams but Beth really hates them. She has nightmares about them. She can’t bear being confined at the best of times, let alone now, when she needs motion, action. She feels as though she’s in a sealed glass box that is quickly filling with cold water. She can’t breathe. She lasts maybe five seconds before she has to throw open the door and escape. She asks the woman in the car in front what’s going on.

      ‘Someone said the police are at the beach,’ she says. ‘Might’ve found a body.’

      Body. Police. Beach. Body. Police. Beach.

      Danny. 

      Beth has the feeling of all her blood plummeting through her body, landing with an electric shock at her toes. Leaving the key in the ignition and the radio on, she runs. A police van overtakes her, going the wrong way down the dual carriageway, the pitch of its siren shifting in a Doppler effect as it passes. Beth just has time to read the side: Forensic Investigations. She lengthens her stride. She feels that she could outrun it.
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      Hardy hates walking on the beach. You never know where you are with sand. It shifts and tricks you, slows you down. And this beach, of all beaches, still seems to hate him as much as he hates it, coarse sand sucking at his feet.

      The uniforms are just about holding back a growing crowd of early-morning rubberneckers, beach mats rolled up in their bags. There’s a helicopter overhead: its blades drown out their murmurs. Hardy watches a PC unspool a line of crime scene tape but that’s all until he rounds the promontory and there on the shore is —

      The world seems to tilt on its axis and Hardy grabs uselessly at the air for support.

      The tape forms a three-sided square that frames a little boy’s body. He lies face down in the sand, one cheek visible. He’s wearing jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, blue trainers with a yellow flash. His brown hair is damp and matted.

      Hardy feels in his pocket for the pills – he learned to swallow them dry a long time ago – and remembers too late that they’re on the bedside table in his hotel room. He breathes evenly, the way he’s been taught to, and the panic attack begins to subside. ‘Don’t do this to me,’ he says under his breath. He wants to close his eyes, lie down and go to sleep, but his training kicks in and somehow he keeps putting one foot in front of the other. ‘Come on,’ he says, and forces himself to take in every detail of the scene that’s too much to bear. He looks up at the cliff, the grass fringe at the top, the sheer golden face and the rocks that surround the body. He tries to picture the trajectory.

      ‘Oh God,’ says a female voice behind him. ‘No, no, no —’

      There’s a mumsy woman in a suit with mad curly hair staggering towards him. Automatically Hardy puts himself between her and the body as he tries to guess who she might be. Is she the kid’s mother? How the hell did she get past the tape? Bob’ll get it in the neck for this.

      ‘I know him, he lives here, he has tea at my house, he’s my boy’s best friend,’ she’s saying.

      A mother but not the mother. And she’s given them an ID. They need to calm her down, get the facts from her. Hardy orders her off the beach, but with shaking hands she pulls a police badge from her handbag. He gets her name and rank in a flash but it takes him a further moment to absorb that this tearful woman is job.

      ‘Oh God – Beth, does Beth know?’

      ‘Calm down, DS Miller,’ says Hardy, although he finds that her hysteria is fuelling his own calm. The more out of control she becomes, the more professional he feels.

      ‘No, you don’t understand – I know that boy – Oh God, Danny.’

      ‘Shut it off,’ snaps Hardy. ‘Be professional. You’re working a case now.’

      ‘Shut it off?’ Miller looks stricken and he knows how he’s coming across, but it’s either this or a slap to the face. It works. She stops crying.

      ‘Alec Hardy,’ he offers her his hand.

      ‘I know. You’ve got my job,’ she says.

      ‘Really?’ says Hardy. ‘You want to do that now?’ Behind his bluntness, he’s encouraged. At least now she’s talking like a copper. It doesn’t last long.

      ‘You don’t even know who he is,’ Miller accuses, like it’s Hardy’s fault for not growing up in this one-horse town, like it’s bad policing not to be on first-name terms with all the locals after one week.

      ‘Tell me!’ he shouts over the crashing surf.

      ‘Danny, Daniel Latimer.’ Hardy hears the full name for the first time and knows that within hours it will have a terrible celebrity attached to it. ‘Eleven years old. Goes to school with my son Tom. Family lives here, Dad’s a local plumber.’

      ‘Is this a suicide spot?’

      ‘He wouldn’t do that.’

      Christ, he’s got his work cut out with this one. No wonder he got the job if this was his competition.

      ‘Answer the question.’

      ‘No. There are other spots, one about three miles west, another inland.’ She’s on the defensive again. ‘He’s not that sort of kid.’

      Hardy’s heard enough from DS Miller and tells her to find out where the scene of crime officers are. Something about the neat way the boy has fallen doesn’t make sense and he needs Forensics to capture what he can see. There’s a cigarette butt by his feet that needs bagging up. No way he’s letting evidence get away this time, not if he has to pick through every grain of sand on this beach himself.

      As Miller makes the call, he wonders whether her relationship to the dead boy will make her an asset to the investigation or a liability.

      The tide inches closer.

       

      Beth is a runner but she has never moved like this. Her flimsy pumps hit the ground without absorbing the shock but she doesn’t register the jarring in her joints. She clears the High Street in seconds flat and rounds the bend into the harbour. People huddle in groups of three and four, whispering and nodding towards the beach. Only Jack Marshall is on his own, standing sad sentry outside his shop.

      Beth has no time to process this. She keeps moving, powered by a formidable internal force. She’s breathing heavily but there seems to be an endless supply of energy. Her world has shrunk to this: the need to get to the beach and confirm that whatever they have found there is not Danny so that she can get on with looking for him. All the while, the freezing cold water of fear rises around her, lapping at her chin.

      Squad cars and vans crowd the seafront car park. Their primary yellow-and-blue livery looks garish and wrong against the soft blues and golds of the coast. Beth is forced to calm her pace as she slaloms through manoeuvring cars, elbows the bucket-and-spade brigade out of her way and then she’s on the beach. The sand threatens to slow her down so she kicks off her shoes, snatches them up and carries them. It’s coarse beneath her feet. At the foot of the cliff, police tape flutters white and blue in the breeze. The officers on duty are trying to persuade the gawkers that there’s nothing to see. It’s easy for Beth to dodge to one side and slip under the cordon.

      Halfway to the horizon a dark dash breaks the sand. If she hadn’t been told that it was a body, would she know what it was? A few steps closer and she sees that it’s too small to be a man, but it could be a woman. The nightmare reels her in and she keeps going.

      A familiar silhouette steps between Beth and… it, and Ellie turns slowly towards her. Beth recoils for a second because something is horribly wrong with Ellie’s face. She looks like she’s had a stroke. When she sees Beth it gets worse.

      ‘Beth!’ she says, running towards her. ‘Get off the beach!’

      ‘What is it?’ says Beth. ‘What’ve you found?’ She’s giving Ellie one last chance to tell her that everything’s OK.

      Ellie blocks her. ‘You can’t be here.’ Beth almost wants to laugh. This is her beach as much as anyone’s. How dare they tell her where she can and can’t be? She keeps putting one foot in front of the other. She’s fitter than Ellie and it’s easy to give her the slip. The police behind her are close enough now that she can see their long shadows chasing hers across the rippled sand but still she keeps going, running towards the heart of her nightmare and then she sees the same too-bright colours flash before her again. Blue suede with a yellow flash. Danny’s shoes, shoes that she bought herself, are not quite covered by the makeshift shroud. What is left of Beth’s controlled facade crumbles to powder.

      ‘Those are Danny’s trainers!’ Her voices bounces off the cliffs. ‘Those are Danny’s trainers!’

      She repeats this phrase over and over even as the police catch up with her and grip her upper arms. The black-and-white police uniforms flash in and out of focus. Sounds and voices come and go. Beth bucks and flexes but she can’t escape them. She can’t leave him there with his feet sticking out like that. He gets cold feet when he’s asleep. She needs to tuck him in properly. She twists her body one last time in a futile effort to break free. As they drag her away, her heels carve gullies in the sand.

      The rising tide of panic closes over Beth’s head. The horror rushes like dirty water into her lungs. It floods her heart. She doesn’t care if she drowns. She would welcome it.
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      The Broadchurch Echo newsroom is in its customary state of chaos. The paperless office is but a dream here, desks buried under reams of loose pages. The sleek new monitors on the desks are attached to a creaking computer system that hasn’t been properly upgraded for years. Here comes Maggie Radcliffe, the editor: she’s never been upgraded either. She’s been in local news since cut-and-paste meant scissors and glue, and smoking at your desk was de rigueur. Now, an electronic cigarette twirls between her fingers as she squints at an Excel spreadsheet of falling revenues.

      Olly Stevens, Maggie’s latest protégé, comes in, dark hair tousled in a way that only the very young can get away with. He’s looking pleased with himself. ‘Reg didn’t make it,’ says Olly, referring to the veteran photographer who spends more time in the Red Lion these days than behind his lens. But Maggie still uses him; she sees him in the supermarket every weekend, and they look after their own in Broadchurch. ‘So I did it myself with my camera phone.’ Olly transfers the pictures of Tom Miller wearing his ‘gold’ medal with pride from his phone to the screen on his computer. There’s enough here for a double-page spread.

      ‘Aw, look at their little faces!’ says Maggie. ‘You’ve almost got an eye.’

      She’s still looking over Olly’s shoulder when an email beeps its way into his inbox. ‘Oh my God,’ he says, fingers hovering over the mouse. ‘Daily Mail. My application.’

      ‘Open it!’ says Maggie.

      He processes what’s on screen in half a second and his face falls. ‘Bastards.’

      ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ she soothes. ‘There’s plenty of other newspapers.’

      ‘I’ve tried them all now,’ he replies glumly.

      ‘You’re good, petal. Your time will come.’

      Further encouragement is interrupted by a text alert on Maggie’s phone. She glances down. ‘Yvonne says the beach is closed for some reason. Go down and check it out, will you?’

       

      Hardy is back at the clifftop for the second time that morning, this time with DS Miller at his side. They climbed the steep coastal path to get here. Now police tape keeps the ramblers and rubberneckers out of the way. It’s the closest thing there is to a fence. Hardy can’t believe that people are allowed to walk up here without a safety barrier. Everything about the countryside is a deathtrap. He gets as close to the edge as he dares. A couple of feet below the grass verge is a shallow ledge, a place for people to think twice before jumping.

      The Scene of Crime Officers crouch and crawl in their white suits, fingertips searching for clues, overseen by Brian Young. His hood is down and his mask off to denote his authority; the breeze runs its fingers through his puff of black hair.

      ‘How’s it going?’ Hardy asks him.

      ‘It’s looking like the fall was faked,’ says Brian. There’s a question in his voice; he’s not doubting the evidence, more asking why. ‘Angle of the body was wrong, too arranged. And up here there’s no flattened grass or slippage, no loose rocks. No fibres, no handmarks, no sense of a downward trajectory.’

      ‘You mean he didn’t fall?’ asks Hardy. ‘Could he have jumped?’

      ‘Unlikely, given where he was found, and the trajectory of the cliffs.’ Brian motions the fall with two hands. ‘Ask me, someone tried to make it look like an accident. I don’t think he was up here at all.’

      ‘See?’ says Miller. ‘Not Danny. He wouldn’t do that.’

      ‘Get on to the pathologist, tell him to hurry up, even if it’s just preliminary,’ he replies.

      They go on foot back down to the beach. Miller talks Hardy through the different ways to access the cliffs from the town and he listens attentively. He still can’t quite get his bearings, although he is starting to slot the different parts of the town together and to internalise his sense of direction, so that the place is slowly replacing the one frozen image from his past.

      The mobile homes in the caravan park have a toytown look about them from above that is not lessened by proximity. Outside number 3, an unsmiling woman leans with a large brown dog at her feet, mug in her hands. Hardy takes a mental snapshot of her.

      A battered red Nissan crunches to a halt behind them. A brown-eyed manchild jumps from the driver’s seat and walks towards them, smiling. Miller quickens her pace towards her own car.

      ‘He seems to know you,’ says Hardy, seconds before the kid calls out, ‘Auntie Ellie!’ Miller glows bright red, to Hardy’s amusement. She needn’t be embarrassed; she’s quite capable of looking foolish all on her own.

      ‘Olly Stevens, Broadchurch Echo,’ he says, and it’s not funny any more.

      ‘No statements now,’ says Hardy automatically. He slams the car door on Olly but his voice comes through the window. ‘I heard there was a body. Has it been ID’d? Please?’ he says in the wheedling tone of a kid asking for an ice cream.

      ‘There’ll be a statement, Oliver,’ says Miller. She drives away, leaving Olly in a cloud of sand.

       

      Ellie can’t remember the last time she drove to Spring Close: it’s quicker to walk across the playing field that connects both their homes. She tries to focus on the mirror, signal, manoeuvre of the journey rather than what’s at the end of it.

      Then they pull up outside the Latimer house and reality bites down hard. She knows this place almost as well as her own. She can see it across the field from her kitchen window: they’ve spent more boozy Sunday afternoons here than she can count. And yet it looks strange, unfamiliar, as though she’s never been here before. She feels the double responsibility of a friend and a police officer, in that order, and suggests to Hardy, as they get out of the car, that she leads because she knows them.

      ‘How many deaths like this have you worked?’ asks Hardy. 

      She feels about an inch tall. ‘This is my first.’

      ‘You can’t make it better. Don’t try.’

      ‘You don’t know how I work!’ He’s treating her strength – finding the calm in the chaos – like it’s some kind of Achilles’ heel.

      Hardy speaks in bullet points, his rolling Scottish Rs giving his words punch. ‘Most likely premise is abduction. Was he taken, if so who by? Watch them. Every movement. Anything that doesn’t make sense, tell me. The closer the relationship, the greater the likelihood of guilt. Don’t look at me like that.’

      Ellie didn’t realise she was.

      Inside, the Latimers line up on the sofa, Beth and Mark, Chloe – still in her school uniform – and Liz. Beth is shaking, hands fluttering from her belly to her mouth and back again. Mark is so still he barely seems to be breathing.

      Hardy pulls up a chair from the dining table and faces them. Ellie feels a fierce protective urge that takes her by surprise: she doesn’t want him anywhere near them.

      ‘The body of a young boy was found on the beach this morning.’ Ellie hears the stock phrase from the outside for the first time. The euphemism, designed with such care, serves now only to insult and delay.

      ‘It’s Danny, isn’t it?’ cries Beth. ‘I saw his shoes.’

      Liz makes the sign of the cross.

      ‘Plenty of kids have those shoes,’ says Mark, and then to Hardy. ‘I’m sorry, you talk.’

      ‘We believe it’s Danny’s body,’ says Hardy. Ellie waits for the condolence, but no, that’s it, the bare and brutal fact.

      ‘Was it him, Ellie?’ asks Beth. At Ellie’s nod, Beth collapses as though her spine has been unstrung, her mouth stretched around a silent scream. Chloe makes a choking sound and turns wide frightened eyes up to her father. Mark hooks his right arm around his wife and she leans in to his chest. His left arm reaches round to include Chloe and Liz and he mutters over and over the wretched little lie that everything’s all right.

      Ellie is rooted and helpless as she watches them grasp at each other, raw in their grief, a terrible family portrait that will never be complete again. Her own tears are hot in her skull. She wonders how she will ever contain them and, as the picture before her blurs, she realises she has failed.

      A cup of tea. It’s all she can think of to do. Ellie feels like a WPC from the seventies as she rootles through Beth’s cupboards, looking for the sugar.

      The tears give way to mute shock surprisingly quickly. Beth and Chloe hold hands so tightly that their fingertips are purple with trapped blood.

      ‘Was it an accident?’ Beth asks. ‘Did he fall?’

      She addresses the question to Ellie but Hardy responds. ‘We don’t know yet,’ he says. ‘Can you think why he might’ve been up on the cliffs last night or this morning?’

      ‘He wouldn’t have been,’ says Beth.

      ‘Well, he obviously was,’ snaps Mark. Hardy’s eyebrows shoot up. Ellie resolves to explain how Mark’s bark is worse than his bite. Then she remembers the way he shouted at Nigel in the van that morning, and feels a chill in the pit of her belly.

      ‘How was Danny these past few days?’ says Hardy. ‘Was anything bothering him?’

      ‘He didn’t kill himself, if that’s what you’re suggesting,’ says Mark. ‘He wouldn’t. He knows he can talk to us about anything.’

      ‘He’s been just… normal,’ says Beth. The word sounds funny, as though she knows that normal is a word that will never apply to her again.

      ‘And you last saw him, when?’ presses Hardy.

      ‘I looked in on him about nine o’clock last night,’ says Beth. ‘He was in bed reading. And this morning…’ Beth falters, and it breaks Ellie’s heart to see the self-blame begin to take hold. ‘He’s up and out before anyone else, on his paper round. But he didn’t turn up for that.’

      She opens her face up to Hardy: Ellie reads her blind faith and her spirits plummet further. Now obviously isn’t the time, but at some point soon she will have to learn about Hardy’s last case. Ellie hates him for putting her in this position.

      Hardy pencils something in his notebook. ‘Any signs of forced entry or disturbance around the house?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Mark acts like it’s a stupid question. Silence hangs. ‘I want to see the body.’

      Five pairs of eyes swivel in his direction. ‘You might be wrong.’ He shrugs. ‘So I want to be sure. I want to see.’
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      Ellie drives Mark Latimer to the cottage hospital. It’s a low flint building with shiny NHS plaques and signs tacked on to the old stone. Trees rustle overhead as they walk through the tiny car park. Mark’s expression is blank. The only sign of what he’s going through is a slight hesitation on the threshold.

      ‘How many times have you done this, El?’ he asks her.

      ‘I haven’t,’ she admits. Naturally she’s been in the mortuary before, for traffic accidents, a couple of drownings and an overdose. But never murder, never a child and, dear God, never a friend. They trained her for this particular crime, of course they did, but that was years ago and this is rural Dorset. She had more or less accepted that she would never have to deal with something like this. Beneath the shock and grief, she’s panicking. She can barely remember the procedure, let alone the right way to talk to the violently bereaved.

      The viewing room has a churchy hush to it. The curtain is pulled slowly back to reveal Danny on the other side of the window. His face is still dirty: earth dulls his baby complexion while grains of sand glow like sequins. He looks younger than she has seen him in years. He looks alive. She half-expects him to jump up and shout ‘Surprise!’ A few years ago he and Tom played a game of hide-and-seek that covered both their homes and the playing field. Tom once got stuck in the Latimers’ wheelie bin and Danny sprained an ankle jumping from a tree to surprise his friend. The memory makes the room swim before her.

      She looks at Mark instead and it’s almost worse. That face she has seen in laughter and song, drunk and happy, is contorted with grief.

      ‘All this way I thought it wouldn’t be him,’ whispers Mark. ‘My Danny.’

      Copper’s intuition or maybe a parent’s instinct tells Ellie what’s coming next. ‘Can I touch him?’ Mark asks, and she has to shake her head.

      ‘Why him?’ says Mark, turning his anger on Ellie. ‘He’s only little. He’s just my little boy.’ He kneels by Danny’s face and although it’s Ellie’s job to supervise she feels a sense of trespass. ‘Listen, boy. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. You’re my boy and I let you down. And I’m so, so sorry, Danny. I love you zillions, superstar. I always will.’ Mark gives in to noisy crying and his words roll into one another. They stay like that for thirty minutes.

      Ellie says nothing. Tears soak her collar.

       

      DI Hardy, looking down at the latex gloves on his hands and the plastic shoe covers on his feet, is transported against his will to another child’s bedroom, another crime scene. He wants – needs – to sweep this room himself before SOCO get here.

      He pushes open the door to Danny’s room, childish stickers peeling under his gloved fingertips. Inside, an alarm clock flashes the wrong time. The window is ajar, key still in the lock. From it he can see kids kicking a football in the playing field out the back. Children run in and out of the gardens that line the field’s edge. How long will that last, once word is out?

      A school tie describes an S on top of the chest of drawers. A battered laptop computer and games console lie next to a telescope and a flip video camera. Sporting trophies jostle for space on shelves and the windowsill, and photographs of Danny in the pool or on the football pitch breathe life into the body on the beach. There are traces of his early childhood everywhere: an old, well-thumbed Pokémon sticker album is close to the top of the pile of magazines, and a cuddly toy chimp waits patiently on the pillow.

      To one side of the door frame Danny’s height has been recorded through the years, inked on the wall from his fourth birthday to a couple of months ago. The first few dates and measurements are in adult handwriting but most are in Danny’s own, a round childish scrawl slowly evolving into a distinct hand. The lines come to an abrupt halt somewhere near Hardy’s elbow. Heavy sadness pierces his professional armour and he sinks on to the bed and lets his head drop into his hands. For some people tears dam behind the eyeballs but when Hardy wants to cry he has to hold them in using the back of his throat. He sometimes feels it’s the only strong muscle in his body.

      When he looks up again, Beth is on the landing, staring right at him. He’s seen that expression before, on another mother, and he has to turn his face away. It’s not the grief he can’t handle. It’s the trust, the unquestioning trust she has already put in him.

      Later, Hardy’s on the quayside waiting for his boss. The conversation with Chief Superintendent Jenkinson is inevitable and he can predict her lines as well as his own. To his left is the beach where Danny was found, so he keeps his gaze dead ahead. Little dinghies swerve to avoid the motorboats that cleave their way through the still waters of the harbour. In front of him, jagged black rocks have been piled into sea breaks.

      When Jenkinson comes his way she’s carrying – Christ on a bike – two ice creams with flakes sticking out of them. One is clearly intended for him.

      ‘Given the nature of this case, it probably makes sense for you to hand it on to another lead officer,’ she says, handing him the cone. He tries not to let his boss see his distaste.

      ‘No.’ He’s been preparing the one-word response since he first saw the body.

      ‘It’s not a question of your ability,’ she says, pushing her expensive sunglasses up on to her head. ‘We just don’t want Sandbrook to become a thing.’

      ‘I was completely exonerated.’ If only he’d had a fiver for every time he’s had to say that.

      She licks her ice cream. ‘Alec, you came here to lie low.’

      She couldn’t be more wrong. ‘I came to do whatever the job requires.’

      ‘But in terms of public perception, you may be vulnerable. I’m giving you the chance to step back. Nobody would blame you. This happened a stone’s throw from your station.’

      ‘I’ve met your team. There’s no one as qualified as me.’ She doesn’t contradict him. She can’t. ‘Sandbrook doesn’t make me vulnerable. It makes me the best man for the job. You want to stop me, you’re welcome to try.’ He holds her gaze to call her bluff. Nothing. ‘Thanks for the ninety-nine.’

      He turns back to the station. When he rounds the corner out of Jenkinson’s sight, he throws the cone into the harbour, where it lands with a splash before melting away to nothing.
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      Ellie watches the team gather for the briefing, notebooks on laps. She’s never known an atmosphere like this in the station and it’s not only because one of the town’s children has been murdered. Hardy’s history charges the room with tension. Despite that, there’s something compelling, almost inspiring, about him as he paces in front of them, firing out lists.

      ‘Was Danny Latimer abducted? Did someone gain access to the house; if so, how?’ His accent becomes more pronounced as he warms to his theme. ‘And if it wasn’t forced entry, who has a key? We need to collect any CCTV from a mile radius around the house. Miller: the family, where were they?’

      Ellie doesn’t like addressing the whole team at the best of times, let alone being thrust into the limelight without notice. ‘Mother and daughter were in, watching telly.’ She hears the stammer in her voice and cringes inwardly. DCs Frank Williams and Nish Patel, both keen – they’ve only been out of uniform for a couple of months, and this is their first big case – take detailed notes, piling on the pressure; Ellie feels as though every word out of her mouth has to be precise, useful, motivating. ‘They say that they didn’t leave the house till school the next morning. Dad was out on an emergency call-out – he’s a plumber; he got in around three. Neither parent thought to check on Danny. Grandma lives nearby, she was in all night…’

      Hardy glares at his team. ‘Until we’re ready, all this remains confidential, no gossip. Understand? Right, go on.’ He flicks his hand as though shooing chickens. ‘You – Miller, come with me.’

      They pass Bob Daniels coming out of the Gents. Bob’s an old-fashioned copper, big and blunt. He plays on the same five-a-side team as Joe and Mark Latimer and his boy Jayden is part of Tom and Danny’s gang. The thought of the boys reminds Ellie – she’s been pushing the knowledge away all morning – that tonight, when she gets in, she’ll have to tell Tom that his friend is dead. She has never dreaded a conversation more.

      Bob’s eyes are pink and he gives the involuntary jagged in-breath of someone who has been sobbing his heart out. The ripples this casts will be as wide as they are deep. In Broadchurch there are only ever one or two degrees of separation. Big men will cry tonight.

      They need to control how the word gets out. Speculation will already be rife, but the statement isn’t scheduled until this evening. Ellie feels strongly that local people, especially Danny’s classmates, should be given the news early and without equivocation. She’ll need to ask the press office how they do this. There is no precedent. Should they ring the school? And if so, then what? Urgent information is usually disseminated to parents by text message, but that would be an insult to everyone. If she could, she’d knock on every door, do it face-to-face, mother-to-mother, family by family. But she can’t. She is needed here.
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