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In loving memory of my mum and dad, Margaret and David,
who instilled in me a love of walking the hills.









Apology


I have taken outrageous liberties with the geography of the Peak District, inventing places for the sake of my story, but I have tried my best to capture the beauty of the landscape which brings me such pleasure and solace.









Chapter 1


Scarlett was fizzing with excitement. Lemonade bubbles popping in her belly, tickling her skin. But mixed with that was a shadow, a cold fear that something terrible would happen. She’d forget her steps, or not be able to hold the handstand long enough. She’d drop Faye when Faye was relying on her for the shoulder lift. Or Scarlett’s costume would rip and the whole school and their mums and dads and carers and all the teachers would see and point fingers and laugh. Her cheeks grew hot at the thought.


They got to the school crossing and Faye linked her arm. ‘It will be so good,’ Faye said. ‘My auntie’s coming with my mum. And my granny.’


Scarlett had one person coming to the talent show: Nana, whom she lived with.


‘Come on.’ Scarlett tugged Faye and they ran to overtake the group of littlies with their bags and buggies and mums walking, like, slower than a snail. A really tired snail.


‘I can’t believe they’re making us do lessons tomorrow,’ Scarlett said. ‘We should get the morning off, yeah? Like to prepare.’


Faye put on a funny voice, like a bossy grown-up. ‘They don’t get time off on Strictly,’ she said. ‘They work really, really hard, for hours and hours, then go and do the day job if they have one.’


A gust of wind rattled the trees along the edge of the pavement, blowing dust into Scarlett’s eyes. She stopped to blink it away.


‘I think Adam Doyle might win,’ Scarlett said, linking with Faye again. Adam was singing ‘Stand By Me’. No backing track or anything, performing all on his own with his eyes closed, and it was amazing.


In the dress rehearsal that afternoon Mrs Sullivan had practically been in tears when he’d finished. She’d wiped her eyes and said, ‘That’s just lovely, Adam.’


‘He should do The Voice,’ Faye said.


Spits of rain tapped Scarlett’s face and she pulled her hood up.


‘There’s a weather warning,’ Faye said. ‘Storm Dennis.’ Her dad worked for Green Flag, rescuing people whose cars had broken down. When the weather was bad he was really busy.


‘There’s always a weather warning,’ Scarlett said. ‘It’s the climate.’


Another thing that gave her a flip-flop feeling inside. Because the whole world was burning and drowning and still hardly anyone was doing anything. Or not the people in charge of stuff.


‘Will you braid your hair?’ Faye said.


‘No time now,’ Scarlett said. ‘It’ll be all right in a bun.’


‘An up-do,’ Faye said.


‘A puff.’


It took like a million hours and it really hurt to have her braids done. And Nana had to pay for it as well, so mostly Scarlett had an Afro style and it was just long enough to scrape back with a bobble.


‘I’ll have a French plait.’ Faye had really long blonde hair. She could do loads of different styles with it.


There was a clattering noise and Scarlett saw Jason on his skateboard coming along the pavement behind them. He slowed as he got closer and did a kickflip, spinning the board over and landing on top.


Faye cheered.


‘Have a go?’ Scarlett said.


Jason gave a nod. He flicked the board up and stood it at his side.


She slid off her backpack and rested it by the wall, checking for dog mess first.


Scarlett could do an ollie, popping the tail of the board, dragging the nose and pulling it into the air with her as she jumped. And she could nearly do a nollie, popping the nose instead of the tail.


She tried that now and it worked. It worked!


‘Cool,’ Jason said. He took back his board and skated off ahead.


‘He likes you,’ Faye said.


Scarlett squirmed but she felt a kick of pleasure too.


‘Do you like him?’ Faye said.


‘Maybe.’ Jason was really quiet. He didn’t mess about like some of the other boys, who acted really stupid. He was shy, Scarlett thought. But he had this really nice smile, long brown hair and brown eyes. He was brilliant at drawing, as well as skateboarding. When they’d had to write a piece in literacy about what they wanted to be when they grew up, Jason said a graffiti artist. Like Banksy. Or the one who did the poster of Obama that Nana had. It said ‘HOPE’.


‘I could tell him?’ Faye said.


‘Don’t!’ Scarlett said.


Faye was smiling, lips pressed close together, wagging her head, like she was trying to decide.


‘Swear,’ Scarlett said. ‘Go on, swear.’ She held out her little finger.


‘OK, swear.’ Faye hooked her little finger round Scarlett’s and shook.


‘It doesn’t matter if we don’t win,’ Faye said, as Scarlett picked up her bag. ‘We’ll still get money for the garden.’


The PTA were raising money to grow vegetables, plant apple trees and dig a pond. Scarlett wanted them to get a beehive too. When she’d suggested it lots of the other kids were, ‘Eww, bees.’ And then Mrs Sullivan said Charity in year three had bee allergies so it was a health and safety issue.


Scarlett was really disappointed because if all the bees died it would be a disaster for the planet. Another.


They reached Faye’s house and Scarlett shucked off her bag again.


The rain was heavier now. Less like drizzle and more like proper drops.


Scarlett raised her hands to Faye’s.


They’d made up the hand-jive sequence to start their piece. It was like they were these two friends, just meeting up, shaking hands, doing this big complicated greeting and then it changed into all the different dance sequences until near the end when Faye was up on Scarlett’s shoulders and jumped down and Scarlett did a run, a back-flip and a dive over Faye. They finished with the hand jive again and walked off in different directions as though they hadn’t just done this amazing dance sequence.


‘Nonchalant,’ Nana called it, when Scarlett described it to her. ‘Cool, casual, laid-back,’ Nana explained.


Scarlett and Faye went into the hand jive now. There were thirty different moves from fist bumps and high-fives to hitch-hiking and under-leg hand claps. At the start they did it speeding up so it was almost a blur. And at the end they had to start fast and slow it down, like in reverse. That was what they were doing now. The goodbye version.


And when they did it tomorrow they’d have to hide how out of breath they were or it would look stupid.


They ended with a little handshake.


‘See you tomorrow.’ Faye picked up her bag and swung open her gate.


‘See you tomorrow,’ Scarlett said, and walked on.


Scarlett saw a red blob in the hedge opposite Jason’s house. A ladybird. Jason was still out on the pavement practising his tricks. Scarlett thought it might seem weird if she stopped to look at the insect after what Faye had said. But then she thought that changing what she would usually do would be weird too. Maybe even weirder, like she was putting on a show. So she did stop.


Nana loved ladybirds because she said they ate the greenflies on her plants. This was a seven-spot one. But ladybirds hibernate. Scarlett worried it had woken up too soon, only February: it wouldn’t have anything to eat.


‘Ow!’ Jason shouted. He’d fallen. Scarlett saw him land and roll onto his side by the kerb.


‘You all right?’ she called, as he got up. He was peering at his hand.


‘Yeah.’ He jumped back on the board and began to bounce it round, seesawing in a circle.


When Scarlett looked back, the ladybird had gone.


She carried on up the hill, making a list in her head of all the things she needed for the talent show. The back of her calves started to burn. It didn’t matter how much exercise she did, dancing or football or gym, every time she walked up the steep hill home her legs ached.


The wind snatched at her hood and she yanked it forward as quick as she could. Her hair went beyond frizzy in the rain.


A car pulled in beside her and stopped a few paces ahead. A 4x4 with those dark windows. Nana snorted whenever she saw one. ‘Who needs a tank like that to do the school run and the shopping? Status symbol, that’s all it is. And they’re churning out air pollution. We all have to breathe the same air.’


The driver’s door opened and a man got out. Grandpa?


Every bit of her went cold.


Grey hair, beard. But Grandpa was dead.


Scarlett froze. Eyes down on the pavement. It couldn’t be Grandpa, unless it was a ghost. Or he never really died, truly died, but then—


‘Hello, Scarlett,’ the man said. ‘It’s me. Dad.’


Scarlett wet herself.


No. No. No.


He opened the back door of the car. ‘In you pop. We’re going for a little drive.’


Scarlet couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. Her feet were rooted to the ground.


‘Come on,’ he said.


Scarlett tried to shake her head, to say no. But she couldn’t. She wanted to race up the rest of the hill to her house, run inside, bolt the door.


Nana would know what to do.


He came up to her.


She twisted away, rose up on the toes of her feet to run and he grabbed her wrist. Dragged her close. ‘Here we go.’ He slid the bag off her shoulder, lifted her, easy as anything, and put her in the back seat.


‘Buckle up,’ he said, fastening her seatbelt and sounding all jolly like this was what they did every day. Like there was nothing wrong. Then he slammed the door and got in the front, turned the key and smiled into the mirror.


*


Dylan’s phone chirped again. He’d only just sat down, was about to order a pizza, his stomach gnawing with hunger. If Col was here maybe Col would have done the run but Col was off buying trainers. There was a shopping village on the outskirts of the town where he’d gone to get them. Pizza would have to wait. Dylan checked the text. One brown rock, one white. Daisy, the buyer’s name.


Dylan stuck his head into the living room. Petey was glued to the screen. Something on YouTube. ‘Don’t answer the door,’ Dylan said.


Petey whipped round and nodded quickly. Fear on his face. That look made Dylan want to hit him. It got under his skin, a burning irritation, Dylan itching to grab him, shake him. Tell him to stop being such a loser. Same as when Petey got into his begging mode, ‘Please can I have a bump, Dylan. I need a bump, just to take the edge off. It’s my nerves, like.’ Or when he started whining, ‘It’s my house, Dylan. It’s my house. I never asked you to move in.’


Course Petey never went so far as to ask them to leave. Maybe he didn’t dare but also cos he was getting drugs on tap with Dylan and Col under his roof. And what junkie’s going to turn their back on a ready-made supply like that? That was the way it worked when they set up a trap house to deal from: always pick on someone who’s too needy, too weak to resist.


Petey should be grateful. More than grateful.


Dylan surveyed the room. The pizza boxes and drinks cans, takeaway cartons. The scraps of foil and twisted clingfilm, cigarette papers. Mugs and plates. A chocolate muffin that had grown a fur of white mould. Thin and pale and fluffy. Like Petey’s hair, what he had left.


Dylan hoped he wouldn’t go that way, balding. He’d have to shave his head if that happened. Was it a genetics thing? He’d no idea what his dad had been like in the hair department. Never knew who he was. You don’t need to know, Dylan. He’s nothing.


For now Dylan wore his hair undercut, longer on top, shaved round the sides. He’d had the tips bleached, and with his darker roots he reckoned it looked good. Like he had some sense of style.


At thirty-four, Petey was exactly twice Dylan’s age, but he was wrinkled like an old grandpa. Watery blue eyes. He had the shakes too. A loser. At thirty-four Dylan planned to be a long, long way from this place. He’d have moved up the food chain, be running his own deal lines. Could even move abroad. Do it from there. It was all going online now, anyway.


He’d get a house, a big house, not like this shithole. With a pool and a games room and a gym. He was making three hundred a week now, but any gang leader, like Lloyd, they’d be clearing ten grand, even more.


Petey was on the sick, Employment and Support Allowance, on account of his mental health, and he was getting his rent paid through housing benefit.


All he did was sit on his arse, surf the web and get off his bonce.


‘This place is a shit-heap,’ Dylan said to him.


Petey looked about, fumbled with the cushion at his side.


‘Needs a clean.’


‘I didn’t do it,’ Petey said, all riled.


‘Who cares? You know we got mice?’ Dylan had seen the droppings in the kitchen cupboard, so many that at first he thought it was a spill, grains of some weird fancy rice or something. ‘I’ve got work. You do it, you sort it.’


‘But I—’


‘Now!’


‘Can I just have …’ Petey started.


Dylan waved the baggie of crack. ‘When it’s done, eh?’


He went out, slamming the door. Why did Petey have to argue? Or why didn’t he argue more? Stand up for himself properly, just for once.


Dylan felt the bitterness, sour inside him.


Just tired, he thought, as he left the house and walked along to the side-street. And starving. And you need a drink. A few bevvies and some hot food and you’ll be more like yourself.


Petey’s wasn’t as bad as the last place they’d been sent. Grantham. The woman there was turning tricks. She was off her head too, scars up and down her arms to prove it. Men coming day and night, and the sound of them at it was enough to put anyone off their scran. Not that Dylan was a prude about sex ‒ he’d seen plenty of porn and the rest ‒ but this was just … squalid. That was the word. Dirty. And not in a good way.


He went down the side-street and into the alley. There was a girl there, hoodie up.


‘Daisy?’


‘Yeah. Ta.’


He checked the cash she gave him and handed over the rocks.


‘Cheers.’ She headed off, head down against the rain.


Dylan turned to go and his phone chirped again. Another sale. Shit. Was he ever going to get five minutes’ peace?


I want to go home. A pain in his chest. Daft. What home? And he didn’t actually miss Leeds – well, maybe a couple of people, mates he knew here and there. No family now. Not since his mam was living in Málaga with Irvin. Dylan hadn’t had an invite.


‘I think we need to see how the pair of us settle. I can’t really ask him to take on a teenager, can I, Dyl? Anyway, at least you got a social worker, a decent foster place. In the system, yeah? We just need a bit of time. All of us. You sort yourself out and then we’ll see, eh?’


He’d been in the pupil-referral unit then. That was where he’d met Col and the others. They were hanging around outside at the end of the day. They were friendly with him, made him feel good. Generous too. Soon he was spending all his time with them. Learning the business, making some money. At last there was a point to things, a way out. And he’d felt great then, part of something. He belonged. They had a laugh. They looked out for him. There was everything to play for.


But this, standing in the rain, never getting enough sleep, or enough to eat, living in a dump, wasn’t how he’d imagined it. The threats of violence. People screaming in your face. Lloyd always wanting more from you, undivided loyalty, unquestioning obedience. A knife to your throat if you stepped out of line, if you messed it up. Anyone wanting out, rocking the boat, then their family’s at risk. Fires set, bricks and bottles. Death threats.


At the end of the day you were stuck, really, cos even if you did decide you wanted out, where would you go? They’d hunt you down and kill you. A lesson. An example. And what would you do even if you could hide? Sign on like Petey and wait for your life to tick by, counting the pennies, on your tod and bored senseless.


No, thanks.


You’d just got to hang on and wait for your chance to move up. Things’d come good in the end. It wouldn’t always be like this.









Chapter 2


Ron led the horses back into the stable-yard and let them drink from the trough before he took the saddle and bridle off Patti, the chestnut mare, the head collar and leading rein from Polly, the black. He’d taken them out along the path at the back of the house as far as Dolly Falls where the water tumbled down over the rocks and the steep-sided valley rose up to the escarpment and Lovers Leap. Three miles in all. There’d be a longer ride tomorrow for Patti, depending on the weather.


Ron was a bit heavy for the smaller horse. He weighed fourteen and a half stone so he only rode her modest distances, short hacks on the lanes and bridleways close by. Or led her behind Patti, like he had today.


He’d like to get a walk in for himself too, go over and climb Axe Edge Moor, but another storm was forecast so he might leave that until the worst had passed. The ground was sodden already. Waterfalls in full spate and floods in some of the fields. Some areas were still suffering after the floods last November, then Storm Ciara had hit them at the beginning of this month. Debates about flood defences and land management rumbling on.


Patti nickered, keen for food. ‘Not so fast,’ Ron told her, picking out her hoofs. When he’d groomed both animals, he settled them back in their stalls. Filled their feed.


Graybridge was the only one of his house-sits where they had horses. He’d been house-and-pet sitting for a good five years before he’d decided to expand his skills and taken a course in equine care at a stables in West Brom. Added that to his CV. Most places he’d have dogs or cats to mind as well as the property. One home had a pair of alpacas, odd-looking animals, like badly designed stuffed toys. All fuzzy heads and shaggy legs like the proportions were off, some mix-up of centimetres and inches in the blueprint.


This was his third stint at Graybridge. The owners liked to travel in the winter months. The husband had family in Florida and they combined a few weeks there with other jaunts. The husband had made money investing in property, mainly in Ireland, and she’d been something in tech, which she’d once explained to Ron but he’d not really understood.


The house was built to their own design on the ruins of an old coaching inn. It was beautifully done, dressed limestone walls, oak beams. Carbon conscious with solar panels supplying electricity, triple-glazed windows, a log-burner and composting toilets. Remote and isolated in the depths of the White Peak, more or less in the middle of a triangle formed by the towns of Buxton to the north, Leek to the south-west and Matlock over to the south-east.


Ron closed up the stables, then walked round to the chicken run next to the vegetable garden. Gardening was not in his skillset. Not beyond mowing the grass. But the Graybridges, as he dubbed them, were happy to let it tick over while they were away. He was welcome to help himself to any winter crops, cabbage and turnips, parsnips and broccoli. He was a practical man, could turn his hand to most other odd jobs, and that was enough.


And they loved that he’d been a firefighter. Everyone loved that. He had once. Before it all turned into a horror show. These days when he thought of it, even mentioned it, he felt his skin contract and his pulse speed up. If people wanted to talk about it he tried to move the conversation on. He had toyed with the idea of dropping it from his résumé altogether. So the years 2000 until 2010 he’d claim to have been a health and safety adviser or something, but he knew that when people read ‘Fire Brigade’ it gave him an edge. All those images of bravery and capability. Heroism. Hah!


And, of course, if you’re choosing someone to look after your home, care for your pets, safeguard all your precious things, then a candidate like Ron would know exactly what to do, God forbid, in a fire.


Ron collected four fresh eggs then shooed the hens into the coop and bolted the door. A quick check told him that the wire fence around the run was sound. The foxes had a go on a regular basis, digging at the earth around the base, tearing at the wire with their teeth. They’d never broken in when he was here, but the Graybridges had lost chickens several times.


In the house Mungo, the black Lab, was waiting for his afternoon walk. Ron greeted him, rubbing the back of his ears vigorously. He drank a cup of tea to quench his thirst before setting out again.


They headed up the other side of the house away from the gorge. Mungo didn’t need a lead: there were no sheep on the land above the house, and no public access. The farmers who owned it had come to know the Graybridges and were happy for them to use it.


The hedges that marked the boundary of this side of the Graybridge land were still bare, the hawthorn and blackthorn all prickles. The meadow beyond was littered with molehills, piles of thick, dark brown loam.


As he was climbing the hillside, a plaintive cry echoed through the air. Ron scanned the sky and spotted a buzzard circling high overhead. He watched the huge raptor for several moments and was rewarded when it fell, like a stone, to its prey.


Panting a little, he reached the brow of the hill. From there he looked out across a countryside dappled by the shadows of the clouds passing over. The hillsides were a grassy green where the sun caught them, netted in a tracery of dry-stone walls of the same pale grey as the limestone ridges that edged the tops. The wilder land on the summits was straw-coloured, daubed with rust from the dead grass and bracken.


Here and there he could see a farm, or a lone barn or sheepfold. The pinprick glimmer of headlights from traffic on the road heading west up the valley came in and out of view as the road skirted the bulk of the peak beyond. The air was fresh and cold and carried a slight bitter scent.


Mungo barked and Ron spotted a dab of white, saw the rabbit dart into the lee of the hedge as the dog barrelled after it.


‘Too slow, pal,’ he murmured.


There was a whippet he looked after at a place near Hull. She could catch anything that moved: squirrels, birds, cats. Hunting instinct so strong, but she never ate the kill.


Ron hadn’t spoken to a soul since last Saturday, when the postie had called with a magazine for Mrs Graybridge, and that suited Ron just fine. But Mungo had an appointment at the vet’s at five. So Ron would have to venture out into civilisation today, though not for very long.


And after that his evening was his own. He’d a beef stew in the slow cooker and was halfway through Muhammad Ali’s autobiography. He’d sink a few bottles of Wild Bear, which they brewed in Derby. Then bed.


*


DS Laura O’Neil was not exactly watching the clock. She was simply willing the next two hours to pass quickly so she could go home.


She was exhausted, a horrible, hollow speedy feeling inside and an aching back after yet another broken night. Why did teething have to last so long? Months on end. As if she wasn’t tired enough already, after the first year of night feeds and nappy changes. And Mateo hadn’t even started with the molars yet.


There’d been a brief window when Mateo was seventeen months and slept through every night for a week. She and Hector thought they’d cracked it, come out the other side. That things would only get better. Suckers.


As she took a large bite of chocolate muffin, her phone started ringing. She gulped a mouthful of coffee to wash down the cake before answering.


When she heard the name, when they said the name, everything seemed to slow to a freeze-frame. Then the shock of it hit, like someone had thrown a bucket of iced water over her. All the hairs on her scalp lifted.


‘How old is she now?’ Laura said.


‘Eleven.’


Christ. Laura stood, shutting down her computer, eyes sweeping over her desk, assessing what she needed to bring.


‘I’m on my way,’ she said. A glance, regretful, at her mug still half full. She should be used to that by now as a new parent – never finishing a hot drink. ‘The original investigation,’ she said, scooping up her bag, notebook, grabbing her coat. ‘Was that Keith Craven?’


‘Yes, retired now.’


‘No worries.’ She made for the stairs. ‘Send me through the files, anything you can find. And the address. It’s the grandmother?’


‘That’s right.’


As she left the building a fierce wind, peppered with rain, whipped her hair into her eyes.


She hurried to the car, her mind racing, all tiredness overtaken by the crisis, the urgent need to move as quickly as possible, to find this child and bring her home.


*


Dylan felt chilled through. He fancied a long, hot shower but the shower wasn’t working. It only ran cold. Sick of it.


At least Petey had cleaned up a bit. Shoved some stuff into a black sack in the hall. Keen to show it to Dylan as soon as Dylan came back in. ‘What about the rest?’ Dylan said, in the living room, nodding at the mess still left: the manky cupcake and the pop bottles and the ashtray. ‘And that bag wants putting outside in the bin.’


‘It’s raining,’ Petey said.


‘I know it’s fucking raining,’ Dylan said. ‘Look at the state of me. I was out in it for long enough.’


‘You need an umbrella,’ Petey muttered.


‘Yeah, right.’ Dylan could see it now. A big brolly with a slogan on, like businesses use for advertising, The Real Deal or Drugs To Go. Enjoy the Crack.


‘Just give us a hit,’ Petey said, lips pulled down, all sulky. ‘I’ll do the rest after, I swear. Please, Dylan? You promised.’


Dylan shook his head. ‘You’d better.’ He gave Petey the baggie. Left him to it in the living room.


Going back into the kitchen, Dylan tapped his foot on the threshold to scare any mice away. He wasn’t frightened of mice, not as such, just didn’t like them darting about. Seeing the blur of movement out of the corner of his eye gave him a nasty shock.


He rang and ordered a pizza, Sicilian meatballs, extra cheese.


He’d got two four-packs of cider in from the minimarket at the roundabout and he popped a tin now. Had a few swallows.


He shivered. The house was like a fridge. Colder inside than out. The gas on a meter. He’d have to send Petey to get the card topped up.


Upstairs he put the money from the deals with the rest in the plastic zip wallet. They’d nearly sold up. He’d talk to Col about making the trip back to Leeds, stocking up on supplies. Dylan would drive. He was a clean skin, no criminal record and a clean driving licence. Lloyd had sorted him out with money for lessons and to take the test as soon as he was legal. Even bought him the car, taxed and insured and everything. OK, the car was a bit of a joke, an old Astra. Col said that was deliberate: no one would look at it twice. Not like the Beemers and Audis that Lloyd and the other top dogs drove.


Flashing the cash, Dylan thought. Same with the trainers Col was after. Someone like Petey could never afford slides like that. Col neither, not until he’d been delivering the merchandise for a while.


Dylan drank some more of his can. Strong and sweet.


A crashing sound and a great thump brought him to his feet. His first thought was that someone had bricked the window. Then that Petey was trashing the place, instead of nodding off on his trip. Pillock.


Dylan ran down to the living room.


The door was stuck. Something blocking it. What was Petey up to? Barricading himself in? Maybe he’d got paranoid. Sometimes people just lost it. Got the heebie-jeebies. Ticket to Lalaland.


Dylan shouldered the door, put all his weight into edging it open. Calling, ‘Petey, open the door. Let us in, you tosser.’


No response from inside. Dylan kept pushing, grunting with the effort. He used his foot against the bottom edge. ‘What are you playing at?’


At last he’d a big enough gap to edge himself in sideways ‒ the latch scratched his back as he did.


Shit!


Petey was on the floor, on his back, body twitching, one leg pressed up against the door. Blood pouring out of his mouth, all over his neck and chest. Eyes rolled back in his head.


Shit. Fuck. Shit.


Panic scorched through Dylan.


What the fuck’s happened?


The twitching stopped. Was it a haemorrhage? People had blood coming out of their mouths in the movies when they were shot. Dylan had never really got why that happened.


Shit.


‘Petey?’ Dylan knelt, shook his shoulder, careful not to touch the blood on Petey’s T-shirt.


He wasn’t moving, or not as far as Dylan could see, but it was hard to tell when his heart was thumping so hard that his whole body shook.


He couldn’t give him the kiss of life, not with all that blood, even if he did know how to do it. Which he didn’t.


Fuck. Now they were really shafted.


Go. Run. You have to. It was the only thing to do.


He squeezed out of the room and leapt upstairs. Threw the few clothes he had into his holdall along with their money.


Quick, quick, quick.


Back downstairs he pulled on his jacket, car keys and phone in his pocket. Hood up.


He opened the front door to a blast of wind and rain.


Maybe you should—


He ducked back inside. Dialled 999.


Fuck’s sake, Petey. What’ve you done? You daft bastard.


‘Ambulance,’ Dylan shouted. ‘Ambulance. Sixteen Coopers Gate. Now!’ He hung up and ran out, leaving the door open for them.


It was probably too late. But if it was him, lying there drowning in his own blood, he’d at least want someone to give him a chance. They could do all sorts, these days, couldn’t they? You only had to watch 24 Hours in A&E to see that.


Shit!


Dylan jumped into the car and threw his bag onto the passenger seat.


The engine turned over, coughed and died. No, please. No, no, he prayed. Acid squirting in his guts.


He turned the key again and the engine roared into life, a belch of black smoke rising, visible in the rear-view mirror.


He shoved it into first, swung the steering wheel sharp right and released the brake. He hit the accelerator hard and the car squealed away from the kerb. Dylan crashed up through the gears, one thought in his head. To get as far away from there as fast as fucking possible.


*


Scarlett didn’t know why she was there. Where they were going. Why he was there. When she tried to guess she got frightened, her stomach dipping, a shudder across her back. Flashes in her head, the pictures that came in her dreams sometimes.


Her bum and legs were cold and itchy from wetting herself. And she was thirsty, too. By now she’d usually be having a hot chocolate and a crumpet. Telling Nana about her day.


Her eyes prickled.


He was talking. He kept talking about how the place had changed and how there was no future here, really. He just kept talking. And when she looked up she saw his eyes in the mirror, all bright. But none of what he said meant anything to her or told her anything about what was happening.


He said something about better opportunities and laughed. He had a nice laugh, deep and rumbling. The sort of laugh that should make you smile and feel warm, but Scarlett felt cold as stone.


Scarlett had a rush of memory. Him chasing her. Crawling round on the floor. Tigers, they’d called it. Tickling her until she screamed. They’d played tigers and growled and chased. And she’d do it back until he called for mercy.


Just thinking of that made her feel dirty, guilty. Because he’d loved her and she’d loved him and she’d trusted him. Then six years ago it had all been torn away. Like ripping off a mask, or tearing up a picture.


There were traffic lights ahead and the lights were changing to red.


Scarlett tried to swallow but she had no spit and it just made her throat hurt.


As carefully as she could she slid her left hand, so he wouldn’t see, down to where the seatbelt fastened. And she lifted her other hand to reach the door handle.


When the car stopped, she snapped open the seatbelt and yanked at the handle. Her heart drumming.


The door was locked.


She banged on the window, shouting, ‘Help! Help me!’ But there was no one to see. No one to hear.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ he said, turning round.


Scarlett jabbed at the button for the window and it started to wind down and she kept shouting but he did something with the controls to make it close and lock.


‘Stop it!’ he said coldly. His eyes looked hard at her. He wasn’t smiling any more. ‘Put your seatbelt back on, now.’


Scarlett’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I want to go home,’ she said.


‘Put it back on.’


A tear trickled down her cheek, dropped off her chin and she wiped it with her hands.


‘Now,’ he said.


Scarlett did as she was told.


The lights turned to green. She looked out at the passing houses and the shops and people and dogs that were passing, all blurry and happy, and she was screaming inside. Help me help me please please somebody help me.









Chapter 3


‘I’ve explained all this!’ The grandmother, Beatrice, rounded on Laura, banging her fists on the table and getting to her feet. ‘You’re the police. You say you’re in charge of finding her so why aren’t you out there now?’


Laura waited a moment. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I know it must be really frustrating. But I have to make sure we have everything exactly right. You called Faye’s house at four o’clock?’ She was making quick notes.


‘Yes. Scarlett was usually back by then. I thought she might have gone in to play with Faye.’ Beatrice took a couple of paces towards the bay window. A large yucca plant in a copper pot stood at one side. A broad window-seat with open shelving below filled the bay. Like every other surface in the room it was awash with all sorts of craft materials: piles of paper and card, paints and stickers, felt pens, brushes, rags and scissors.


Beatrice sifted through them as she spoke.


‘As soon as I heard she wasn’t there, I just knew—’


‘And that was when you rang us?’ Laura said.


‘Yes.’


‘Have you spoken to anyone else, other friends, family? In case—’


Beatrice looked sharply across at her. She turned to face Laura square on. ‘There is no other family. Scarlett was coming home.’


She was a beautiful woman, Laura thought. Tall. Taller than Laura, but then most people were. Dark brown skin, high cheekbones. Shapely, too. Her hair was covered with a colourful wrap, a few curls of grey visible at her temples. She wore a velour leisure suit patterned with turquoise and brown leaf shapes. Looking at her style and her surroundings (the heap of fabric at one end of the table, the sewing-machine and wicker sewing-basket, the strips of coloured cloth along with laundry drying on the ceiling rack above), Laura would have pegged her for an artist if she hadn’t already established that Beatrice was a nurse, in the high-dependency unit at Chesterfield Royal Hospital.


In any other case involving the absence of a child, Laura might have pressed harder, ensuring the police didn’t launch a full-scale search-and-rescue when the child might simply be round at her pal’s, but this wasn’t a case like any other. Not given the family history.


‘He took her,’ Beatrice said. ‘You know what he’s capable of.’ She was quivering. Laura couldn’t tell whether it was with anger or fear. Both, probably.


‘And we’ll make every effort to find them,’ Laura said. ‘What was Scarlett wearing?’


‘Navy trousers and jumper, black shoes, purple coat.’


‘Plain purple?’ Laura was still making notes.


‘Yes. Padded,’ Beatrice said.


‘With a hood?’


‘Yes.’


‘Does Scarlett have a phone?’


‘No. She’s eleven.’ A note of disapproval.


Well, half of them do. What would Laura’s policy be when Mateo reached that age?


Beatrice closed her eyes, rubbed her forehead.


‘Neither you nor Scarlett has had any contact with Gregory Martin since 2014?’


Beatrice looked at her, steely-eyed. Are you insane?


‘I have to ask,’ Laura said.


‘No,’ Beatrice said. ‘If he touches a—’ She raised her hand, fingers stretched, trembling. Her eyes shone with pain.


Laura gave a nod. ‘Beatrice, I need a photograph of Scarlett, please, as recent as possible. And how tall is she?’


Beatrice made a sound, a swallowed moan. She pointed to the doorjamb leading into the kitchen at the back of the house. Laura saw the marks, the scribbled numbers. Ah, Jesus. She moved to read the chart. The top line, black ink etched in the wood. The figures: ‘4’ 5”’ and ‘24/12/19’.


Laura remembered clamouring for her own mother to do the same, praying that she would have grown another inch when all her friends at high school towered above her.


Beatrice had picked up her phone and was scrolling through. Laura glimpsed her gallery. Dozens of shots, mostly of the little girl.


‘Here.’ Beatrice held out the phone.


‘Yes,’ Laura said. ‘That one’s good. Can you email it to me?’ The photograph was well lit, an outdoor shot, uncluttered and in focus, trees in the background. Scarlett was staring slightly to the right of centre, as though something had caught her attention, a half-smile. She was lighter-skinned than her grandmother; her father was white and her mother had been black. But Scarlett’s African heritage was clearly reflected in her features and her hairstyle.


‘Is there anything else we should know about Scarlett? Any health issues, medication?’ Laura said.


‘No,’ Beatrice said.


‘And you were living here back then, in 2014?’ Laura said, hoping to establish how Gregory Martin had known where his daughter lived.


‘Yes.’


‘Scarlett was living with her mother but her parents had separated. Gregory had moved out?’


‘A month earlier. He wanted custody but— Has he been here all along?’ Beatrice demanded. ‘Waiting? And why now? Why?’ She shook her head vigorously.


‘I don’t know. All I can tell you is that in the past six years he hasn’t used any bank or any government agency. He hasn’t appeared in any local-authority records and we have no record of him crossing the border. His name is still on the watch list and nothing has been flagged.’


‘So he must be using another name, a new identity?’ Beatrice said, quick to join the dots.


‘Most likely,’ Laura said. In all the time Martin had been on their most wanted list there’d never been any credible alert. The few sightings that had been investigated had led nowhere. ‘Now whether or not it was her father who abducted her …’


Another scathing look.


Laura held up her hands, agreeing. ‘… we work on that assumption. Our priority is tracing his current location. So we need to know how he’s travelling. You didn’t notice any unfamiliar vehicles in the street over the last few days?’


‘No,’ Beatrice said.


‘Any callers? Anyone hanging around?’


‘No.’


‘And today?’


‘I was in the kitchen most of the time after I got back from work.’


‘OK. Thank you. We’ll be going house to house very soon. We want to establish if there are any witnesses who can tell us what vehicle he was driving.’ He must have transport – how else could he abduct the child? ‘Just before I leave, can I look at Scarlett’s room?’


A flash of impatience crossed Beatrice’s face.


‘A couple of minutes,’ Laura said. Not choosing to explain or justify her request. Just knowing, as a detective, that it helped. Enabled her to build a rounder picture of the child and her circumstances. And, of course, sometimes there were clues, anomalies, discrepancies to be found. Information that could help direct the angle of the search.


The bedroom at the back of the house was clean and obviously well lived-in, clothes and books scattered on the floor. A pair of gym rings was suspended from one corner. The walls were covered with posters. Many pictured wildlife, a tiger, raccoons, a brown bear. Others quoted Greta Thunberg and Michelle Obama. There was one of the England women’s football team, the Lionesses, from last year’s World Cup.


Smaller pictures were cut out from magazines or printed off. Images of dancers and gymnasts in gravity-defying positions.


A corkboard held a clutch of photographs. Laura peered closer and found one of a younger Scarlett with her mother, Jeanette. Jeanette was crouching down, hand open, a tiny crab on her palm. Scarlett, in a polka-dot swimsuit, was leaning in, her face intent.


A second photograph looked like a Christmas scene, Scarlett on Jeanette’s lap, paper hats on. Jeanette smiling, a lovely warm smile, and Scarlett, her head thrown back, mouth wide open laughing, a front tooth missing.


A recent snap showed Scarlett doing a handstand in the room downstairs.


Laura was moved, thinking of the unimaginable trauma the girl had been through. And the fact that she had been able to thrive since. She didn’t doubt much of that was down to Beatrice’s love and care.


And now it appeared that Gregory Martin, having already wreaked such carnage and caused such grief, had crashed back into their lives. Prepared to destroy what had been so carefully nurtured.


She tried to imagine how the child would be coping with the situation.


Downstairs Laura asked Beatrice, ‘Scarlett herself, how would you describe her as a character?’


Beatrice opened her mouth to speak, then her face swam with sorrow, lines creased her brow. She took a shaky breath, in and out.


Laura felt a swell of sympathy. She swallowed and waited for Beatrice to compose herself.


Beatrice pushed her fists against her thighs as if forcing herself to talk. She opened her eyes. ‘She’s bright, clever. Sociable.’


‘She’d know to try and ask for help?’ Laura said.


Beatrice nodded. ‘But she’ll be scared. She’ll be terrified.’


Laura checked again whether Beatrice wanted anyone to come to be with her. She didn’t.


At the doorway Beatrice simply said, ‘Bring her back.’ Tears glittering in her eyes.


Ah, Jesus, I hope so, Laura thought. I hope so. But I can’t make any promises.


*


Ahmed knew straight off that something was wrong.


He was on his way back to the police station after attending a callout about fighting at Bet You in Wirksworth, which turned out to be a waste of police resources because by the time he got there the men involved had fled the scene. Some scrap about proxy betting and money owed. No one to press charges, or even give him the full story, just the bookie’s clerk saying, ‘I thought they’d kill each other. But I’ll tell you something for nothing, they’re barred now. One of them was barred already. That’s where the trouble started.’
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