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			Prologue

			The seed was planted the minute he saw her, finally putting a face to the name he knew so well. Everything he’d wanted – was owed – was finally within reach.

			Hot water ran over his hands until the skin was raw, eyes fixed on the rising steam as it blurred his reflection in the bathroom mirror. The rhyme he’d tried to erase from memory a thousand times spewed from his lips before he even noticed he was making the sounds. ‘Left hand, right hand, wash them every day. Left hand, right hand, wash the dirt awa— No!’ he shouted, so guttural his throat burned.

			He snatched a small white towel from the rack, colour draining from his knuckles as he twisted the material.

			There wasn’t time for that.

			Droplets of water from his cheeks sank into the cotton as he patted his face dry. This would be different to the others. The stand-­ins. The placeholders. As if taking out everything he’d lost on those vacuous shells would ever fill the hole.

			This time would mean something.

			He walked to the bedroom and looked at her picture again, fingertip tracing the soft contour of her chin, down the side of her neck, and across her exposed collarbone. The heat from the water lingered. His skin tingling. But it was like it came from her now, radiating through the image and igniting the simmering embers in the pit of his stomach. Bare floorboards creaked as he approached the freshly made bed, sheets pristine until creases shot out from under him like cracking ice as he lay down, excitement pulsating.

			
			

			He would get this right. He’d had enough practice. Learned from the best.

			This was his chance.

			And nothing, no one, would get in his way.

		

	
		
			
			

			1

			You’d think I’d be better at lying, after eight years in the job listening to criminals of all breeds do it right to my face like their lives depended on it. But Tess’s insistence on buying me breakfast this morning – a service reserved for only the direst circumstances – was a clear sign she wasn’t quite convinced I was fine about what happened.

			And I was fine. Absolutely fine.

			We were sat at our usual table in Gilly’s café. Tess talking. Me listening. Fuelling up on carbs and coffee before another day of graft at the station. What could be more back to normal than that? I stared out the misted window on to the road. The scalloped edges of the emerald green awning fluttered in the breeze, mirroring the movement of the multi-­coloured bunting that zigzagged down the cobbled street towards Market Square.

			Tess clicked her fingers inches from my face. ‘Hello? Earth to Alice! Are you even listening to me?’

			I picked at my half-­eaten almond croissant. ‘Savouring every syllable, my love, carry on.’

			The garish earrings Tess had bought for a pound at the church craft fair poked through the tight black curls framing her face as she cocked her head. ‘You sure you’re all right? I don’t mean to kick a girl when she’s down, but you look like shit.’

			
			

			Dad’s detective motto hummed in my ears. Eyes are the windows to the soul, kid. Give people away every time. Clearly the mighty Chief Superintendent Mick Washington was never wrong, and the out-­of-­date concealer I’d found down the back of the sofa was no match for the dark puffy rings flanking the bridge of my nose like a pair of overcooked soufflés.

			Thanks for nothing, Maybelline.

			The thought of telling Tess the truth came and went in an instant. ‘I’m not down, thank you very much, just a bit tired.’ It wasn’t a total lie. Last night’s attempt to get the recommended eight hours had turned into the now familiar pattern of two hours’ sleep and six hours of mental flagellation.

			Tess eyeballed me before summarising what I’d missed during my leave from work. ‘Well, there was another argument about perimeter fence line ownership up at Highedge Farm that ended in a brawl; Mavis Mulberry’s grandkids shoplifting bottles of mead from Crow Hill Shop again; a couple of quad bike theft jobs; and a report come in yesterday from that author who lives in the manor by the reservoir, someone following her, sending her weird pictures or something. But other than that, it’s been pretty quiet.’

			She licked her fingertip and dabbed at the stray golden flakes of pastry on my plate, her perfectly shellacked burnt- orange nail varnish complementing her light brown skin. I slapped her hand away. ‘Since when does Fortbridge have a resident author?’

			
			

			‘Since last month. Camilla Harton-­Gray,’ Tess said, putting on her best snooty accent. ‘She’s from here, but just moved back from London. I’m sure it’s nothing anyway, like, she’s a celebrity, she probably gets weird stuff sent to her all the time. Roy’s picked it up, nothing for you to worry about.’

			Roy. Fuck’s sake. ‘Oh, great, because Roy never causes me any managerial problems at all, does he?’

			Tess downed the last of her apple juice. ‘He’s been behaving himself while you’ve been off, promise. And when I say behaving himself, of course I mean trawling Facebook and playing Solitaire.’

			‘Sounds about right, Roy being a lazy twat while Fortbridge lives up to its reputation as Wessex Constabulary’s very own Sin City.’

			Tess’s impish smile pushed her cheeks into her eyes as she tucked her forearms under the table and hunched forward. ‘Are you sure I can’t tempt you with a last-­minute holi­day? My cousin’s been trying to get me to visit her place for months. We should go. It’s right on the beach, you could chill out, get some sun on those pasty beanpoles.’ She poked each of my knobbly knees in turn under the table. ‘Look at you, you’re practically translucent.’

			She wasn’t wrong. Vitamin D was probably just what I needed. And a nice bit of sea salt in my hair to bring some life back to what’d once been a somewhat stylish French bob now accidentally grown out, sitting dark and lank against my shoulders. I chewed the inside of my mouth in feigned interest. ‘Caribbean cousin, or Weston-­super-­Mare cousin? ’Cause those are two very different offers, my friend.’

			
			

			Tess kicked my shoe. ‘Funny. Seriously, why not?’

			I pressed a finger to my chin. ‘Hmm, I dunno, those pesky little things we have called jobs.’

			She shrugged. ‘I’ve still got some leave to use before April, and anyone would understand if you needed a bit more time off – it’s only been a couple of weeks since . . . well, you know.’

			I looked at my watch, squinting to differentiate between the minute hand and the crack in the screen. It had been two weeks, one day and thirteen hours. Give or take. Not that I was counting. Not watching each second tick by, hoping the more that passed, the less the screams that had filled the ink-­black sky above the village green that night would reverberate inside my skull. ‘I don’t need a holiday, OK? And you’ve gotta remember,’ I said, not sure if it was Tess or myself who needed the reminder, ‘police time is more like dog years than human ones. So theoretically it’s been ages, more like four months.’ And did I honestly think even my pretend time gap would be enough to forget about what happened? To forget about the mistake? My mistake. I shoved the last piece of croissant into my mouth like a plug to stop what I was really thinking from bursting out.

			‘Even so,’ Tess said, ‘I know you lot deal with some horrible shit, but it’s worse, isn’t it, when it involves kids.’

			The pastry stuck in my throat. Children and animal cruelty were most coppers’ kryptonite, but you still had to get on with it. I forced the food down with a mouthful of lukewarm coffee. ‘Honestly, I’m fine. And yeah, some jobs get under your skin, but . . . hey, what can you do?’

			
			

			‘OK, but remember you’re not a robot, and I know I’m just sat behind a desk all day so I don’t know what it feels like . . . but you know you can talk to me, yeah?’

			Ah, talking. That old magic medicine. I appreciated the sentiment, but talking about your feelings got you nowhere in this job, certainly not on the list for promotion. As much as she tried, Tess would never truly get it. The difference between being a civilian police researcher and a cop. It’s one thing to know the ins-­and-­outs of crimes, incidents and offenders on paper, through the filter of a computer screen. It’s quite another to deal with them all in the flesh. ‘Yes, idiot girl, I know.’ I balled up a napkin and threw it at her. ‘But I hate to break this to you, I am a robot. We all are, haven’t you seen RoboCop? That’s why they’d never let you join, too many organs. Now, come on.’ I nodded towards the door, licking the remnants of icing sugar off my teeth. ‘Let’s get out of here before Gilly sees your puppy dog eyes and comes over with a tiny violin.’

			The early March cold snap slapped my cheeks as I pulled the café door open and held it for Tess. I was about to follow her on to the street when she jumped back into me, a stream of frothy water gushing down the pavement where she’d been about to step. I braced myself for the outburst. For all Tess’s exterior pink and fluffiness, her wrong side was to be fervently avoided, like a pedigree poodle with a flick knife tucked into its diamanté show collar.

			
			

			‘Woah, watch it! You nearly soaked me,’ she shouted as the owner of the fishmongers next door held up an apology with one hand and an empty red plastic bucket in the other.

			‘Sorry, love, didn’t see you there,’ the man said.

			He carried on talking but I’d stopped listening. Too busy watching the cobblestones, water traversing the crevices that separated the varying shades of grey and tan. Butterflies fought in my stomach. The suds moved faster than the boy’s blood had. Jamie’s blood. Viscous crimson snakes slithering between the cracks in the courtyard at St Bernadette’s Church. I closed my eyes as the voice of Jamie’s mum echoed in my head. He’ll be lucky if he can walk again, never mind play football. Her tears staining the sterile white hospital sheet that covered the sinewy body of her boy. Her broken baby. I bit down on my lower lip, chewing the thoughts away as a deep thud pounded in my ribcage.

			‘Alice!’ Tess’s voice jolted me as she shouted from the other side of the street. ‘What are you doing, you melon? Waiting for a lollipop lady or something? Hurry up, I’ve gotta get a metal theft report finished and up to headquarters before lunch. Can’t keep those HQ big dogs waiting.’

			I threw my bag over my shoulder and walked across the road, legs filling with concrete.

			Tess looked me up and down as I came level with her. ‘You sure you’re OK?’

			I paused before replying, my heart raging so loudly in my ears, for a second, I was convinced she could hear it. ‘For the millionth time, I’m fine!’

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			Gnarled stems of flowerless wisteria hung above the door to the Post Office, protruding in all directions like the fingers of a corpse. I swerved, avoiding the grasp of one extra- long tentacle as I followed Tess towards the architectural monstrosity that was Fortbridge Police Station. Plonked awkwardly at the end of a small row of medieval stone cottages with chocolate box facades like some uninvited dinner guest, the bland eighties brick building couldn’t look more out of place if it tried. Even the hydrangeas someone had stuck in a flower bed to the right of the reception door were the very definition of trying to polish a turd.

			We passed through the empty reception and climbed the stairs as the fire door to the CID office swung open, the familiar odour of eau de detective erupting across the landing. A weekend’s worth of shifts fuelled by kebabs, burgers and abstinence from showering heightened the pungency.

			‘Here she is,’ Roy said, his voice muffled by what smelled like a bacon and egg sandwich, ‘the prodigal daughter returns.’

			I inhaled as deeply as the stench would allow and went inside. ‘Morning.’

			
			

			Roy finished his last bite of breakfast before pointing at his computer monitor. ‘Come look at this.’

			I made my way to his side of the bank of desks. A picture of a middle-­aged woman stared out from his screen. My stomach clenched. Who was this? Jamie’s aunt? His grandma? His favourite teacher devastated by what happened to him? What I let happen to him. ‘Who’s that?’

			‘It’s Trudy,’ Roy said.

			I looked at him blankly.

			‘You know, Trudy, the one I went to school with?’ Clearly I was expected to know her from her first name alone, like Fortbridge’s answer to Oprah.

			The memory clicked and I let out the apprehensive breath I’d been holding back, appreciating for the first time how little it took to distract him. ‘Ah yes, Trudy.’

			‘You were wrong, she does fancy me. Been sending me messages on the Facebook.’ His broad chest puffed out as he sat upright, the buttons on his shirt clinging desperately to their holey counterparts like pairs of doomed lovers going down together on the Titanic.

			‘Really?’ I said, making my way back to my desk. ‘Good for you. How’s Karen by the way?’

			Roy dragged his tongue across his teeth at the mention of his wife’s name. ‘No harm in just talking, is there?’

			‘Depends what you’re saying, doesn’t it?’ I turned my computer on, not sure if he hadn’t heard me or was just pretending, as the phone on his desk rang in a well-­timed interruption.

			I sat down and tried to remember my log-­in details. At least Roy was acting normally, like nothing had happened. I didn’t know why I’d expected anything else. He’d probably already forgotten Jamie’s name. Was that what I’d prefer? To not give a shit, like Roy? I cared. So what? Not the worst trait a police officer could have.

			
			

			‘Yeah . . . yeah . . . mm-­hmm . . .’ Roy said, half listening to the person on the other end of the line, trying to close down Facebook as the Inspector’s voice rang out from the corridor.

			I pressed my index fingers to my temples as an alternative to clicking my heels together three times to take me home. If I didn’t have the energy to deal with Roy today, I certainly couldn’t be doing with Jane. The waistband of my jeans climbed up my back as I slid lower in my chair.

			‘Alice?’ Jane said as she appeared in the doorway. ‘She in yet?’

			Shit.

			‘Aha, the lady herself.’ She marched across the office, eliciting her usual reaction, everyone suddenly staring at their screens like they were figuring out a self-­assessment tax return, hoping she wouldn’t notice them for a bollocking if they didn’t look directly at her.

			‘Morning, ma’am,’ I said.

			Jane’s eyes narrowed, a pursed smile emerging from lips so thin they were barely visible on her face. It disappeared in an instant, as if returning the pleasantry was physically painful. ‘Can I have a quick word?’ she said, nodding back towards her office. She spun on the heels of her polished loafers before I could answer, long strides taking her across the water-­stained carpet still feeling the after-­effects of the great ceiling leak of ’09.

			
			

			My heart rate rose by the second, the varying ways Jane could sack me running through my head. Maybe you should try a new profession, something less taxing. Off you pop now from Daddy’s coat-­tails, don’t trip over my personalised Vivienne Westwood kit bag on your way out. I followed the trail of bergamot body mist Jane left in her wake, pausing for a second outside her office to compose myself. I walked in and closed the door behind me.

			 

			I’d never gotten over how plush Jane’s office was compared to the rest of the dilapidated station. Stepping into it was like passing through the wardrobe into Narnia. The damp-­stained walls, peeling paint and eighties décor on display everywhere else in the building gave way to a chic and comfortable room that hipsters would describe as a ‘workspace’ whilst sipping their deconstructed matcha lattes from recycled jam jars.

			‘Sit,’ Jane instructed, leaning against her large wooden desk. She gestured towards the mustard velour sofa that filled an entire wall of the office. I’d never been invited to touch her precious sofa before. The minions were usually directed to perch on the cheap plastic chairs. ‘So,’ she said, sitting down beside me, ‘good to be back? Ready for action?’

			Trick question. Don’t fall for it. Keep it simple. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

			Jane nodded, her stiff black cowlick bouncing across her wrinkled brow, streaks of grey glinting in the harsh office lighting. ‘Glad to hear it. Spoken to your dad recently?’

			
			

			‘Erm –’ why on earth was she asking about my dad? ‘– not really, why?’

			Jane never worked directly with Dad before he retired, but neither had most of the people who sang his praises as soon as they heard the surname and saw the green eyes with amber flecks. You must be Mick’s girl, they’d say, before following it up with some variation of the old adage of apples never falling far from trees. Dad got it too, in reverse. Whispers of me snapping at his heels made their way to him through meet-­ups with the old boys at the golf course. His little Alice, showing those legendary Washington instincts, earmarked as a future leader of his beloved Major Crime Unit. And they weren’t wrong; I had them. The instincts. Had them before, anyway. I’d always been able to read people, know what made them tick.

			Jane rested her elbow on the back of the sofa like a chat show host, legs crossed. ‘I just wondered if you’d heard the news through the grapevine, about Jim Barker.’

			My stomach leapt at the sound of a name I knew well. Dad’s protégé and one of the sergeants at the MCU. ‘No, what about him?’

			‘He’s retiring.’

			My ears buzzed. This was what the last two years in Fortbridge had been building towards. There was no way they’d have let me jump straight in there as a brand-­new sergeant, no matter who my dad was. You need to break in those chevrons first, DCI Simon Carver had said when the temporary position came up out here. It wasn’t ideal, moving from town, but if spending my time supervising investigations about pissed teenagers on a cow-­tipping bender with traffic cones on their heads counted as ­necessary management experience, I’d take it. If that’s what it took to get up there, get stuck into some real jobs. The process of my entire future flashing before my eyes clearly went on far too long for Jane’s liking.

			
			

			‘That’s what you want, isn’t it? To get up to HQ?’ she said.

			‘Absolutely, ma’am. It’s great here, of course, but yeah.’

			‘Following in Dad’s footsteps, eh?’

			My well-­practised head bob and smile activated on cue. I wasn’t in the mood to trot out the song and dance about how my ambition was fuelled by a desire to actually make a bloody difference in the world, and that if I was truly looking to make Daddy proud, becoming a police officer seemed like the worst thing I could have chosen. It was clearly the last thing he wanted.

			‘Well,’ Jane continued, clapping her hands together and dropping them into her lap. ‘Now’s the time. Selection process won’t start for a few weeks yet, but it’s never too early to start getting yourself prepared. Happy to lend a hand, of course.’

			I shifted my weight on the sofa cushion. Lend a hand? Jane Josephs had never lent anything to anyone in her fifty-­odd-year existence. I started to wonder if I’d been off for two weeks, or if I’d been in a coma for two years and Jane had undergone a personality transplant. ‘That’d be, erm, great, ma’am, thank you.’

			
			

			‘Good. Well, go on.’ Her demeanour hardened as if the coins in her be nice meter had run out. ‘Go find some crimes to solve.’

			I sprang from the sofa and headed to the door, a fizzing sensation coursing through me.

			‘Oh, and Alice?’ I turned back, Jane looking up at me through thick, dark eyebrows. ‘I mean it, about getting yourself, well . . . prepared. Don’t forget that Occupational Health referral for counselling.’ I pulled my lips back between my teeth. There it was again, the other C-­word. ‘It’s still open, if you need it, with Bev.’ She held the V sound a second too long, like a snake with a speech impediment. ‘There’s going to be stiff competition for the job – I know Bret’s going for it as well as a boatload of others – and you wouldn’t want that, er, hiccup, to affect your chances, would you?’

			I dug my fingernails into my palms. That’s more like it. Classic Jane. The Jane who’d refer to the possibly permanent paralysis of a twelve-­year-­old boy as a hiccup. The Jane who had a reputation for breaking the glass ceiling, not so she could pull other women up behind her, but because of the pleasure she derived from watching the shards rain down on those below. The Jane desperate to unleash her own little protégé, DS Bret ‘Golden Boy’ Seaborn, on to the halls of HQ to show off her mentoring prowess. I didn’t need help. Not from Jane. Not from Beverly ‘call me Bev and yes I do love a bevvy’ Taylor. What the hell did Bev know about being a police officer anyway, sat behind a desk all day filling in referral paperwork and watering her peace lily?

			
			

			Well, fuck you, ma’am, was what I wanted to say, but I could only muster the last of the words aloud before walking out, anger burning a hole in my chest.
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			The flimsy office chair groaned under Roy’s weight as he leant forward. He re-­opened the Facebook tab and scrolled the last few weeks’ worth of messages he’d exchanged with Trudy. He paused, eyes sticking on the one where she’d suggested meeting for a coffee next time she passed through Fortbridge. His stomach did a little backflip. Just like it had the first time he’d read it. Before he’d remembered he couldn’t meet her for a coffee, or anything else for that matter, because if he did she’d notice his profile picture was a good ten years out of date and would recede faster than his hairline. That’s if she even recognises you at all, he thought, staring at the picture. He barely even recognised himself. His hair was more grey now than the sandy blond it was back then, the sharp jaw on display almost completely hidden beneath a layer of soft, stubbly flesh.

			His eyes flicked between the screen and the hallway, cursor poised over the minimise button in case Jane or Alice re-­emerged, ready to click off before they had a chance to jump down his throat. He expected as much from Jane. She lapped up any opportunity to show him who was boss. Long gone were the days they’d happily shared a pint at the dingy bar of the residential police training centre in their early twenties. Clearing their minds of the fog brought on by legislation lectures and comparing bruises from their Personal Safety Training before she shipped off to HQ and was fast-­tracked along the road to Inspector. But he’d thought Alice would be different, being the flesh and blood of the legend that was Mick Washington. He was sure coming from that sort of stock would have rubbed off, that she’d get stuck in with the grunt work and not just trample over anyone in her way to get to the upper echelons as quickly as possible like Jane and a few others he could name. Alice had been top of her class. Strong as an ox. Came close to breaking some poor sod’s arm in new recruit training, so Roy had heard.

			
			

			But it hadn’t taken long to see she was just like the rest. Those young cookie-­cutter coppers. Too busy making fancy PowerPoint presentations about strategic problem-­solving plans rather than rolling their sleeves up and getting some real police work done. Roy would never be convinced getting an A* for an essay about public order tactics at university would actually prepare anyone when it came down to it. Dealing with a riot. Face ­to ­face with an angry mob hurling Molotov cocktails and being expected to hold your ground. Not that it ever really went that far out here. But you never knew. There’d been those times the Swampy types came over in droves from London and chained themselves to the fence at Dick Lowry’s abattoir. Roy was a firm believer in always being prepared for a good old-­fashioned rumble when required, even if it was with a bunch of tree-­hugging hippies. The two aren’t mutually exclusive, you know; being academic and being prepared to run towards what everyone else is running away from, Alice had snarked at him more than once. He didn’t even know what the hell she meant. Mutually bleeding exclusive? His point exactly! Too many fancy words, not enough action.

			
			

			The last fortnight had been a case in point. Taking two weeks off because she thought she’d fluffed it? Couldn’t make it up with this lot. It’d been a horrible day, of course it had, for all of them. But it’s not like she was the only one there. And no one had asked him if he was all right. If he needed some self-­care pamper time. He was the one who’d held on to the mother’s flailing arms like a human straitjacket. He was the one who’d felt the vibrations under his feet as the kid hit the ground in front of him.

			Roy jumped at a different type of vibration: his mobile. He took a second to retrieve it, knuckles scraping against the hem of his trouser pocket as it clung to his thigh. He wasn’t sure how much longer he’d fit into these. He needed new ones, but he wouldn’t know where to start. The screen lit up as the message banner across the top told him he had one new alert. He opened it and instantly wished he hadn’t bothered.

			 

			NEW MODULE ADDED TO YOUR SILVERSKY PROGRAMME:

			MY DEPRESSION AND I.

			 

			Jesus wept, Roy thought. The thing sounded more like a bleeding Rogers and Hammerstein number than a mental health module. Where did they get this rubbish from? The first few hadn’t been as bad as he’d thought, but he knew he’d regret downloading the damn thing the second Laurie – who he should really remind was his daughter and not his mother – made him do it. He didn’t mind going through the motions if it got her off his back, but if she bothered to come and visit him she’d see he was fine since Karen left. Nice to have the peace and quiet for once, if anything.

			
			

			He held the power button down until the screen went black and stuffed the phone back into his pocket before returning to his computer. The damned thing had timed out already and locked itself. He typed his password, fingers hitting the wrong key at least twice. ‘Stupid – piece of bleedin’ – Tess,’ he yelled. ‘This thing’s broken.’

			Tess strode towards him. ‘Is it actually broken this time though?’

			‘Well, the screensaving thing isn’t going away, is it?’

			‘Your caps lock’s on,’ she said as she tapped it off, ‘try again.’

			Roy jabbed his index finger against the keys and the screensaver disappeared, his cheeks filling with heat.

			‘See,’ said Tess, before she turned and waltzed off across the office.

			‘Stupid bleedin’—’ He was just about to throw an F-­bomb tirade at his screen when he noticed a new message from Trudy, stifling a rare smile as he clicked to read it.
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			Roy had disappeared from his desk by the time I came out of Jane’s office. Thank God. I slumped into my chair and closed my eyes. Who did Jane think she was kidding? She didn’t want me to get this job. Just because she’d buggered up her chance of promotion at HQ – and her marriage – by getting caught shagging DCI Carver didn’t mean I was going to mess my opportunity up by making it look like I couldn’t cope with the hard stuff. And of course she’d want Bret sodding Seaborn to get it over me. No chance of him going over there and making a tit of himself. Solid as a rock Bret. Reliable as they come Bret. Does everything by the book Bret. Bret, Bret, Bret, boring bloody Bret.

			No. That job would be mine. End of discussion. I’d worked hard for it. I was a good detective. And it would take more than one wobble to knock me off track. If I’d managed to do all right without counselling as a kid after . . . well, I certainly didn’t need it now.

			I shot daggers at the back of Bret’s empty chair on the other side of the room until Roy broke my line of sight, passing me before dropping a pile of photograph printouts on to his desk.

			
			

			‘Looks more like a bleedin’ photoshoot for Country Life magazine than a stalking case, this one,’ Roy said.

			He splayed the images out and I sat up to get a better look. Candid shots of a glamorous woman walking two large dogs at what looked like Oakham Reservoir on the edge of the village, displaying the sort of effortless countryside chic that made me think she must be one of those annoying people who even managed to look good at the airport. ‘That her, then, the author?’

			Roy nodded.

			My foot was a metronome tapping against the inside of my chair leg. ‘Does she know when they were taken?’

			Roy shifted his weight from one leg to the other. ‘Report came in yesterday but she thinks it’s from a couple of days ago, says she didn’t see anyone, but don’t you think she’s awfully dressed up to be dog-­walking?’

			I looked up at him from my chair, squinting as if I was staring straight at the sun. ‘What’s your point?’

			‘Bleedin’ celebrities, all the same, ain’t they? Always trying to drum up a bit of free promo. Especially when they’ve got some shit to sell.’

			I shook my head, wondering if Roy had always been this cynical or if his years in the job had turned him that way.

			Tess’s Euphoria perfume tickled my nose as she sidled up beside us before peering down at the pictures. A pockmarked face appeared over her shoulder seconds later. 

			‘Morning, Eddie,’ I said as Tess shrugged his pointy chin away from her.

			‘Oh my God, is that Camilla Harton-­Gray?’ Eddie said.

			
			

			I nodded. ‘Yep, some creepazoid took these and emailed them to her anonymously.’

			Eddie leaned forward to get a closer look. ‘No way, seriously?’ he said, eye-wateringly stale coffee and chewing gum breath following the words out of his mouth. ‘Sounds like something straight out of one of her thrillers, does that. In fact . . .’ He scuttled across the office and dug around in his rucksack before pulling out some sort of tablet. Confused looks ping-­ponged between Tess, Roy and me as Eddie swiped at the device’s screen, his eyes squinting in concentration. ‘Ah, no, haven’t got the e-­book version of her DI Tucker series; got the paperbacks and special edition hardbacks, though, I’ll have a look when I get home. I swear something like this happens at the start of the first or second one. What if it’s a copycat or something?’

			Tess tutted before interjecting, ‘They’re anonymous emails, Eddie – I’m sure that happens in, like, a million stalker stories. Hardly unique, is it?’

			‘The way she writes makes it feel like it is, she’s sooo good. I’ve got her new book on pre-­order, she’s amazing. The “Queen of Suspense”, they call her,’ Eddie said.

			I’d never really pegged him as an avid reader. He looked far too excitable to sit down long enough to read anything longer than the message in a fortune cookie. No harm in letting him crack on with his hunch, though, it would keep him occupied at the very least. Stop him getting bored and shredding the loo roll like an Andrex puppy. ‘Tess’s probably right,’ I said, ‘but worth a look. You have at it, Eddie.’

			‘Ah, so she’s got a new book coming out, eh?’ Roy said. ‘Sounds like the Agatha Christie wannabe might be trying to build a bit of suspense of her own, sell a few more copies.’ He rocked back and forth from toes to heels like a proud Weeble.

			
			

			I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples, reminding myself that the little enjoyment Roy seemed to get from life came from being a contrarian. And that being reprimanded for flipping off a subordinate was the last thing I needed. Calm. Focussed. ‘Funny joke, Roy, hilarious – our very own Dame Vera Lynn keeping all our spirits up. Now, can we move on to taking this seriously, yeah?’

			Roy looked down at his shoes and stopped rocking.

			‘Have you spoken to her yet?’ I asked.

			‘Briefly,’ Roy said. ‘Going over to take a statement tomorrow.’

			Sticky HQ fingers would be all over this when they found out the complainant was famous, and Roy didn’t exactly have the most delicate bedside manner. I couldn’t let him mess this job up, not now. The bosses would no doubt already be pencilling ‘can’t keep children safe’ on to my MCU application; I hardly needed ‘and can’t keep her own officers in check’ adding to it. ‘We’ll go and see her together, OK?’

			Roy recoiled as if I’d flicked an elastic band in his face. ‘No offence, but, er, you don’t need to hold my hand. I’ve been taking statements since you were in nappies, Sarge.’

			Indignance coated my title like it always did when Roy was finding me particularly annoying. He seemed to have a major issue with me being in a position of authority. Probably because at thirty I was more than twenty years his junior. Though, I had to admit, pissing off Roy wasn’t my least favourite thing in the world. I tapped the edges of the printouts on the desk, nudging them into a uniform pile. ‘I’m not sure how my parents’ potty-­training strategy is any kind of reflection on how good you are at taking statements, but sure, you’re taking the statement; I’m coming for damage control.’ Roy control, more like. I poked the wad into his chest. ‘The press will be all over this if – when – it gets out, I can see the headlines now: Fear in Fortbridge: Writer Given Dose of Own Crazy Crime Medicine.’ Roy looked at me like I’d farted. ‘All right, I’m not a bloody newspaper editor, am I? You get the gist.’

			
			

			‘Fine.’ He shrugged, looking less than impressed with my attempt at journalistic flare. He trudged off towards the hallway, presumably to go beat up the vending machine.

			Eddie stayed close, buzzing around Tess like a fly on cocaine as usual. I managed to keep my cool for all of twenty seconds. ‘Eddie, can you just be still. Or – even better – be somewhere else.’

			‘Sorry, Sarge,’ Eddie said, clasping his hands behind his back as if to physically shackle himself. ‘Any legwork you need doing on this one, I’m at your service.’ He saluted as Tess joined me in a mutual eye roll, perfectly executed like a pair of Olympic synchronised divers. Eddie was well known for shirking the ‘Support’ part of his PCSO title and spent most of his time hanging around the station trying to chat up Tess, but hell, could we blame the renewed enthusiasm? Everyone loves an attractive damsel in distress with millions of pounds in the bank and a manor house sat on nine acres.

			
			

			I slung a cardigan around my shoulders, fist fighting against the inside-­out sleeve as Eddie continued.

			‘May be useful to know, Sarge – did you see that profile of her in the paper a few weeks ago?’

			‘Until this morning I’d never even heard of her,’ I said.

			‘A. J. did a whole spread about her, and what happened to her family.’

			I definitely hadn’t read it if the words were those of A. J. ‘epicentre of gutter journalism’ Howden. I hadn’t read anything of his before he did the hatchet job on me the day after what happened to Jamie, and I certainly wasn’t going to start now. A headline of Carnage in the Church Yard: Top Cop’s Daughter Centre of Review, complete with a close-­up of my face, had been quite enough for me. Fucking vulture. A. J. was a classic armchair detective. First on scene with all the bright ideas, only to be found standing behind the actual officers, quivering like a spiderweb in a breeze the second anything kicked off. Even applied to be a cop at one point, he’d told me as he’d come on to me in the pub a week after I’d moved here, but halfway through his training he’d ‘realised his intellectual prowess could be put to better use through investigative journalism’. I’d always taken that as code for didn’t like the fighty bits. The man was about as trustworthy as the label on an allegedly ripe and ready avocado.

			Eddie relayed the article highlights, Roy returning halfway through with his hand shoved into a packet of crisps. Camilla’s family killed. Car accident on their way to a wedding. Hit by a lorry driving on the wrong side of the road. A road they wouldn’t have taken if not for the detour to pick Camilla up from the train station. Brimming with excitement, fresh from a week in London celebrating bagging her first book deal.

			
			

			‘The Haunted Author, A. J. called it,’ Eddie continued. ‘Anyway, Sarge, just so you know what you’re walking into. It’s been about ten years, but, still, I imagine moving back here has brought up some memories for her, poor thing.’

			Roy nodded. ‘I remember that, yeah. Didn’t work it – next county over picked it up, Bret’s old stomping ground – but it was a nasty one. Didn’t make the news like it would now – she wasn’t famous then, of course. Ask Bret, he’ll probably know more about it than A. J., or have some mates at his old force who do.’

			‘I don’t get the impression Bret does “mates”,’ I said, ‘and anyway, it was a decade ago. Surely he would still have been training at that point – he’s about the same age as me, isn’t he?’

			Roy shrugged. ‘I thought he had a couple of years on you.’

			Come to think of it, I had no idea how old Bret was. I’d guessed roughly the same age as me, but half the time he dressed like he’d raided the wardrobe of a sixty-­two-­year-­old accountant called Dennis from Milton Keynes. ‘I’m sure A. J.’s article contains more than enough of the gory details.’ I scratched my forehead and turned my attention back to Eddie. ‘Did it happen to say anything about why she’s moved back?’

			
			

			‘Not specifically,’ Eddie said, his hands cinching in his oversized uniform at his thin waist, making him look ever so slightly less like a kid wearing his dad’s kit to a fancy dress party. ‘But you don’t stay living in Fortbridge for long when you make the Sunday Times bestseller list, do you?’

			Tess tutted. ‘How come you know so much about her? You her number one fan or something?’

			‘What can I say?’ Eddie shrugged. ‘You can’t beat a good crime thriller. And with what she’s been through, woman’s an inspiration. Must be bad enough something happening to your family, but then to blame yourself for it too . . .’ Eddie shook his head. ‘Can’t even begin to imagine how guilty she must’ve felt. Mum, Dad, little brother, everyone gone, just like that.’

			The lining of my throat thickened as Tess placed her hand on my shoulder, subtly squeezing before letting it drop away. I leant over and rearranged everything within arm’s length on my desk, hoping Tess was the only one who noticed my glistening eyes. She was the only one who knew about the last time they tried to make me go to counselling. And how the feeling of blaming yourself for the death of your little brother wasn’t something I had to imagine.

		

	
		
			
			

			5

			The sun had been up hours before he noticed it was daytime. Before he rose from the chair he’d sat in all night and tugged the curtains open, filling the room with a dull grey light. He circled his head. Moving inch by inch. Savouring every pop and crack as pockets of air escaped from their hiding places between each vertebra.

			The floor was a mess. He squatted to tidy it, scooping up reams and reams of notes scrawled across pages and pages of paper. Everything he could possibly know about her. Everything anyone could know if they looked hard enough. And he’d looked hard. Very hard. All night, in fact. And what a treasure trove he’d found. He often wondered if people had any idea how much could be discovered from their digital footprint. Their favourite places, when they go, who they go with. He’d even come across the name of her Year 9 English teacher. It was all right there. Ripe for picking. And he was only just getting started.

			It took every ounce of willpower he could muster to let go of the neat pile of notes and place them down on the chair. He wanted to read them again. And again. Drink in every drop of knowledge. Later, he told himself. He pulled on a pair of boxer shorts and a new white vest, then drew his fingertips across his face as he made his way to the bathroom, nails catching on stubble. This won’t do at all now, will it, he thought as he neatened himself up.

			
			

			He’d always enjoyed shaving. The precision. The attention to detail. She’d tried to teach him how to do it. Mother. Just like she’d taught him that stupid song to make sure he remembered how to wash his hands properly like he was some sort of baby. He was ten. Father had meant to teach him; he just didn’t have the time, she’d said. He was an important man. A very important man. She’d used her leg to demonstrate how to put the shaving cream on, how to hold the razor, angled just so to ensure the smoothest run. The memory was as fresh in his mind as the warm red liquid trickling down his neck from where the blade had nicked his jawline. But he didn’t gasp now, not like he had then at the sight of blood seeping through the white foam on Mother’s knee.

			‘Don’t panic, it’s just a bit of blood,’ she’d said, smiling, ‘I’m not going to bleed to death.’

			She’d leant over and squirted foam on to the end of his nose, and before he knew it she was chasing him and he was squealing with delight and they were running from room to room, climbing on and off beds and chairs, more laughing and spraying and laughing and more and more foam until his mother froze.

			He could still hear Father’s voice so clear and crisp from the top of the stairs. The sound that riveted him whenever he heard it. Caused every muscle in his body to stand to attention in what he’d once thought was fear, but had long since realised was something entirely different. Respect. ‘What’s going on here then?’ his father had said.

			
			

			Mother had put the cap back on the can and hurriedly wiped the foam from her legs. ‘Nothing, just . . . just showing him how to shave, like you said.’

			Father had snorted. ‘Why would I say that? That’s clearly a man’s job. And no wonder – look at the state of you. There’s more foam on you than there is on the boy’s face.’

			He’d caught sight of his mother clasping the collar of her dressing gown from the corner of his eye, his stomach clenching as she’d responded.

			‘You . . . you said you didn’t have time to—’

			‘Course I’ve got time,’ Father interjected as she fumbled her words. ‘Always time for my lad, isn’t there? Come on, son.’ He’d nodded his head back towards the bathroom. ‘Let me show you how it’s done properly whilst your mother cleans up this mess.’

			For a second, he hadn’t responded to the instruction. He’d wanted to go to Father, to please him, to make everything all right again. But his feet were planted to the spot as if he were a vine that’d grown up through the slim gaps between the old floorboards, deep and unbreakable roots holding him firmly in place by his mother’s side. He couldn’t deny that what Father had said was true, though. Him and Mother had done nothing but make a mess, and he hadn’t learned anything. And of course his father had time for him. He should have known Mother was lying. But he didn’t know, then, what she was like. The levels to which she’d stoop. He’d torn himself from the doubt and run across the room to Father, that huge palm engulfing the top of his head as he’d reached his side. He could almost feel the weight of it now, wearing the warmth of his father’s hand like a crown. Proud. Just like he was about the fact his face bore the hallmarks of Father’s distinguished looks. There was little of her in him. And for that, he was thankful.

			
			

			He wiped his neck and looked down, head tilted to one side as the thin red stream formed a pattern on the wafer-­thin tissue paper. He admired it. Like he’d birthed some one-­off piece of abstract art. Father’s voice rumbled in his head again as he dropped the bloodied tissue into the bin. Any woman worth her salt prefers a clean-­shaven man. He washed away the remaining streaks of foam and ran his palms across his cheeks. For what she represented, she was definitely worth it.
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			Gravel splayed beneath the car as I pulled on to the driveway of Myrtle Cottage, one of the four well-­spaced properties that dotted the hillside overlooking the village, and my own little sanctuary. I pressed my forehead against the steering wheel, the soft leather a cooling compress massaging my brow. The weight of Tess’s sympathetic hand from this afternoon lingered on my shoulder. After hearing Camilla’s tragic history, I couldn’t get Noah out of my head. As if this mess with Jamie wasn’t enough.

			I didn’t think of my little brother often any more, I’d trained myself out of it. Remember the good times, people always said. And we certainly had those. Lots of them. We were inseparable. So much so people thought we were twins. The running joke in our family was that we had indeed been in the womb together, but Noah was so lazy he’d decided to have an extended stay after I was born, finally deciding to make an appearance thirteen months later. Noah and I even thought that might be true for a while. It did explain why even at over a year younger than me he was almost double my size. ‘Built like a bobby,’ Dad’s mates would say when Mum brought us to the station. ‘And me!’ I’d shout, shoving Noah out the way. ‘Look, look, Dad, and me, I am too, aren’t I?’ I’d say as I pulled up my sleeve, bent my elbow and tensed my apple pip of a bicep as tight as I could. Oh, how they’d all laugh, Dad’s flat smile only half hiding the fact he never answered the question.

			
			

			Dad hated when we got competitive. ‘You’d get twice as far as a team,’ he’d say as we set up another duel to prove who was the number one Washington child based on who could traverse the living room obstacle course made from chairs, side tables, upside-­down storage boxes and the ironing board the quickest. As much as our bouts annoyed Dad, I think he was a little impressed that I always opted for the physical challenges, when if I really wanted to win all I had to do was pick any task that involved careful thought or concentration. Noah couldn’t think about one thing for more than a minute before he got bored and shot off to chase more exciting, shiny objects like some weird puppy-­magpie hybrid. I didn’t want to beat him that way. My eyes stung thinking about our final competition, the one we didn’t get to finish.

			I shook my head to rid myself of the memory and slid my phone from my pocket, typing in the details of the appointment we had to see Camilla Harton-­Gray after lunch tomorrow. It was exactly what I needed. Get that detective muscle flexing again. Recalibrate those instincts. A-­game time.

			The car door slammed louder than intended as black clouds gathered overhead, the threat of rain thickening the air. I rummaged around in my bag for my house keys. Purse. Empty chewing gum packet. Digestive biscuit crumbs. A pen that definitely didn’t work, and approximately thirteen hair grips. No keys. ‘Shit,’ I yelled. So much for bringing the bloody A-­game.

			
			

			I was assessing the best strategy for breaking in when footsteps bounced across the lane. Great, just great. Getting murdered on my own doorstep really would be the mouldy cherry on top of the stale cake that was my day.

			‘Everything all right over there?’ called a voice from a face I couldn’t see clearly.

			‘Yeah, fine,’ I replied, ‘sorry for the noise, just castigating myself for forgetting my keys.’ Castigating? Who did I think I was, Sister Mary bloody Joseph?

			A figure appeared at the end of my drive, the motion sensor light revealing a man of two halves. His body clothed in tired athletic wear and well-­worn trainers, but a face straight from the big screen of the fifties. A whiter-­than-­white Gene Kelly-­esque grin contrasting against lightly tanned skin and dark hair, neatly coiffed into short back and sides.

			‘D’you need any help?’ he said.

			I fumbled around in my bag again, hoping the keys would do me the honour of magically appearing once they remembered how much I loathed small talk with strangers. It turned my brain into that of a fifteen-­year-­old who’s shared a bottle of cider with three friends in a park and is now just talking for talking’s sake to convince their parents they are absolutely, most definitely, not drunk. ‘It’s fine, I gave my friend a spare key after the last time I did this, I’ll get her to bring it.’ Maintaining an air of nonchalance became increasingly difficult as the sky burst and raindrops bounced off my face.

			
			

			‘Last time? Do this often then?’

			‘Just the once, but that once did result in me standing outside barefoot in November in nothing but a Power Rangers T-­shirt and my knickers, so . . .’ Why on God’s green earth was I telling a random dude in the street about my underwear like this was the start of a low-­budget porno movie? ‘Anyway, she’ll only be like five, ten minutes when I call her.’

			‘O-­K,’ he said slowly, ‘well, you’re more than welcome to come wait in here.’ He swivelled and pointed towards The Willows, the small property opposite Myrtle Cottage that had sat empty for months. ‘I’m just moving the last of my stuff in so don’t have much in the way of furniture set up, but the kettle and tea bags are out, and the heating’s on. A slightly better prospect than standing in the street, maybe?’ His shoulders rose with his intonation.

			Rain seeped through the stitching of my coat, dripping down my arms as I mulled over the options. The prioritisation of tea was a plus. But the inevitable spidey sense tingled at the prospect of going into a stranger’s house. At night. Alone. Even as a cop who’d taken down my fair share of men twice my size, the parental motto of ‘stranger danger’ and the resulting wariness never really went away. But I couldn’t just stand there staring like a moron – I needed to make a decision.

			I thought about the points system I’d used before with Tess to get her to see when she’d picked an imbecile to date, which in her case was the majority of times. She had terrible taste in men, going for the type of guys that would make even Hollywood – and its notoriously low bar for well-­adjusted romantic male leads – think twice. My instincts might be off, but you couldn’t go wrong with the immutable laws of arithmetic.

			
			

			A checklist formed in my mind and I scanned through it. Had his address already if he tried anything funny. Plus twenty points. He seemed polite, helpful, friendly enough. Plus ten points. I walked towards him. ‘OK, as long as you promise not to Buffalo Bill me.’ Wow. A totally normal thing to say to a complete stranger. I might as well go back to talking about my knickers.

			He squinted. ‘To . . . sorry, what?’

			I’d started now, I had to finish. ‘You know. Guy gets girl into van, cuts her skin off, wears it as a dress? Jodie Foster? Silence of the Lambs?’ My voice jumped an octave with every sentence.

			‘Oh, right,’ he said, ‘the film. Haven’t seen it, but I can promise I’m too squeamish to cut anyone’s skin off. Anyway, I’m not sure which box my knives are packed in, so you’re good.’

			Hasn’t seen Silence of the Lambs. Raised by wolves surely? Minus five points. Decent recovery joke. Plus fifty points.

			 

			I called Tess before following him across the road and up the sloped stone driveway, my nose filling with the sweet herbal scent the rain had shaken loose from the lavender bushes separating the path from the small, unkempt front garden.

			
			

			He stopped abruptly at the door, turning to face me with his right arm outstretched. ‘Sorry, just realised I didn’t introduce myself. Dom.’

			‘Alice.’ I shook his hand, the warm skin making my now very cold fingers tingle.

			‘Nice to meet you, Alice.’ He pushed the door open. ‘Like I said, still settling in, so apologies for all the boxes.’ I followed him inside the small kitchen, welcomed by a wave of heat from a rusted black log burner in the corner. ‘Please, go through,’ Dom said, pointing towards a stable-­style door on the other side of the room.

			He filled the kettle as I went. I hovered in the middle of what an estate agent would probably describe as a snug, using the time it took him to make the tea to scan for red flags. There wasn’t much to go on; the space was tiny and bare except for a black sofa.

			‘Sorry about the sofa, it’s seen better days,’ Dom said as he came in a few minutes later. ‘It was already here and – hold on.’ He placed the mugs down on the cream carpet before disappearing into the kitchen, returning with a navy tartan blanket. A cloud of citrus-­scented fabric softener filled the room as the material unrolled at the flick of his wrists. He laid it across the seat cushions and gestured for me to sit. Considerate to the comfort of others and appreciates the importance of a snuggly blanket. Plus forty points.

			‘I hope that’s enough milk?’ he said, handing me a mug.

			
			

			It wasn’t, but I was far too British to say so. ‘Great, thanks.’

			I forced out small talk waiting for Tess. All the usual bollocks questions no one actually cares about the answers to. ‘So, um, what do you do then, job-wise?’ I asked.

			He took a gulp of tea. ‘Physio mostly, and a bit of personal training on the side.’

			‘Oh, cool, better than sitting behind a desk all day, I imagine.’

			‘Yeah, yeah, better for the posture, I suppose.’ I instantly felt the urge to sit up a little straighter and stop slouching like a geriatric prawn. ‘How about you?’ he continued. ‘Anything exciting?’

			Here it comes. The big test. Huge number of points to be lost for jokes about eating doughnuts or even a hint of innuendo about my ability to handle a truncheon. ‘I’m a police officer.’ I took a sip of tea and braced.

			He raised his eyebrows and jutted out his bottom lip. ‘Wow, impressive. You won’t be in need of my services, then, probably keeps you in decent shape already. Mind, I wouldn’t have thought there’d be too much to police in a village like this.’

			Jamie’s contorted face pierced my brain. Not now! ‘Hmm, you’d be surprised. And policing involves a lot more sitting behind a desk than people think, especially in CID.’

			‘You look like you’re pretty fit to me,’ his eyes widened, ‘I mean physically fit, like, heart-­wise, not in the face . . . not that you’re not, you know . . . OK, I’m just making this worse now, aren’t I?’

			
			

			The smirk slipped across my lips before I could stop it. ‘It’s fine, and thanks, I think. Glad the outside looks OK. My arteries are probably held together with cheese strings, so . . .’

			‘Well, I could use some clients until I start at the hospital in a couple of weeks, so if you want to do any sessions, let me know. I might even put on a few free fitness classes, see if I can drum up a bit of interest.’

			As tempting as it sounded to watch Dom do push-­ups, I hated group exercise. Just the thought of all the unsolicited high-­fives from sweaty hands made my upper lip spasm. ‘Trust me, you don’t want me in your class – the only thing I have the coordination for is running. Tried a BodyCombat session once, punched myself in the nose.’ He opened his mouth to speak again but the phone buzzing in my pocket interrupted him. ‘That’ll be my friend, Tess, I better head off, she must be outside.’

			‘No problem,’ Dom said, leaning over and taking the mug. ‘And the offer’s there, about the PT, if you change your mind.’

			I nodded and slapped my hands to my thighs like a performing seal as we both stood at the same time. ‘Right, well, thanks for the tea. Appreciate it. See you around, neighbour.’ I doffed a non-­existent hat. Get out now before you embarrass yourself even further!

			‘Look forward to it, pard’ner.’ He returned the awkward gesture and added a questionable attempt at a Midwestern cowboy accent. Plus ten points.

			He showed me out and I emerged from the heat of the cottage to the jangling of keys. The rain had stopped, but the road glistened with its leftovers.

			
			

			‘Well, well, well,’ Tess said, eyeing me up from my driveway. ‘What’s happening? Why does your face look like that?’

			I touched my cheeks that were now burning at the transition from hot to cold. Sure, that’s what that is, the temperature. ‘Like what?’

			‘I dunno, kinda like how you look when I make my macaroni and cheese lasagne.’

			‘What, bloated?’

			‘No, no, similar,’ she said. ‘Begins with an H. I’m not sure you’d have time to hear it, with your seventy-­hour work weeks. Happy, I think they call it?’

			‘Wow, thanks. I’ll have you know I’m always happy, a ray of bloody sunshine, me.’

			Tess raised her eyebrows and folded her arms.

			‘What?’ I said. ‘Just doing my neighbourly duties and having a cup of tea with the village newbie.’

			She craned her neck over my shoulder to see into the window of The Willows. ‘And would this newbie be a boy neighbour or a girl neighbour?’

			Oh God, here we go. I’d done well so far to avoid Tess’s mission to set me up with someone. ‘That would be Dom, a boy neighbour.’

			She was on her tiptoes now, trying to catch a glimpse of him. ‘Now we’re talking. Come on, what’s he like?’ she asked, bouncing on the spot.

			I shrugged. ‘Dunno, barely spoken to the guy. Seems fine, I guess.’ I took my house keys and pulled her car door open, gesturing towards the driver’s seat like an overzealous valet.

			
			

			‘What? I don’t even get any “thank you for the keys” gossip?’

			I nudged her towards the car. ‘There’s no gossip – woman goes into man’s house to shelter for ten minutes and drinks half a cup of tea.’

			She stuck her bottom lip out and flopped into the car. ‘Maybe if you’d had any kind of man-­related gossip in the last two years I wouldn’t have to save all my intrigue for one go.’

			Two years? Try five, more like. Not since Liam. Another area where the apple didn’t fall far from the tree with Dad. Married to the job. Jesus, what a cliché. At least Dad had managed an actual marriage as well. ‘There. Is. No. Gossip. Now go away, shoo.’ I swatted at the air around her like she was a mosquito.

			Her pout tugged into a smirk as she started to sing, ‘Alice and Dom, sitting in a tree, K-­I-­SS—’

			The window muffled her voice as I slammed the door. ‘P-­I-­S-­S off!’ I sang back.

			She edged her electric-­blue Nissan Micra out on to the lane and gave three short pips of her horn as Dom’s outline appeared in the window opposite. His features were largely hidden by the backlighting from the kitchen’s glow, the contour of his muscular arm visible as he waved it above his head. I hated waving. Always found it to be an odd gesture. If you waggled any other body part at someone it would be considered weird. I held my keys aloft and opted for a thumbs up in return. Great, much better, and not at all like a cheesy kids’ TV presenter.

			
			

			I thought about Tess’s comments on my disappointing lack of dating gossip as I turned and unlocked the front door. Would it kill me to actually put myself out there again? Spend my down time doing something other than eating a whole tub of cream cheese on toast for dinner, sat in a onesie binge-­watching The Vicar of Dibley? This could be Alice 2.0: being a more stable, well-­rounded individual. Another step towards not becoming one of those lonely old coppers who drink themselves into an early grave. What did I have to lose? It had gone OK so far. Dom was well groomed, meant he’d probably washed recently. Plus ten points. Free physio on tap. Plus fifty points. Not terrible looking. Plus ten points. And let’s not forget we’d gotten to the topic of human flaying in less than five minutes: the perfect meet-­cute.

			OK, neighbour, let’s see what you’ve got.
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