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  Prologue




  21 August 1999




  ‘Please stop, you’re taking this too far. We can’t just leave.’




  As the rest of them ignore her again and traipse on ahead, she wonders if she’s making sense. She knows her speech is slurred, the effect of a drinking session that began

  at three in the afternoon and lasted until just ten minutes ago, when the clock chimed midnight. The amount of alcohol she’s consumed has numbed her lips and thickened her tongue and

  it’s like she’s trying to talk under water. She inhales deeply in a futile attempt to sober up and when she exhales all she can smell is cheap white wine on her breath.




  ‘Niall, we have to go back,’ she says, more clearly this time.




  Niall does not react. He strides ahead, his back rigid and his pace brisk, leaving the rest of them stumbling in his wake, her trailing last. She calls to Ross and Kelvin to make them stop but

  neither does. It’s as though Niall is pulling them along by invisible thread, like puppets.




  ‘Why won’t anyone bloody well listen to me? We need to go back and unlock the . . . Ouch!’




  Her feet are bare and her right foot has landed on a thistle. She wants to stop, to bend down and rub away the sharp pain, but she is worried about being left behind. Staggering forward along

  the mossy path, braced for the next sting, she wishes she’d worn flat shoes instead of the platform sandals she’s now forced to carry in her right hand, the purple suede ankle straps

  curled round her fingers like maypole ribbons. In her left hand she grasps a black satin clutch bag.




  The moon is a sliver away from being full and patches of light are pushing through the branches bowing across the woodland path. The light expands and grows brighter as the canopy starts to thin

  and she realizes they are nearing the edge of the woods. Panic catches in her chest.




  ‘Stop!’ she screams.




  But Niall’s pace remains constant, his long, muscular legs propelling him forward. She forces herself into a run to catch up with him, barging past Ross and the others. She has to make

  Niall see sense. He is the orchestrator of this nightmare.




  Almost level with him, she forcibly jabs the heels of her shoes into his back. He spins round in fury.




  ‘We have to go back,’ she yells in his face, even though part of her is scared of what he might do to her for shouting at him, because she’s already seen how far he will go

  when provoked. Ross and Kelvin look apprehensive too, but they remain mute, happy for her to put herself in the firing line. For a second she hates them both.




  ‘No we fucking don’t,’ Niall hisses, spittle flying off his tongue and landing on her chin. His face is twisted in anger and she can’t believe she ever found him

  attractive. The sculpted cheekbones and thickly lashed brown eyes she had secretly lusted over earlier now make her stomach turn.




  ‘Niall. Please. I want to go back.’




  She’s crying now, she can’t help it. Unmoved, Niall grabs her hair at the crown and its coarse, mousse-enhanced volume affords him a generous handful. He yanks her along the path and

  she shrieks in pain, begging Kelvin and Ross to stop him, but they just trot behind like a pair of obedient dogs following their master.




  ‘Get in the van,’ Niall snarls as he finally lets go of her hair.




  She sees they’re back where they started, in the lay-by. Niall’s is still the only vehicle parked there and he wrenches open the rear door and orders her to get in. Her mind reverses

  to the journey there: there had been nowhere to sit but on the floor and they had laughed hysterically every time the van went round a corner and they were sent flying into each other. It already

  seems a lifetime ago.




  ‘No, I’m not leaving,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘Don’t you care what you’ve done?’




  Before he can answer, she feels the whisper of warm breath on the back of her neck and hears Ross’s voice in her ear.




  ‘Do as he says,’ he mutters. ‘Don’t get yourself hurt.’




  Ross had boasted earlier that he knew Niall better than anyone, and his warning is enough to make her clamber into the back of the van. She’s wearing cut-off denim shorts and the metal

  floor is freezing against her bare legs as she sits down. Niall gestures for Ross and Kelvin to climb in beside her, then slams the door shut on them. The noise makes her flinch.




  As Niall starts the engine, she tries to catch Ross’s eye but he won’t look at her.




  ‘We’ve got to stop him—’




  ‘Just shut the fuck up,’ he whispers, casting a fearful glance towards the front of the van, where Niall is revving the engine. ‘Give him a minute and he’ll calm down.

  Then we’ll go back.’




  The speed at which the van pulls away sends her flying sideways and her right temple catches on the wheel arch. She tries to pull herself upright but they swing first to the left, then to the

  right, accelerating with every turn, tossing them around like buoys at sea.




  ‘Slow down!’ she screams, certain she’ll throw up. Ross pitches across the van and lands heavily on her legs; he too yells at Niall to slow down but the response from the

  driver’s seat is to go even faster.




  She’s crying uncontrollably now. She wants to go home. They should never have accepted Niall’s invitation to meet for drinks, much less agreed to go for the drive with him once they

  were all tanked up. But he had been so persuasive and charming . . . right up until the point he snapped.




  They hit a straight bit of road, giving Ross the chance to climb off her and help her sit up. There is no partition between the front and back so she reaches forward and grabs Niall’s

  shoulder over the top of his seat, clawing at his black T-shirt with her fingernails.




  ‘Stop the van!’ she shouts hoarsely.




  As he shrugs her hand off, Niall yanks the steering wheel to the right. The van veers across the road and blinding yellow light suddenly illuminates the windscreen. She falls backwards, dazzled.

  A second later the high-pitched squeal of tyres burning against tarmac fills the van, immediately followed by an almighty bang.




  The impact is violent and crushing and the next thing she knows their vehicle is rolling over and over. Pain slams through her body as she bounces off the ceiling and off the sides and within

  seconds she loses track of which way is up. Her face crunches into metal and she screams in agony as she’s blinded by blood pouring down her forehead. Somewhere nearby Kelvin is screaming

  too.




  Then, just as suddenly, the rolling stops. She lands awkwardly and heavily, the bones in her lower legs splintering as easily as glass. She tries to cry out but shock has robbed her of speech.

  The pain is unlike anything she has ever experienced – her body feels like it’s been ripped in two. She shakily wipes the blood from her eyes and tries to stay calm but it hurts so much

  to breathe and her vision is blurring around the edges. As the blackness claims her sight, she manages to find her voice one last time. It is small, pitiful, barely a whisper. It doesn’t

  sound like her any more.




  ‘We have to go back.’




  





  1




  November, present day




  The carpet in the sitting room was a mishmash of brown, red, orange and purple swirls, a relic from a decade when taste was dubious at best. Years of footfall had worn it away

  in places and even though her ankle boots were shod in protective blue plastic and she was keeping to the metal plates of the common approach path laid down by forensics, Detective Constable Maggie

  Neville was still mindful to avoid the frayed white patches as she crossed the room.




  The rustle of her temporary footwear alerted the two men already there to her arrival. One of them, Paul, was from the Crime Scene Investigation Unit and he was crouched on all fours, peering

  into the gap between the bottom of the high-legged sofa and the carpet. The other man, whose name Maggie didn’t know, was from the Imaging Unit, the camera in his hands a giveaway. He was

  taking photographs of whatever it was Paul was pointing to. Both men looked up and nodded a greeting.




  ‘Is that where she was found?’ Maggie asked.




  Paul’s white coverall crackled as he shifted his sizeable bulk to standing. He pulled down the mask that covered the lower half of his face.




  ‘Yep. There are no blood traces anywhere else in the room, so she fell where she was hit.’




  ‘She’s the first victim to be attacked from behind,’ said Maggie. ‘The others were approached head on and pushed to the floor.’




  ‘Lucky for her she didn’t see it coming.’




  ‘Is there anything that does match the other break-ins?’




  ‘It looks like they got in the same way,’ Paul replied. ‘There’s a glass pane broken in the back door: presumably the girl knocked at the front again to distract the

  victim while the bloke smashed his way in the back. Did the little shits get much this time?’




  ‘We don’t know yet. The victim’s obviously not in a position to talk and the granddaughter who found her went to hospital with her. We’ll interview her as soon as we can

  to find out what’s missing.’




  ‘When you do, ask her about this.’




  Paul reached beneath the sofa with his gloved hand and pulled out an empty bottle of Bombay Sapphire gin. The bright blue glass glinted in the light being cast from the fringed brown lampshade

  in the centre of the ceiling. The overhead illumination was necessary, despite it being three in the afternoon, because a dense hedge growing outside the front-room window blocked natural light

  from getting in.




  ‘Judging by the blood on it I’d say it’s what was used to knock her granny out,’ said Paul, holding the bottle up so Maggie could inspect the dark stain smeared on the

  base.




  ‘Why didn’t the glass break?’




  ‘If it was full it might’ve done, as liquid puts pressure on glass at the point of impact,’ Paul explained. ‘But as there’s no trace of gin on the carpet I think we

  can safely assume it was empty. We’ll test it for prints and DNA – if they’re stupid enough, they might’ve drunk straight from the bottle.’




  ‘What makes you so sure they brought it with them when they broke in? It could be the victim’s,’ said Maggie.




  ‘I’ve had a scout around in here and in the kitchen and dining room and I haven’t found any other booze, not even a bottle of cooking sherry,’ said Paul. ‘If the

  victim didn’t keep any alcohol in the house, isn’t it less likely to be hers?’




  ‘I guess. How soon until we get the lab results back?’




  Paul shrugged. ‘How long’s a piece of string?’




  His nonchalance riled Maggie. She wished his boss Mal Matheson, the Chief Crime Scene Examiner for their force, was there instead, but he’d been called out to a more serious case in the

  north of Buckinghamshire. Matheson always grasped the need for urgency and Maggie knew he would’ve expedited the bottle for testing. This was the fifth distraction burglary in Mansell in

  three months and the most violent yet.




  ‘Is DS Renshaw out there?’ said Paul as he carefully placed the gin bottle in an evidence bag. ‘I should show her this.’




  ‘She’s taking a statement from the neighbour. I’ll see if she’s finished.’




  Maggie picked her way back across the carpet then stepped into the narrow hallway. It was dingy and cold – the hedge outside the front also buffered daylight coming through the two glass

  panels set in the front door. The asymmetric rows of framed photographs, decorative plates and brass hangings jostling for space on the walls again added to the sense of being closed in.




  Having to squint to see didn’t help the headache she was nursing. She wasn’t in the habit of coming to work with a hangover but the celebration last night that had precipitated it

  was worth the pain, as it had marked the end of the trial involving one of her previous cases, the abduction of a teenager called Rosie Kinnock. Easing her way down the hall towards the kitchen,

  she pondered Paul’s assessment that today’s attack was by the same young couple believed to have already robbed four elderly women in their homes in Mansell. Based on the accounts

  provided by those victims, the couple were in their late teens/early twenties and on each occasion had been dressed head to toe in black. The female, said to be well-spoken, used the same sob story

  each time about being mugged for her mobile phone and would ask to use the victim’s landline. Meanwhile, her partner broke in through the rear of the house. The descriptions became vague

  after that, as none of the victims had got a good look at the pair’s faces. The girl’s would be partly covered in what the police suspected was fake blood, presumably to make the

  mugging story seem more convincing, and the male accomplice always wore a baseball hat pulled down low so his face was half hidden.




  The previous victims were all in their eighties and lived alone on quiet streets. Another commonality was the appearance of their homes: the front doors of all were shielded by dense bushes,

  gifting the ‘Con Couple’ – as the local paper was now calling them – privacy in which to carry out the distraction break-ins. The raids took place in the daytime, before

  schools finished for the day, when fewer residents were around to take any notice. Maggie and her colleagues at Mansell Force CID were certain the girl wasn’t applying the fake blood to her

  face until she was partially hidden on each victim’s doorstep, as there had been no witness sightings of an injured young woman beforehand.




  Today’s victim was called Sadie Cardle. At seventy-one she had the distinction of being the youngest victim so far and Maggie wondered if her relative youth meant her attackers had

  overpowered her by more drastic means because she’d put up a fight. She’d sustained a severe blow to the back of the head and the paramedics who took her to hospital were concerned she

  might not survive the journey. The last word they’d received was that she was hanging in there – just.
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  Sadie Cardle’s home was on Frobisher Road, in the hilliest part of Mansell. As towns went there was little to distinguish Mansell from countless others in the south of

  England: it was an aesthetically mundane mix of former council estates and tightly packed new-builds with a struggling high street and far more supermarkets than were necessary for a population of

  110,000. Although it was in a county renowned for its wealth – Buckinghamshire was also famed for being home to Pinewood Film Studios as well as the prime minister’s country residence,

  Chequers – there were pockets of deprivation spread across Mansell, niche areas notorious for the crimes and anti-social behaviour played out there. Frobisher Road was in one such pocket on

  the north side of the town.




  To reach it, visitors had to drive through an industrial estate full of empty units, the businesses that once filled them either departed for a better location or consigned to the scrapheap of

  failure. There wasn’t much in the way of manufacturing to be found in Mansell these days: the furniture industry for which the town was once acclaimed was now a rose-tinted reminiscence. The

  furniture giants had long moved out and their factories razed to make way for more estates; now the town was mostly lauded for its proximity to London – thirty miles as the crow flew –

  and those priced out of the capital found its abundance of housing a handily commutable alternative.




  The twenty-four homes that made up Frobisher Road were once council-owned but tenants had been encouraged to buy them decades earlier under the Thatcher government’s right-to-buy scheme.

  The police had already established that Sadie was one of only two householders in the street still renting, her landlord no longer the council but a housing association named Quadrant Homes.




  In the kitchen Maggie found Detective Sergeant Anna Renshaw talking to Sadie’s neighbour, Audrey Allen. Even though Mrs Allen had come only the short distance from next door, the biting

  November chill warranted the thick navy anorak that swaddled her down to her knees. As she spoke, she used a scrunched-up tissue to dab away the tears pooling in the deep creases beneath her

  eyes.




  ‘Sadie would never let in anyone she didn’t know,’ Mrs Allen was telling Renshaw, who was taking notes. ‘She’s very careful about that kind of thing.’




  Clocking Maggie in the doorway, Renshaw shot her a stern look and mouthed, ‘Wait outside.’




  Maggie’s face mottled as she backtracked into the hallway. She wasn’t adapting well to becoming Renshaw’s subordinate since her colleague’s promotion to DS two months

  ago. Perhaps if Maggie actually liked her she wouldn’t mind, but they’d never gelled in the three years they’d worked together and that barely concealed enmity had intensified

  since Renshaw had been put in charge of the team investigating the burglaries. She took every opportunity to make sure Maggie knew that she was the boss.




  Maggie distracted herself by studying the photographs on the walls. A visual timeline of family life, they included a monochrome wedding-day portrait of a couple wearing of-an-era attire that

  made her presume they were Sadie and her late husband. There was also a series of school photographs of a dark-haired girl and another one of the same child aged about nine or ten, perched on the

  arm of a chair next to the man from the wedding photograph, the lights of the Christmas tree behind them flaring like fireflies in the camera’s flash.




  Her gaze was then drawn to a small framed photograph of a young woman with long brunette hair sitting on a beach in a vest and shorts, hand raised to shield her eyes against the sun. A quick

  check confirmed it was the only image of her anywhere on the walls, whoever she was.




  ‘Neville, in here.’




  Renshaw beckoned her into the kitchen. Still weeping, Audrey Allen flashed Maggie a sad smile as she squeezed past on her way out.




  ‘Don’t ever interrupt me when I’m taking a statement,’ said Renshaw coldly, when Audrey was out of earshot.




  ‘I didn’t say a word,’ Maggie protested.




  ‘You didn’t have to. The way you barged in was enough.’




  Renshaw was standing in the middle of the tiny kitchen with her arms crossed. She was dressed in one of the new black trouser suits she’d been favouring since her promotion, her long

  auburn hair pulled tightly off her scrubbed face and secured in a low ponytail. That Renshaw felt compelled to underplay her femininity now she was elevated a rank baffled Maggie, who did not

  consider herself particularly girlish but liked to think she wouldn’t suppress the part of her that enjoyed wearing make-up just to be taken seriously in her job.




  ‘You made me lose my thread,’ said Renshaw. ‘Now, what did you want?’




  Maggie fought to keep her voice steady. Anger wasn’t an emotion she succumbed to that often but now it simmered constantly in the pit of her stomach, stoked by Renshaw’s affronts.

  One of these days the new DS would poke too hard.




  ‘Paul’s found something he wants you to see,’ she said.




  ‘Fine. In the meantime I want you to go to the hospital and talk to the granddaughter. Uniform took an initial statement but it needs doing properly. Call me when you’re done. Oh,

  and if the victim dies I’ve decided you can be the Family Liaison.’




  That decision wasn’t Renshaw’s to make, as they both well knew. Maggie’s deployment would be up to DI Tony Gant, the Family Liaison Coordinator for their force – her

  other boss.




  For the past four years Maggie had specialized as a Family Liaison Officer for Major Crime investigations in addition to her detective constable duties with Force CID. DI Gant worked with the

  Senior Investigating Officer (SIO) at the onset of each case to ensure he dispatched the most suitable officer and had to clear each FLO’s deployment with their line manager, as it often

  meant them being away from their day job for weeks at a time. In Maggie’s case that would be the Detective Chief Inspector at Mansell Force CID, not Renshaw.




  ‘We should be hoping she doesn’t die,’ said Maggie pointedly.




  ‘Of course,’ said Renshaw.




  She didn’t sound like she meant it. But then her focus was not dealing with the victim’s family but running a potential murder investigation, a coup for any new DS. Renshaw had a

  limited view of how a family’s grief manifested, whereas Maggie knew from being up close how raw, visceral and bewildering it could be. Stepping into that environment was not easy.




  But although being a FLO was at times harrowing and wearing, Maggie loved the role. She knew how crucial it was for the victims’ relatives to feel like they had someone from the police

  acting in their interests during the investigation. At the same time she collated and fed back information to the SIO about the victim – and about the relatives themselves if she suspected

  the guilty party was among them.




  ‘Right, you need to get going while I talk to Paul,’ said Renshaw.




  As Maggie nodded, she glanced at the back door. The top half was made up of six equally spaced glass panels but the one in the lower right-hand corner, nearest to the handle, was broken. The key

  was still in the lock, covered in fingerprint powder from Paul’s earlier examination.




  ‘Did the neighbour hear the glass being smashed?’ she asked.




  ‘I’ll brief everyone back at the station later,’ said Renshaw haughtily.




  Maggie stalked out of the kitchen before she said something regrettable. Her question about the broken glass was perfectly reasonable, unlike Renshaw’s reaction to it. The new DS’s

  habit of sharing only the minimum of information outside of the briefing room frustrated the hell out of Maggie and she imagined Renshaw had been the kind of pupil at school who shielded her work

  with her arm so the kid sitting next to her couldn’t copy it.




  Maggie was almost at the front door when something caught her eye and she stopped. There were more framed photographs on the wall at the foot of the stairs but there was a gap in the middle

  where one was missing, the wallpaper bordering the empty space noticeably darker.




  She snapped an image of the wall on her iPhone for reference then stuck her head round the sitting-room door.




  ‘Paul, I think a frame’s been taken off the wall out here.




  Can you have a look?’




  ‘Just the one?’ he said as he followed her into the hallway carrying a small jar of fingerprint powder and a brush.




  ‘Yes. Look, it’s just over here.’




  ‘Perhaps Mrs Cardle removed it to clean it,’ said Renshaw, who’d joined them in the hallway. She clearly didn’t want to acknowledge Maggie might have found something of

  significance. ‘You could ask her granddaughter, Della, if she knows where it is when you finally get to the hospital,’ she added, her voice dripping with sarcasm.




  Maggie didn’t rise to the bait and kept her expression neutral as Paul, seemingly oblivious to the tension, painstakingly dusted the inky black powder onto the wallpaper until a partial

  handprint emerged. He stood for a moment, head cocked to the side as he contemplated the finding.




  ‘I bet it’s the victim’s,’ said Renshaw airily.




  ‘Not based on what I’ve found so far. This,’ said Paul, pointing at the wall, ‘is a bit smaller. I wouldn’t assume it’s hers if I were you.’




  Renshaw looked so furious that Maggie had to turn away so she couldn’t see her smile.
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  Della Cardle had never been one to stand out in a crowd, but right now she felt invisible in the same way a homeless person begging for the price of a cup of tea must feel,

  looking up at the sea of faces dashing past and praying just one kind soul would slow down long enough to catch their eye. Ten minutes she had been waiting outside the room where her nan was being

  treated but not one of the nurses or doctors who’d bustled past her had stopped to ask if she was okay and needed help.




  She wished her boyfriend, Alex, was with her. He’d have made sure someone stopped, would’ve found out the name of the consultant treating Sadie and he’d have got an update on

  her condition. But when she’d rung to tell him what had happened, his boss said he couldn’t leave work. Not for someone else’s grandmother.




  A young nurse with hair dyed the colour of a ripe plum bowled past her into Sadie’s room, eyes fixed straight ahead and mind clearly focused on whatever task she needed to execute next.

  Della raised her hand to get her attention but dropped it just as swiftly as the nurse shut the door firmly behind her.




  Della had been timid for as long as she could remember. While other children excelled at sport or topped the class in maths, shyness had been her chief attainment. Isolating her in the

  playground back then, now as an adult it thwarted her from applying for jobs she’d be good at given half the chance and stopped her pursuing friendships with people she had enjoyed meeting.

  The only reason she was with Alex was because he wouldn’t take no for an answer. She’d initially rebuffed his request for her phone number the night they met, in a pub, baffled as to

  why someone as confident as him would be interested in someone like her. Ten months down the line, although happy and in love, she still wasn’t sure what he saw in her.




  You’re being silly, she scolded herself as another nurse, this one older and with blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, scurried past. Just stop someone and ask. You need to know how Nan

  is.




  As the same nurse made her way back, a quaking Della blocked her path.




  ‘Excuse me, can you help me?’ she said.




  The nurse’s expression immediately softened. ‘Are you okay?’




  Della’s eyes brimmed with tears as she shook her head.




  ‘My nan’s in that room and I don’t know how she is. Her name is Sadie Cardle. I didn’t think I could just go in . . .’




  ‘Let me see what I can find out,’ said the nurse, touching Della lightly on the arm. The gesture, though fleeting and infinitesimal through the sleeve of her thick Puffa jacket, made

  Della want to weep with gratitude.




  The nurse returned in less than a minute.




  ‘Your grandmother is about to be transferred upstairs to HDU. The consultant up there will be able tell you more.’




  ‘What’s HDU?’




  ‘It’s the High Dependency Unit.’ That didn’t sound good.




  ‘Will you come with me?’ said Della anxiously. ‘I don’t know who the consultant is.’




  The nurse touched her arm again. ‘I’m afraid I’m needed down here,’ she said. ‘But the staff up there are lovely and they’ll look after you.’




  Overcome, Della began to sob. She scrabbled in her pocket for something she could use to wipe her eyes with but all she found was a torn receipt. Embarrassed, she stuffed it back in.




  ‘Your nan is in good hands,’ said the nurse kindly.




  The door to the treatment room flew open and suddenly Sadie was in front of her, laid out on a trolley, a blanket tucked firmly around her stout body and tubes snaking out of her exposed arms.

  Her face was half covered by a clear, plastic mask.




  ‘Oh, Nan,’ Della whispered, brushing the veins on the back of Sadie’s hand with her fingertips. Her skin was clammy but reassuringly warm.




  ‘We need to get her upstairs,’ said the grim-faced porter at the head of the gurney. ‘Now.’




  With him was the young nurse with the plum-coloured hair. She flashed Della a dimpled smile.




  ‘Hi, I’m Zoe. Do you want to come with us?’




  Della did as she was told, bringing up the rear of the sad little procession as it reached the lifts. Inside, as they headed up to the fourth floor, she caught Zoe’s eye.




  ‘Do you think she’ll be okay?’ Della asked. ‘She’s not going to die, is she?’




  ‘The consultant on HDU will talk to you about your nan’s prognosis.’




  Zoe spoke in an accent that Della recognized as being the local dialect for their part of Buckinghamshire, a lilting hark back to the area’s farming origins. It wasn’t commonly heard

  any more, not since Mansell’s population had swelled with out-of-towners blending Estuary English with immigrant patois from far-flung continents. But it was how Sadie spoke and in a panic

  Della wondered if she’d ever hear her nan’s voice again.




  ‘Is she going to die?’ she repeated.




  ‘Let’s get her upstairs and then you can talk to the doctors there.’




  ‘Of course, I’m sorry,’ said Della humbly. The last thing she wanted to be was annoying.




  ‘Don’t be. I’d be asking the same in your shoes. It’s understandable.’




  Della looked down at her grandmother’s inert form and her insides clenched with fear. Zoe was wrong: there was nothing at all understandable about this. Sadie shouldn’t be here, not

  looking like this. Her grey curls, set every fortnight in her kitchen at Frobisher Road by a mobile hairdresser called Jackie, were hidden from view, swaddled in a tightly wound bandage. Della

  stared down at her nan’s slackened face and willed her to wake up. Give me a sign, Nan, she prayed, anything to let me know you’re going to be okay. Tell me you’re not going to

  leave me on my own.




  Sadie was Della’s maternal grandmother and her sole guardian. She and her late husband Eric had raised Della from the age of three; Della had no relationship with her mum and her knowledge

  of her dad was limited to just his first name. Della was an only child too, as her mother had been, and any extended family on the Cardle side had been snuffed out decades previously: Sadie’s

  brother was killed during the Korean war of 1950 and Eric’s sister passed away in her twenties before she too could start a family of her own. It was just the three of them, alone.




  Della was eleven when Eric died and the loss of the only father figure she’d known still affected her keenly. The prospect of losing Sadie as well was more than she could bear and she bit

  down hard on her bottom lip to stop the wail that was building inside her from escaping.




  The lift shuddered to a halt and the doors slowly slid open. Della waited for the porter to push her grandmother out then followed Zoe. Two nurses were waiting for them, poised to spirit Sadie

  into HDU.




  ‘They need to get her settled, so it’s best you wait in the relatives’ room for now,’ Zoe said as they watched Sadie disappear from view with her new carers. ‘Is

  there anyone else we can call for you?’




  Della quickly shook her head.




  ‘Are you sure? I don’t mind giving them a ring.’




  ‘Really, it’s fine.’




  ‘What about your parents? Is your nan on your mum’s side or your dad’s?’




  ‘I don’t have any parents,’ said Della quietly.




  Zoe appeared confused for a moment then, with a fleeting look of contrition, gathered herself. ‘Well, let me show you where to wait then,’ she said. ‘It’s along

  here.’




  She steered Della into a room furnished with two sofas covered in a murky green fabric and the means to make tea and coffee laid out on a table in the corner. The room already had occupants: a

  middle-aged woman and two teenaged boys talking quietly amongst themselves on the sofa farthest from the door. They had an ease about them that suggested they were regular visitors and made Della

  wonder about the plight of the patient they’d come to see.




  ‘I’d best get back downstairs,’ said Zoe.




  Della was overcome with anxiety. She’d only met Zoe five minutes previously and already she felt like someone she couldn’t manage without.




  ‘But who do I speak to now? What do I do?’




  Before Zoe could answer, the woman, who’d been eyeing them from the sofa, got up and came across the room.




  ‘Don’t worry, everyone feels a bit lost at first,’ she said. ‘I know I did.’




  She smiled companionably at Della, but she had an air of sadness about her.




  ‘Would you like a cup of tea? Liam will make it, won’t you, Liam?’ she said, nodding to the two teenagers on the sofa, who Della presumed were her sons. The one who looked to

  be the eldest unwound his lanky frame and lolloped over to the table bearing cups and saucers and two huge urns.




  ‘It looks like I’m leaving you in good hands,’ said Zoe with a smile, and she shot back into the hallway.




  ‘There’s a toilet through there if you need it,’ said the woman, pointing to a door on the other side of the room. ‘I’m Trish, and this is Liam and Leo. Their dad,

  Tony, my husband, is just down the corridor.’




  Della wasn’t sure how to respond to that but Trish was the chatty type and ploughed on regardless.




  ‘He was in an accident at work. He’s a warehouse manager at the Falkland Depot and he got hit on the head when a pallet fell on him. The silly bugger wasn’t wearing his hard

  hat.’ Trish sounded like she was trying to be matter-of-fact but her voice caught as she explained that while her husband was badly injured, he was conscious. ‘This is our seventeenth

  day here,’ she said with a grimace. ‘I think we’re here for the long haul.’




  Della was still at a loss for what to say. It was difficult to find the words to react to someone else’s bad news when her mind was filled with her own.




  ‘At least he’s awake, even if he can’t remember my name,’ said Trish resignedly. ‘Right, I won’t ask you why you’re here; there’s plenty of time

  for that later. You drink your tea and we’ll leave you in peace for a bit. I could do with stretching my legs.’




  ‘You don’t have to go on my account.’




  Trish shook her head knowingly. ‘The day Tony was brought in, another family was already in here, “old timers” like we are now. They left us to it as well because they knew the

  last thing you want or need is a bunch of strangers fussing around you when you’re still in shock. So you have a bit of time to yourself and have a think about what you want to ask the

  doctors. It’s worth writing down the questions so you don’t forget when they blind you with jargon.’ Trish beckoned to her sons. ‘Right, come on boys, let’s leave

  – sorry, what’s your name, love?’




  ‘Della.’




  ‘Right, let’s leave Della alone.’




  The room felt huge once they’d gone. Della thought about ringing Alex again but decided it wasn’t fair to badger him and he would get there as soon as he could. He was busy preparing

  for a presentation later in the week and had been stressing about it. She hadn’t seen him all weekend because he said he’d had to work.




  Alex was the sales manager for an independent car dealership in Mansell. Four years older than Della, who was a month from turning twenty-one, he was ambitious and determined and had his sights

  set on running the company one day. Della wasn’t anywhere near as motivated and had been happy ticking along as a backroom administrator at a hotel on the fringes of town until Alex decided

  she should aim her sights higher. Now, under his direction, she was studying for a degree in event management in her spare time through the Open University, even though the thought of hosting

  events made her sick with nerves. It was bad enough when one of the receptionists was off and she had to fill in on the front desk.




  The cup of tea Liam made was on the table but Della left it where it was. She settled herself on the other sofa but kept her coat on because she couldn’t stop shivering as the shock of the

  past few hours took hold. In her mind’s eye all she could see was her nan sprawled out on the carpet in a halo of blood. What if it had been any day other than Tuesday? It was the only

  lunchtime Della popped round to see Sadie during the week, to drop off her favourite magazine, My Weekly. If it had been any other day – how long would she have lain there before

  someone found her?




  Della had been expecting to find her watching Loose Women like she always did. At first she hadn’t noticed the blood, only Sadie’s slippered feet poking out from behind the

  coffee table. Her immediate thought was a heart attack, the same thing that had killed her grandfather, Eric. He’d got up from a chair to fetch something one Sunday afternoon then fell

  backwards seconds later, already dead. There wasn’t even time for him to clutch his chest the way heart-attack victims supposedly do.




  It was only as she drew closer that Della had seen the blood pooling around Sadie’s head. But even then she still believed it to be an accident – her grandmother had fallen and

  somehow struck her head. To be told by the police that the wound appeared to have been inflicted deliberately was more than Della could comprehend. Who would do that to her? Sadie was the gentlest,

  kindest person she knew, adored by everyone who came into contact with her. She was diminutive in stature, barely five feet two tall, but she had the presence of a giant, filling every room she

  walked into with her unending cheerfulness. ‘No point worrying about it,’ was the motto Sadie lived by. Only Della knew that to scratch below the surface would reveal a mother who never

  stopped wondering about the adult daughter who upped and left one day, leaving her three-year-old child behind.




  Della frowned as an image of Helen intruded on her thoughts. She had long ago stopped thinking of Helen as her mum and she wasn’t about to start now – Helen lost that right when she

  abandoned her into the care of Sadie and Eric like an unwanted puppy. To push her from her mind, Della began reciting the Lord’s Prayer over and over to herself – the only prayer she

  knew – until at last the door opened and another nurse appeared, this one male. His hair was almost entirely grey but he had the relatively youthful face of someone still in his thirties.




  ‘Are you Sadie Cardle’s next of kin?’ he asked.




  Della’s throat went dry as she stood up.




  ‘Yes,’ she rasped. ‘I’m her granddaughter. How is she?’




  ‘You’d better come with me.’
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  Despite the seriousness of its function, Maggie found HDU to be a tranquil place to visit. The majority of its patients were bed-bound and unconscious, meaning a more peaceful

  environment prevailed compared to the general wards.




  Today was different though. Peering through the glasspanelled double doors at the entrance to the department, Maggie watched as two nurses in light blue pinstripe tunics and navy trousers

  sprinted down the corridor in the direction away from her. Their sense of urgency was palpable even from behind the glass and moments later a doctor with unruly brown hair, shirtsleeves rolled up

  and a stethoscope slung round his neck, sprang from a side room and raced after them.




  Maggie didn’t know the door security code required to gain access to the ward and was reluctant to ring the bell next to the keypad to summon assistance when an emergency was clearly

  taking place inside. But as she hovered outside the doors a male nurse on the ward side spotted her and opened them. His expression was set like stone and when Maggie showed him her warrant card

  and told him why she was there he blanched.




  ‘Mrs Cardle just went into respiratory arrest. My colleagues are working on her now.’




  ‘Is her granddaughter with her?’




  ‘Not right now, but she was when it started. I’ve taken her back to the relatives’ room.’




  ‘Can I check on her?’ asked Maggie.




  ‘She’s too upset to be questioned right now,’ he retorted.




  Maggie kept her tone level. ‘If her grandmother dies as the result of her injury, this becomes a murder inquiry. So while I take on board your concerns, I do need to speak to her. I

  promise I’ll go easy on her though.’




  The nurse pursed his lips and Maggie could see he was trying to weigh up whether she was the type of person who kept her word. She’d been told she looked trustworthy enough; her face was

  soft and round – she would forever lament her lack of cheekbones – and she had unusual bluegreen eyes that combined to make her seem approachable and friendly. She flashed the nurse a

  smile for reassurance and it seemed to do the trick.




  ‘Okay, I’ll show you where she is but make sure you do take it gently,’ he said sternly. ‘I don’t want you causing an upset on the unit. We’re got enough on

  our plate today, what with that stabbing victim on her way in too.’




  ‘There’s been a stabbing in Mansell?’ Maggie exclaimed, surprised none of her CID colleagues had let her know. Bad news usually travelled fast.




  ‘You’ll never guess what happened,’ said the nurse, his voice dropping to a hush and his face taking on the look of someone who enjoyed imparting gossip. ‘Attempted

  murdersuicide. Husband stabbed his wife then took an overdose but by some miracle they’ve both survived. It happened in Trenton this morning. The wife is being brought down here to HDU while

  the husband stays up there under police guard. It’s nothing for you and your lot to worry about though,’ he said, misinterpreting the look on Maggie’s face. ‘From what

  I’ve been told the police in Trenton are dealing with it.’




  That wasn’t what concerned her. Trenton was only half an hour’s drive away from Mansell, towards the north of Buckinghamshire, and Maggie knew the town well. It had a quaintly rural

  charm that Mansell lacked, emphasized by its pedestrianized town square and the imposing twelfthcentury church flanking it, which was often used as a location by film and TV production

  companies.




  Trenton was also where Detective Chief Inspector Will Umpire lived.




  Umpire was the SIO on two of the last three cases Maggie had been assigned as Family Liaison and while their roles at work were easy to define, outside of it their relationship was not so easily

  pigeonholed. When she was injured making an arrest during the Rosie Kinnock abduction – six months previously – and put on enforced sick leave for a fortnight, Umpire had visited her at

  home to see how she was. Once she was back at work he then suggested they meet for a drink one evening – ostensibly to discuss the court case that would follow – so a few times

  they’d met in a pub halfway between Mansell and Trenton. Then, three months ago, dinner had been mooted for the first time and the two of them travelled into London to eat at a restaurant

  Umpire had been raving about. Further dinners followed, but still very much on a platonic footing; mostly they talked about work and the forthcoming trial.




  Maggie liked having Umpire as a sounding board and had initially refused to consider there could be anything else between them other than friendship. He was a senior officer, after all, and he

  was also in the final stages of his divorce: the welfare of his two children, a boy of nine and girl of eleven, was his overriding concern, not a new relationship. Maggie also had a self-imposed

  rule never to fall for someone already in a relationship and in her mind Umpire was technically still married. The rule stemmed back to when she was eighteen and had fallen in love with a man who

  was engaged to another woman; although the affair had remained a secret, the ramifications of it could still be felt.




  Yet the more they socialized, the more attracted she was to him and at their last dinner two weeks ago she’d suspected the feeling was mutual: there was a flirty edge to their conversation

  that hadn’t been there before and the air had crackled with possibility. Maggie was certain that if she’d made a move Umpire would have happily reciprocated, so when he let slip that

  his decree absolute was only weeks from being signed she had started to tell herself he was as good as single anyway.




  Until she blew it.




  





  5




  The nurse said he would update Maggie on Sadie’s condition when he could.




  ‘The granddaughter’s in there,’ he added, coming to a halt and gesturing towards a door.




  Maggie thanked him and rapped softly on the pale wood. She heard a faint ‘Hello?’ from the other side and let herself in.




  A young woman was sat hunched over on one of the sofas. Her face was bright red, possibly because she was crying, but just as likely because she was sweltering in the oversized black Puffa

  jacket she had on. It looked as though it was made for Arctic conditions, with a huge, stiff collar that sat up past her ears like an Elizabethan ruff. Although the coat’s inflated folds

  swamped her, Maggie could see she was petite.




  ‘Are you Della Cardle?’ she asked.




  The woman nodded nervously, tucking her hair behind her ears. Dark brown, in no discernible style, it had the same fluffy, flyaway texture as candyfloss.




  ‘Yes, I’m Della,’ she replied in a voice so small and faint it was as though the volume on it had been turned down to almost nothing.




  Maggie introduced herself and explained she was part of the CID team investigating the attack on Sadie.




  ‘I know this is a difficult time but I have a few questions I need to ask you,’ she said. ‘It would help us if you could answer them now.’




  ‘Do you know how my nan is? I was sat there and the machine started beeping and she just, just . . . The noise she made—’ Della faltered and bit down hard on her bottom lip as

  her eyes shone with unshed tears.




  ‘The doctors are still with her,’ said Maggie. ‘Mind if I sit down?’




  Della shook her head and shuffled across on the sofa to make room, even though her tiny frame barely took up any space as it was.




  ‘What if she dies?’ she cried. ‘What will I do?’




  Maggie decided to employ the same approach to questioning she used in Family Liaison, even though she wasn’t acting in that capacity – at least not yet: go in gently.




  ‘I know you’re not in the right frame of mind to answer lots of questions right now, but I do need to ask you a couple of things about your nan that would help move our investigation

  along. Are you okay with that?’ she said.




  Della puffed out her next breath and the exhalation seemed to calm her down. Her face was as bird-like as the rest of her: she had the sharp, angular chin of someone who carried little or no

  excess body fat and the hands and wrists poking out of the thick sleeves of her coat were similarly waifish. Although close up she looked to be in her twenties, at a distance she would easily pass

  for a teenager still.




  ‘What do you want to ask me?’




  ‘You don’t live with your grandmother, do you?’ said Maggie lightly.




  ‘No, I moved out around a year ago, to a flat about five minutes away. There was no row or anything that made me leave,’ Della added hastily. ‘I just wanted my own space. I pop

  in to check on Nan all the time.’




  ‘I understand you don’t have any other family we can call for you?’




  ‘It’s just been Nan and me since my granddad died. They raised me.’




  ‘Your parents aren’t in contact at all?’




  Della couldn’t find the words to answer and her eyes filled with fresh tears as she gave a brief shake of the head. Realizing there was a story to be learned, Maggie mentally filed away

  the question to mention again later.




  ‘I’m sorry, Della; I didn’t mean to upset you. It just helps us if we know a bit more about your nan – what she’s like, who her friends are, any other relatives. We

  need to draw up a list of witnesses to talk to, to find out if anyone knows anything.’




  ‘But aren’t the people who attacked her the same ones who broke into those other old people’s houses?’ asked Della, looking confused. ‘I read about them in the

  Echo. Why would you think it was someone else?’




  ‘While the crimes do appear similar, we have a duty to consider other possibilities too,’ said Maggie. ‘Can you think of anyone else who might have had reason to confront your

  nan like that?’




  Della recoiled and as she did the sleeves of her Puffa jacket rubbed against her sides, making a scraping sound that set Maggie’s teeth on edge.




  ‘Why would anyone she knows want to hurt her?’ said Della.




  ‘There could be lots of reasons.’




  ‘No, it can’t have been someone she knew. Everyone loves Nan and I’ve never known her to fall out with anyone about anything—’ Della let out a long, tremulous sigh

  and rubbed her temples with her slim fingers, averting her gaze.




  Maggie waited for her to continue but Della would not look up. It was time to break her promise about not badgering her for answers.




  ‘Are you holding something back, Della? If there’s something or someone we need to know about, you must tell us.’




  ‘There’s nothing to tell,’ Della insisted.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘I promise you I would say if there was.’




  For the first time in their conversation, Della’s voice reached a normal pitch and Maggie was forced to change tack.




  ‘I know you were probably too upset because you’d just found your grandmother, but I don’t suppose you happened to notice if anything obvious was missing from the

  house?’




  Della thought for a moment. ‘Her rings. I noticed they were gone.’




  ‘From her jewellery box?’




  ‘No, her wedding band and engagement ring were gone from her finger. She never takes them off, not even to have a bath.’ Della began to cry again. ‘She will be so upset when

  she finds out they’ve been taken. See, that’s why it can’t be anyone she knows – who would be so cruel?’




  Maggie frowned. In the previous raids the ‘Con Couple’ had stolen cash from the victims’ purses and taken easily transportable valuables from around the house but nothing from

  their persons. Had their greed escalated along with their thirst for violence?




  ‘Do you have a picture of your nan wearing her rings? We could circulate the image in case they turn up in one of the local pawn shops.’




  ‘I can find one for you. I’m sure there will be one in Nan’s photo albums.’




  Maggie made a note to have the photograph collected.




  ‘Actually, talking of pictures, I noticed one was missing when I was at the house earlier.’ Maggie pulled out her phone and found the image she’d taken. ‘Here, can you

  see the gap on the wall?’




  Della let out a short gasp as she took Maggie’s phone and studied the image.




  ‘That’s the only one that’s missing?’ she said, her voice back to a whisper.




  ‘It looks that way. Can you remember what the frame’s like? If it’s worth a bit, that may be why they took it.’




  Della seemed paralysed for a moment as she gripped Maggie’s phone. ‘I . . . I can’t remember.’




  ‘Who’s in the photograph?’




  ‘Um . . . I’m not sure. Nan has so many.’




  Della threw the phone back at Maggie as if it was scalding hot.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Stop asking me, I don’t know!’ Della flared up angrily.




  The sudden spark of aggression surprised Maggie.




  ‘Well, if you do remember, let me know. If we have a description of the frame, we might be able to track it down if they try to sell it on.’




  ‘It’s a silly old photograph, it doesn’t matter,’ Della snapped. ‘We don’t need it back.’




  ‘If you don’t remember it, how can you be so sure you don’t want it returned?’
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  Della tried to keep her breathing normal but she could feel her lungs constricting as her body spiralled into panic mode. It took every ounce of self-control not to start

  gulping in mouthfuls of air and when she swallowed it felt like her throat had been sandpapered.




  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap,’ she managed to say. ‘It’s just that with Nan in such a bad way, it seems silly to be worrying about a missing

  picture.’




  The detective nodded but didn’t seem convinced.




  ‘I am sorry,’ Della repeated. ‘I can’t think straight until I know she’s going to be okay.’




  ‘Of course,’ said Maggie, tucking her notebook into her handbag. ‘I’m sorry if I upset you.’




  ‘You really didn’t,’ said Della, mortified she might have annoyed the officer. ‘Let me have a proper think about it. Maybe I’ll remember later.’




  She didn’t need time to remember though. In a heartbeat she could describe every inch of the picture – she simply didn’t want to have to explain to the police why nothing would

  make her happier than to never have to clap eyes on it again.




  The photograph was of her and Helen, taken in the postnatal ward at Mansell General Hospital on the day Della was born. To anyone else it was a touching picture of a mum and her newborn, but

  when Della looked at it all she saw was Helen’s dispirited emotional state reflected in her expression and her body language. Dead eyes, downturned mouth, arms stiff and unyielding as she

  awkwardly cradled her tiny daughter’s sleeping form. Della felt a stab of hurt every time she looked at it.




  Helen had never wanted her, a fact Della discovered around her ninth birthday. Until then she’d grown up believing her grandparents’ explanation that Helen had been forced to leave

  her in their care because she was unwell. There was never any elaboration on what kind of illness would cause a woman to have no contact with her child for almost six years, but the way Sadie said

  ‘unwell’ in a pained, hushed voice as she pointed to her temple convinced Della of its seriousness.




  It was Eric who finally told her the truth, after tiring of her incessantly questioning why Helen wasn’t any better after years of supposed treatment. Surely she wouldn’t mind a

  visit wherever she was, Della would ask him over and over. Patience stretched to breaking point, Eric decided he could no longer acquiesce with his wife’s view that Della should be protected

  from knowing what had really happened. So he sat his granddaughter down and told her, while outside the rain pelted so hard against the window his voice was almost drowned out.




  Mindfully using words he hoped a nine-year-old would understand and not be too upset by, Eric had revealed that Helen’s pregnancy was unplanned. She was eighteen and felt far too young to

  be a mum – she wanted to go to college and have a career, make something of herself. As Della grew up, she came to understand what this actually meant, what her mother would have wanted to

  do. But she also knew that, due to her grandmother’s Christian beliefs, Sadie would have been strongly opposed to an abortion. Helen’s baby deserved to be born and would be.




  Sadie was even willing to overlook the fact the baby was the result of a one-night stand between Helen and a lad she didn’t know. In fact his name was Andy and he came from somewhere in

  the north of England; Eric told Della that Helen had met him in a pub in Mansell one weekend when he was visiting friends but he’d left town without giving her his surname, let alone an

  address or phone number, and had consequently continued his life unaware he’d fathered a child.




  Eric also revealed that Helen had tried her best to be a good mum but it was hard when all her friends were out clubbing every night and she was stuck indoors with a baby. By the time Della was

  three and a half, Helen was rarely home, disappearing for days on end with no word of her whereabouts. As the rows between Helen and her parents over her neglect of Della worsened, it was almost a

  relief when, after a week of particularly vicious arguments and shouting, she left again. At first they supposed she’d just gone off with her friends for a few days like she had before, and

  would turn up when she was ready. But when four weeks passed with no word at all, they contacted the police and a missing person’s investigation began. The police interviewed everyone from

  Helen’s best friend, Gillian, to the man she bought milk from at the corner shop, and concluded she’d disappeared of her own volition – she had threatened to so many times, after

  all – and the case was swiftly closed.




  The truth had overwhelmed Della. So many lies had been told, so much deceit spun, that it was hard for her to make sense of it. But she understood, even that young, the impact Sadie’s

  intervention had had. Was it any wonder Helen didn’t want to stick around to see her grow up? She must’ve hated Della for ruining her life.




  As Della approached her teens, a sense of abandonment attached to her psyche like her shadow to her feet. Even though Sadie and Eric loved her without question, it wasn’t the same.

  She’d watch her friends being embraced by their mums and would feel physically sick with longing. Once, when she was twelve, she’d gone to a friend’s house after school and had

  hurt herself jumping off the top of bunk beds. The mum had given Della a hug to comfort her and she’d held on to her with all her might, breathing in her perfume until she felt dizzy, her

  body barnacled against the woman’s motherly form. She hated having to let go.




  Maggie interrupted her thoughts. She handed Della a business card with a police logo on it.




  ‘If you remember anything else you think is important, let me know. My number’s on here.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Della stammered.




  She didn’t know what else to say. She fell silent and shifted awkwardly in her seat until salvation came in the form of Sadie’s consultant, who stuck his head round the door and

  asked if he could interrupt them.




  Della rose unsteadily to her feet, not taking her eyes off the doctor’s worn face as he stepped into the room and pulled the door shut behind him.




  ‘Is she . . . ?’




  ‘Your grandmother is stable for now,’ he said. ‘She’s suffered acute respiratory failure and we had to perform an emergency tracheotomy.’ He caught Della’s

  terrified expression. ‘It means we’ve inserted a tube into her throat to create an airway and put her on a ventilator to help her breathe. In a little while we’ll take her for a

  CT scan so we can see the extent of the damage caused by the blow to the back of her head.’




  ‘Is she going to get better though?’




  The doctor looked grim. ‘It’s too early to say. We’ll need to see how she fares in the next twenty-four hours.’




  ‘Can I see her?’




  ‘Yes. It’s fine for you to sit with her now.’




  Della expressed her gratitude and the consultant left. She turned to Maggie, who looked like she already knew what she was about to say.




  ‘I should be with her.’




  ‘Of course. We can pick this up again later.’




  Della felt so guilty at lying to a police officer that a confession formed in the back of her throat, ready to gush forth. She swallowed hard to quash it. Telling Maggie about the photograph

  meant having to say out loud that she’d been abandoned by her own mum as a child and she’d never admitted that to anyone, not even to Alex. Like her friends, he thought Helen was dead,

  because that was what she’d told him. Better to let people believe Helen had died than to have them think Della wasn’t loveable enough to make her stick around.




  Hardly anyone knew the truth about Della’s past – and that’s the way she wanted it to stay.
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  Sitting cross-legged on the single bed, Bea Dennison gnawed at the hangnail on the side of her thumb until, with a final, painful tug, it came away from its fleshy anchor. A

  tiny spot of blood appeared in its place so she stuck her thumb in her mouth and sucked.




  ‘You look like a baby,’ Sean admonished from across the bedroom. He was on the carpet, legs splayed open as he counted out ten-pound notes into a pile.




  Bea made an exaggerated sucking noise, drawing her thumb into her mouth right up to where the knuckle joined it to her hand. She immediately stopped when she saw Sean’s jaw clench, wiped

  her thumb on her skirt and drew her legs in until her chin rested on her knees. She felt safest like that, her back pressed against the headboard, legs hugged to her.




  ‘Right, that’s £120 from what we’ve taken so far,’ said Sean. ‘Not bad.’ He rolled the notes up into a tube and secured it with a thin elastic band,

  snapping it loudly with obvious satisfaction.




  Bea didn’t agree. It was hardly worth what they’d done to get it. It worked out at £30 a house, less than the monthly allowance her parents gave her. But she wouldn’t

  tell Sean that. If he knew she had her own money he’d want that too.




  Silently she watched him open the flimsy pine door to his wardrobe and stuff the roll of notes inside a trainer at the rear, presumably so his dad didn’t find it. Another waste of time in

  her opinion: Gary Morris never looked up from the television when they came in the flat, let alone ventured anywhere near his son’s room to go searching through his belongings. Bea

  wasn’t sure he had even registered she was there. If he had, he certainly didn’t care enough to question why Sean was taking a girl obviously below the age of consent into his bedroom

  for hours at a time.




  Her own parents would go ballistic if they knew where she was and what she’d been doing. They thought she’d gone to a friend’s house after school, but the note that Sean had

  forged for Bea to give to her teacher, saying she had another hospital appointment that day, meant she’d been at his flat since shortly after 9 a.m. She’d had so many hospital

  appointments over the past two years that none of the school staff bothered to check it was genuine, and because her younger sister’s classroom was in a different building to hers, she never

  noticed Bea wasn’t around all day either.
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