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  1




  Harriet Blackledge closed the door of the children’s bedroom and leant against the hallway wall, letting out a large breath. It had been another one of those

  days. Ian had been called into the office for yet another Sunday and she’d been left lugging the kids around Chester Zoo by herself. By the time she’d stopped them running off,

  persuaded them they weren’t allowed to ride the giant tortoises, and told them that climbing into the primate enclosure wasn’t a good idea, she was exhausted.




  When it came to monkeys, her pair were quite enough, thank you.




  Ian’s voice echoed through the house from downstairs: ‘Harry, where’s the TV remote?’




  Harriet winced. Having spent the past twenty-five minutes reading Jemma and Thomas separate bedtime stories, the last thing she wanted was her husband’s booming voice to wake them up

  again. She made delicate shushing noises and started down the stairs.




  Quite how she’d got to this, she wasn’t really sure. She had a degree and wanted a career at some point . . . yet somehow she’d ended up as one of those kept stay-at-home mums

  she’d always ridiculed.




  Tripping over the bottom step, Harriet righted herself and headed into the living room.




  ‘. . . always in the same spot. It’s not as if it’s grown legs, things don’t just walk . . .’ Ian Blackledge was picking up cushions from the sofa, before turning

  and spotting his wife in the doorway. ‘There you are, do you know—’




  ‘I’ve just put the kids to bed. You’re going to wake them.’




  Ian scowled at his wife for a moment. He hated being interrupted, which was why Harriet did it as often as she could. She held his gaze until he went back to searching.




  He continued as if nothing had happened, his boring voice boring into the walls, boring her. Boring, boring, boring.




  ‘. . . I was just saying that these things don’t lose themselves. Whenever I’ve finished watching television, I leave it on the table underneath – that way I know where

  to find it again . . .’




  Harriet rolled her eyes behind his back. How many times had he said ‘I’ in that sentence? I, I, I. What a wanker. And she was married to him. Four thousand, five hundred and

  thirty-five days and counting: that’s how long ago it was that she’d said ‘I do’. Back then, there was no money, no big house, no expensive dresses and no bloody

  business.




  ‘. . . I mean, it’s not that hard, is it? If you use something, you put it back where you picked it up from . . .’




  At least she had the kids. She had them. Ian had been in Johannesburg when Jemma was born and his phone had been buzzing constantly when Thomas said hello to the world. Well, gurgled a

  sob at the world.




  ‘. . . I’ve said it before, Harry, and I’m serious this time – someone’s going to have to have a word with those kids. Always picking things up and not returning

  them. I mean . . .’




  Someone’s going to have to have a word: meaning her. He wasn’t even subtle nowadays.




  The words slipped out before Harriet even knew they were in her head. ‘They’ve got names.’




  Ian spun around again, cushion in hand. ‘What?’




  ‘Our kids. They have names: Jemma and Thomas.’




  ‘What are you trying to say?’




  ‘They’re not those kids – they’re our kids and they have names.’




  Ian frowned again. He didn’t like people talking back to him, which Harriet well knew because of the amount of time he spent banging on about it. Most of his complaints about work ended

  with: ‘. . . and I’m not sure who it is they think they’re talking to – but I’m the boss of that company and I’ll happily fire them if that’s what they

  want . . .’




  That was the clean version anyway. After a few drinks, he’d be threatening any number of anatomically awkward acts upon his workforce. Harriet suspected he was worse to work for than he

  was to live with – and that was saying something.




  She continued holding his stare. This time Ian didn’t look away. ‘What are you trying to say?’




  He couldn’t even think of a different question but there was no going back now. Harriet felt something flare in her stomach. It had been there many times before but she always backed down,

  unwilling to have the argument. Always thinking of the children.




  She took a deep breath. ‘They’re kids. Children play – they were watching “The Lion King” in here earlier while I cooked tea. Sometimes things get moved, sometimes

  things get knocked off. Don’t you remember being young?’




  ‘I always knew to respect my elders.’




  He really was a bore. How had that skinny, smiling student who had so charmed her become this suit-wearing dullard of a man? His hair had started to go grey not long after he turned thirty, then

  he stopped doing anything that involved the slightest amount of exercise. Then he never wanted to do things at the weekend and the kids had come along to ‘fix’ their marriage.

  Meanwhile, everything became about ‘the business’, while she continued being the perfect, thin, homemaking wife.




  ‘Didn’t your dad used to hit you?’ she said.




  It was a low blow but Harriet wanted it to be. Ian took half a step backwards, eyes bulging. ‘I . . .’




  ‘I’m saying that “respecting” your elders didn’t count for much. Kids are kids – they need discipline but they have to have space so they can be children

  too.’




  Harriet could see Ian’s shock beginning to boil into rage. The way he’d been treated by his father was something they’d spoken about years ago, when they were in love and they

  shared their deepest secrets with each other. They’d lain in bed, bodies entwined, and she’d listened as he cried. Different times, different people.




  His eyebrow was twitching, bottom lip bobbing. His voice was low, almost a growl. ‘What are you trying to say?’




  Harriet felt a lump in her throat and knew she’d gone too far. She replied with a sigh: ‘That being angry at them isn’t going to help. It’s only a remote control –

  if it’s down the back of the sofa then I’m sure they didn’t mean it.’




  That wasn’t what she wanted to say at all. What she should have told him was the truth – that she wasn’t happy and that no amount of money was going to change that. In so many

  ways, she’d enjoyed herself more living in their poky old flat with noisy neighbours, a dodgy TV that needed a whack, a fridge that made a dangerous-sounding hum a couple of times a day, and

  a constant Friday- and Saturday-night showcase of idiots walking past their window throwing beer cans and drunkenly hurling up on the pavement. At the time she’d thought she hated it; now it

  seemed like living.




  Ian wasn’t backing down: ‘Perhaps if you kept a closer eye on them?’




  ‘I can’t watch them every minute of the day – I was cooking. It’s only a remote control! It’s a Sunday, perhaps if you were home with them more often . .

  .’




  Ian tossed the cushion to the floor. ‘What do you think I do all day? Sit around playing games? You know how important this deal is to the business. What do you think pays for this house?

  Your clothes? Your car?’ He threw his hands up in the air theatrically. ‘Money doesn’t grow on bushes, you know.’




  Harriet sighed. She didn’t want to have this argument because they’d only ever go around in circles. She could never tell him the truth: keep your house, your car, the clothes; keep

  it all. She didn’t want any of it. He kept bringing it up, thinking it was something he would always have over her, when the only reason she allowed him to have it was because she

  didn’t want her kids to suffer the moneyless upbringing she’d had.




  ‘Gone quiet now, haven’t you,’ he taunted.




  One day she’d tell him the truth.




  Harriet stepped forward, ready to help the search, when there was a crash from the kitchen. Her first thought was that the kids were going to be awoken again, then she caught her husband’s

  eye and there was a ripple of fear. Despite what he’d become, the one thing Ian offered was security and she always felt safe around him. Seeing the confusion and anxiety in his eyes sent a

  shiver through her.




  Ian bounded across the room, but froze next to her as the sound of heavy boots boom-boom-boomed around the walls.




  There were people in the house.




  Ian thrust a protective arm across her but Harriet was already heading for the stairs when a man appeared in the doorway. He was wearing black and grey camouflage-style cargo trousers, with a

  padded black long-sleeved top. Harriet froze, half-turning towards her husband, but there were three more identically clad men entering their living room through the other door. All four wore

  balaclavas and thick, dark gloves. Over their shoes were supermarket carrier bags. Harriet opened her mouth to scream to who knew who but the man was quicker, grabbing and spinning her in one

  movement, simultaneously putting a hand across her mouth. Harriet could taste the polyester pushing into her gums.




  Ian turned from the men to her and back again. She could see the terror in the whites of his eyes. The tallest of the four men marched forward, effortlessly shoving Ian to one side and sending

  him sprawling towards the sofa. He kept moving until he was in front of Harriet, reaching into his pocket and taking out a pistol. Harriet felt the other man holding her tighter as she began to

  flail involuntarily.




  An actual gun was pointing at her.




  Harriet had seen them on TV, at the cinema. She’d heard the loud bangs, seen the brawny action figures with huge arms and the weedy gang members. She’d read the books and the news

  reports. Everyone became desensitised to the idea of guns because so many forms of entertainment put them front and centre.




  But that was different to seeing an actual weapon being pointed at her. Harriet watched the man’s gloved finger rest on the trigger, using the merest amount of pressure. The slightest slip

  and that would be it.




  ‘Shhh,’ he whispered, perfectly calmly, as if comforting a crying child. Harriet forced herself to take a breath through the man’s glove, standing straighter, letting her arms

  flop by her side. Behind, the other figure slightly loosened his grip.




  The first intruder turned towards Ian but didn’t lower the angle of the gun, which was still pointing at Harriet’s head. ‘Where’s the panic button?’ he asked.




  Ian was on the floor, head resting on the lip of the sofa, not knowing where to look. The thought popped into Harriet’s mind that his suit was creased and she knew how much he hated that.

  He’d have her ironing trousers over and over, or simply drop half-a-dozen off at the dry cleaners in one go. Then she wondered why she was thinking about suits when there was a gun pointing

  at her.




  ‘What panic button?’ Ian replied.




  Harriet coughed slightly, telling herself it was because of the fingers stuffed in her mouth and not because her husband had just lied to a man who was pointing a gun at her. He hadn’t

  even had the good grace to do it convincingly.




  The man with the weapon stepped nearer, holding the gun so close to Harriet that she went cross-eyed as she stared down the barrel. She had always thought those stylised shots in movies were

  completely over the top but here she was in that same position. What should she be looking for? Should she be able to see the bullet? Should his finger be twitching?




  His voice sounded sort of local, not with the complete Mancunian twang that some had but there was certainly a hint. ‘I don’t give three chances, sonny. Where’s the panic

  button?’




  Harriet knew her husband too well. She could see his eyes darting and read his body language. He wasn’t sure whether to be aggressive or deflated. He didn’t accept defeats very well

  but this was surely different – their children were upstairs and someone was pointing a gun at her. In her mind, she screamed at him to tell them, hoping that somehow her thoughts would be

  projected across the room into that stupid mind of his.




  ‘There are a few,’ Ian stammered. ‘In my study and—’




  The gunman nodded at one of the other men, who strode across the living room, carrier bags crackling on the carpet. He roughly yanked Ian up by the arm.




  ‘Show my colleague where the central communications unit is,’ the gunman said.




  Ian was given a shove and he stumbled towards the kitchen. Harriet knew where the four buttons were around the house – one in their bedroom, one in the study, one in the kitchen and the

  one underneath the television cabinet she was trying not to stare at. She didn’t know how they worked: all Ian had said was that pressing any of them would silently alert a security company,

  who would send the police around. They’d been fitted so long ago that she’d nearly forgotten about them. The gunman either knew, or he’d guessed. Based upon the area they lived

  in, it wasn’t a big stretch – Harriet supposed most houses in this area had some sort of connection to a private security firm.




  The gunman lowered the weapon until it was by his side. ‘Where’s your mobile phone?’




  The man holding her released his fingers from her mouth but Harriet could feel the material of the gloves clutching the lower part of her neck: a warning that he could harm her at any

  moment.




  ‘I . . . er . . . I think it’s in my bag in the kitchen.’




  He waved his hand vaguely in the direction of a third man, who scuttled away. ‘Can never be too careful,’ the gunman said. ‘Not after . . . well, y’know.’




  Harriet did know – she’d seen the other two robberies on the news. No one she knew had been targeted but they’d both occurred in south Manchester houses like theirs: big places

  owned by people with money. The thought had crossed her mind that perhaps it could be a pattern, as it had with the other parents she’d spoken to on the school run.




  The third man re-entered with Harriet’s phone in his hand, which he tossed to the gunman, who caught it one-handed. ‘Nice,’ he said, before dropping it on the floor and

  stamping on it.




  ‘Do Jem and Tom have phones?’




  Harriet started to reply before she even knew what he’d said. She ended up coughing, trying to compose herself. Somehow these men knew the names of their children. Then she remembered the

  website – Robert’s stupid business, where there was an ‘About Me’ page with him fawning over the family he never saw. She’d told him at the time that she didn’t

  want to be involved and now there was a man with a gun in their house speaking the names of their kids.




  ‘It’s a simple question,’ he said, his arm holding the gun twitching slightly.




  ‘Jemma does – Thomas is too young.’ The gunman’s head flickered towards the third man again but Harriet squealed. ‘Please let me get it. They’re asleep. I

  won’t try anything, honestly I won’t.’




  Through the small slits of the balaclava, Harriet saw the gunman biting his bottom lip. As he lunged forward, she thought, just for a moment, that he was going to shoot her. A small shriek

  slipped from her lips before he clamped a hand across them, forcing her backwards through the door, towards the stairs.




  Without a word, he pushed her upstairs, pausing at the top and waiting for her to show the way. The muzzle was pressing into her back but Harriet forced herself to stop shaking, padding as

  softly as she could towards Jemma’s bedroom.




  ‘Leave the door open,’ the gunman whispered.




  Tears were close but Harriet managed to hold on, gently easing her daughter’s door open and creeping into the room. A dim orange night-light hanging above the bed shone a murky glow across

  the space as Harriet moved on her tip-toes.




  ‘Mummy?’




  Harriet froze, wincing at the feeling of being punched in the stomach, even though there was nobody near her. She glanced behind quickly, taking in the gunman’s frame, wide and muscly

  underneath the padded top. He was staring towards her in silence, his chest rising almost imperceptibly.




  Harriet stepped across to the bed, sweeping the phone from the bedside table into her left hand, resting her right on her daughter’s forehead. ‘Go to sleep, sweetie.’




  ‘What’s going on?’




  ‘Nothing, honey. I was just checking on you.’




  Even in the gloomy swathes of darkness, Harriet could see the smile spread across her daughter’s face. The duvet was tucked underneath her chin, and her eyes were closed, one leg sticking

  out of the other side of the covers as it always did.




  Harriet stood, walking carefully across the room and edging the door closed, before turning to see the gunman’s outstretched hand. She placed the phone into it and then led the way back

  downstairs.




  Ian was sitting on the sofa in the living room, elbows on knees, leaning forwards. The whites of his eyes were almost glowing, the area around them rubbed red. He gulped as Harriet was marched

  back in and shoved onto the sofa next to him. The gunman took Ian’s phone from one of the other men and dropped that and Jemma’s on the floor, before stamping on them.




  Crumpled pieces of plastic, silicone and aluminium littered the carpet. Harriet found her eyes flickering towards the cordless landline phone in the corner. The gunman noticed and she could see

  him smiling through the balaclava. ‘Try it if you like – we’re not that stupid.’




  Harriet didn’t move.




  The gunman stood at the front, the other three behind him. He waved the gun towards Ian. ‘Is there anything else I should know about?’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘Do you have any other way of contacting anyone?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Are you expecting visitors?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Good – now open the safe.’




  Harriet curled her toes, hoping Ian wouldn’t be stupid. She didn’t know how much money was locked away – but she did know all her expensive jewellery was in the safe. She

  didn’t care that much about it but Ian did. On the occasions he requested that she wore it out, he would spend a large part of the evening bragging to various other people about how much it

  cost.




  Ian’s eyes darted to the floor. ‘What safe?’




  In one swift movement, the gunman lunged forward and cracked the butt across Ian’s head. Harriet yelped but kept herself from screaming as her husband slumped sideways. Blood dripped onto

  their cream carpet and she again found herself drifting, thinking there was no way she’d be able to get that out. She’d once read that blood was worse than red wine. Harriet tried to

  blink away the ridiculous thoughts: why was she worrying about household things when her husband was bleeding? When her children were upstairs as a masked gang terrorised them? Was this normal?




  ‘I won’t ask again,’ the intruder said.




  Harriet opened her eyes and Ian tried to sit back up, even though he was swaying slightly. The blood drenched his hands and suit.




  The gunman pointed the weapon at Harriet again. ‘Don’t you care about your wife? Your kids?’




  The reply was low, almost a cough. ‘Of course.’




  ‘So where’s the safe?’




  Ian sighed. ‘It’s built into the wall in our bedroom.’ One of the other men stepped forward but Ian held up a hand, coughing a spray of blood into his lap. ‘I can’t

  open it.’




  Harriet could feel the cool ring of metal stinging her forehead as the gunman pushed the weapon into her skin.




  ‘No, really,’ Ian said, voice raised, panic making his voice crack. ‘There’s a timer – it can only be opened at certain times of the day. I swear, there’s no

  way around it.’




  The pressure of the gun metal eased slightly on Harriet’s forehead but she could still feel it tickling her skin. She suddenly realised her hands were balled, fingers digging into the

  material of the sofa. She didn’t risk moving but her eyes flittered around the room as the four intruders peered at each other.




  ‘That true?’ the gunman asked.




  ‘I don’t know,’ Harriet replied.




  ‘I’ll shoot her.’




  The man pushed forwards again, pressing Harriet deeper into the sofa. He had one hand on her throat, the other thrusting the gun into her temple.




  Ian’s voice had gone up an octave, squeaking in a way Harriet had never heard before. She couldn’t see him but the sofa popped up as he stood. ‘No! Honestly, it’s

  true.’




  ‘When can you open it again?’




  ‘Between six and eight in the morning.’




  Harriet’s eyes crossed again as she tried to peer at the trigger. The gunman’s weight was leaning into her windpipe and she couldn’t stop a gentle splutter from escaping.




  ‘Please . . .’ she whispered.




  Harriet had no idea how long passed but suddenly the pressure was gone and the man stepped away from the sofa. He wafted the gun towards them, indicating the two-seater in the corner.

  ‘Move over there – I guess we’re in for a long wait.’
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  Detective Inspector Jessica Daniel listened to the hum of the radio as everyone got into position. Four officers dressed like bulked-up ninjas around the back, six at the

  front: no guns but batons and bloody big boots if anyone kicked off. The four tactical entry team members at the door glanced backwards through the moonlit shambles of a front garden towards

  Jessica.




  She checked her watch, patted the incapacitating spray in her pocket for a reason she wasn’t quite sure of, and then nodded slightly.




  ‘POLICE, OPEN UP!’ Bang, bang, bang, thump, crack, oof, ouch, thump, thwack, stomp, stomp, stomp.




  Ouch?




  The army of black-clad big bastards blasted through the house, followed by a handful of uniformed officers. Jessica stepped inside behind them, peering down at the thin, pasty figure of a girl

  curled into a ball in the hallway, splinters of wood on top of her, a graze across her head. The officers had thundered through the door, stepping on the teenager without even realising.




  She moaned slightly as Jessica crouched. ‘You all right?’




  The girl uncurled herself, spitting onto the ground. ‘Fucking piggy pig pigs.’




  Good evening to you, too.




  Jessica pushed herself to her feet and followed the noise into what turned out to be the living room. Three young men were facing the wall, being frisked, as another girl shouted and swore at a

  female officer, including poetic gems such as:




  ‘You a lezzer, or what?’




  ‘You trying to touch me up?’




  ‘Get off my sodding tits.’




  ‘I’m going to ’ave you, you fat bitch. And your mum.’




  Jessica could only feel grateful that she no longer worked in uniform. Compared to some of the abuse hurled on a Friday night in the city centre, the young woman was positively delightful.




  The girl from the hallway was led in, clutching her elbow and making oinking noises, while two more lads were frogmarched down the stairs by Greater Manchester Police’s ninja squad. They

  were so thin that Jessica could see the outline of their ribs poking through their T-shirts, with scraggy unwashed hair hanging around their shoulders.




  Jessica blinked. Neither of them was him but just for a moment, because of the hair, it was as if he was still with her.




  The officers directed the lads to the wall where the other three were and told them to face it while they were frisked. ‘This one was in the toilet,’ a ninja said.




  The young man flung his arms wide. ‘I was taking a dump! Is that a crime nowadays? Christ’s sake. Big Brother Britain where you can’t even have a shite any more.’




  ‘Shut up,’ Jessica ordered sternly, creating a silence even she hadn’t expected.




  As the seven of them had their pockets turned out, Jessica surveyed the room. Behind and above, footsteps clunked around the dilapidated house. The walls were largely bare, with scrawny patches

  of ripped wallpaper clinging on for dear life. A light bulb was plugged into the fitting above, with no lampshade. The living room was sparse, with bare floorboards exposed: a television at one end

  with a games console and controllers on the floor in front of it, two sofas and a scuffed coffee table. Littered around the corners were empty coffee mugs, once-white plates with dried-on pieces of

  food, an upturned baked bean tin, cutlery, a set of speakers with a phone plugged into it, a bobble hat, a pair of dirty trainers, crumpled beer cans, empty bottles and a box of matches.




  Hmm . . . not what they were expecting.




  The house’s inhabitants were told to sit on the sofas, which they did with minimal complaining as the search team assembled behind Jessica. Even without turning she could sense their

  nervousness. Eventually she spun to face Detective Constable Archie Davey but his frown told her they hadn’t found what they were searching for upstairs. He was looking at his ridiculous

  tanned best, standing as tall as his alleged five-foot-eight frame would allow him.




  Jessica nodded a silent acknowledgement to tell the ninjas they were done for the evening and then stood watching Archie, listening until the other footsteps had disappeared back into the van

  outside. Upstairs and in one of the other downstairs rooms, Jessica could hear the remaining officers continuing the search.




  Archie strutted towards the sofa, lip curled, in his element. This was only a few streets away from where he’d grown up as a mouthy Mancunian. He was always going to end up either sticking

  people behind bars, or living behind them.




  His accent was as thick as ever, extending the vowels: ‘Who lives ’ere?’




  No one spoke.




  Archie half-turned to Jessica. ‘Am I speaking English? I’m not in the mood for arseing around – who lives in this dive?’




  The thinnest of the males half-raised his hand. He was wearing skinny jeans, Dr Martens, what was probably a child’s T-shirt and had an earring through each ear. At best he was twenty.




  Jessica pointed a thumb towards the stairs. ‘Right, upstairs with me.’ As he started to climb to his feet, Jessica leant in and whispered in Archie’s ear: ‘Try not to

  kill anyone, please.’




  The house’s occupant stepped past Jessica and began creaking his way up the stairs, leading her into a bedroom with more exposed floorboards, an unmade bed and piles of clothes and shoes.

  He sat as Jessica tried to catch what Archie was shouting about downstairs. When she turned to him, the young man was staring up at her.




  ‘What’s your name?’ Jessica asked.




  ‘Noel.’




  ‘I’m only going to ask this once, Noel – where are the drugs?’




  He shrugged. ‘What drugs?’




  Jessica raised her eyebrows, not breaking eye contact. ‘I told you I was only going to ask once.’




  ‘You can ask as many times as you like – I don’t know what you’re talking about.’




  ‘Come on, Noel – people coming and going all hours, loud music, empty beer bottles and cans all over; this whole place reeks of smoke. How old are you?’




  A thunk erupted from the next-door room as one of the search-team officers dropped something.




  Noel’s eyes flittered sideways and back again. ‘Old enough.’




  ‘How old’s that?’




  ‘Nineteen.’




  ‘Who are the people downstairs?’




  He shrugged. ‘Mates.’




  ‘And what’s a nineteen-year-old doing in a big house like this by yourself?’




  Another shrug: ‘Living.’




  ‘Really?’




  One more shrug: ‘What about it?’




  ‘Not too many teenagers end up living in a place like this without parents.’




  The shrugs were beginning to annoy her now. ‘So?’




  ‘So, what’s going on here? Is this your parents’ house? Are you renting? Who’s your landlord? Get talking.’




  Jessica braced herself for the shrug that inevitably arrived, balling and unballing her fist. ‘You got a warrant?’




  ‘Didn’t someone show you it downstairs?’




  ‘Nope.’




  Jessica stepped backwards onto the landing, not taking her eyes from Noel and bellowing down the stairs for Archie. A minute later, Jessica thrust the warrant into Noel’s hand as Archie

  continued shouting at the teenagers downstairs. As Noel read, Jessica caught the end of Archie’s rant: ‘. . . and don’t think you can get away with shoving it up your arse because

  we’ve got dirty bastards at the station who’ll happily go digging . . .’




  Charming.




  Noel finished reading and peered up at Jessica. ‘Can I keep this?’




  ‘It’s yours.’




  ‘Good – I’m going to get it framed. It’ll be something to show visitors.’




  ‘Who’s your landlord?’




  ‘Me, I suppose. I own the house.’




  Jessica thought about all the tribulations she’d had to go through to buy a house. ‘You got a mortgage?’




  ‘I bought it outright.’




  Jessica couldn’t hold back the cough of derision. ‘You bought this house with cash?’




  Another shrug: ‘Gandhi once said that possession was a crime. He said “I can only possess certain things when I know that others who also want to possess similar things are able to

  do so”. He believed the only thing we could all possess was non-possession, so that none of us had anything at all.’




  Jessica’s toe was tapping in annoyance. ‘For someone who claims there aren’t any drugs in the house, you’re doing a pretty good impression of someone higher than the

  international space station.’




  Noel’s shoulders started to twitch again.




  ‘And stop bloody shrugging!’




  ‘What do you want me to say?’




  ‘I want to know where the drugs are.’




  ‘There aren’t any. I just have my mates over during the week to play a few games, watch some movies, have a couple of drinks and a few fags. What’s wrong with that?’




  ‘What about the noise?’




  ‘We have a few songs on the go: Smiths, Stone Roses, Oasis, Noel, the Mondays – not my fault if the neighbours wouldn’t know a good tune if someone shoved a guitar up their

  arses.’




  What was it with young men talking about sticking things up other people’s arses?




  Jessica took a moment to think and then ordered Noel to stand on the landing where she felt sure he couldn’t dispose of anything without her noticing. She popped her head around the door

  of the adjacent room, which turned out to be the bathroom, where an officer was hunting through a cabinet.




  ‘Anything?’ she asked.




  A shake of the head.




  Next door was a bedroom, where a pair of officers were searching through a stack of cardboard boxes. ‘Anything?’




  One of them nodded towards the wall, where a red-triangle Give Way road sign was propped up against the wall.




  Jessica couldn’t hide her disappointment. ‘Is that it?’




  ‘So far.’




  Jessica picked it up, straining unexpectedly under the weight and lugging it into the hallway. ‘Whose is this?’




  Noel shrugged. ‘Dunno – Chris’s I think.’




  ‘Who’s Chris?’




  ‘He’s downstairs.’




  Jessica dropped the sign at Noel’s feet. ‘Tell your mate he’s just cost you a front door. If we’d broken in here and not found anything, we’d have to fix it. As it

  is, we’re going to nick him for theft – and you can pay for your own door. Now – how did a kid like you afford a house like this?’




  ‘Inheritance – I got it at auction.’




  ‘Who owned it before you?’




  ‘I don’t know what he’s called. That lottery winner guy that was all over the news – what’s his name?’




  Jessica had a sinking feeling as she remembered the story. Everyone in the station had joked about it but no one would be laughing now. She sighed before answering for him. Someone had really

  ballsed things up.




  ‘It’s Martin Teague.’
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  Detective Sergeant Isobel Diamond perched on the edge of the spare desk in Jessica’s office as Archie strode back and forth. Jessica listened to him make the same

  floorboard creak for the fifth time and then snapped. ‘Will you sit down? You’re driving me crazy.’




  ‘Crazier,’ Izzy corrected.




  Archie flopped into the spare office chair, legs splayed wide, as ever, head bobbing up and down. ‘I still say we should’ve ripped up the floorboards. They’ve probably got

  bricks of heroin and dead cats under that house and we’ve let ’em get away with it. You can’t trust these student types.’




  ‘Weren’t you a student?’ Jessica asked.




  ‘Aye, but not like that.’




  ‘What – you hung around the park drinking cider instead of trashing your own house?’




  Archie stared at his shoes. ‘Not quite . . .’




  Jessica nodded towards Izzy. ‘Haven’t you got work to do now you’re off probation and a proper sergeant?’




  Izzy shook her head. ‘I’m hiding – that pillock Franks has been trying to get me to do some work for him but he has that way of looking at you as if he’s trying to chat

  you up.’




  ‘What do you expect from someone known as Wanky Frankie? How’s Dave?’




  DC David Rowlands had been assigned to Detective Inspector Franks several months previously and hadn’t escaped. Although they’d been firm friends, perhaps still were, Jessica and

  Rowlands had barely spoken since then.




  Izzy smiled in the weary way she did when she was trying to be nice. ‘He’s just busy all the time.’




  Jessica turned back to Archie. ‘Anyway, you know I’m going to get called upstairs any minute to try to justify this balls-up, so what have you got on Teague?’




  Archie clucked his tongue and straightened his suit. He replied with a twinkle in his eye: ‘Too important to do your own checking?’




  Jessica pointed to the papers on her desk, knowing she shouldn’t really take his lip: ‘Too busy.’




  Archie picked up a cardboard folder from the desk and passed across a printout from a news website. Jessica scanned it, recognising the photograph. The pudgy-faced man walking out of court was

  bald on top but with rough stubble covering his cheeks and chin. He was wearing a thick overcoat and offering a middle-fingered salute to the camera.




  ‘Martin Teague has been on our radar for yonks,’ Archie said. ‘He’s lived in the area his whole life and been in trouble for most of it. He was expelled from school for

  threatening to burn it down and ended up in this behavioural problem place. When he was eighteen, he spent four months in prison for an assault and he’s also been inside for a separate

  assault, handling stolen goods, as well as dealing amphetamines. In all, he has almost forty convictions for various things.’




  Jessica more or less knew that part of the story – it was the later parts she was sketchy on.




  ‘But then he turned himself around,’ she said sarcastically.




  ‘Quite,’ Archie replied. ‘Lucky sod won the lottery three years ago: nine point eight million quid. He bought a house out Cheadle way and set about spending it all. He bought a

  monster truck, a fleet of sports cars, and a nonleague football team. Inside the house, he had a full-sized cinema screen installed, he bought fifty old-fashioned arcade machines, plus he’d

  started having a rollercoaster built that ran around his back garden and looped into the house.’




  ‘Sounds like my place,’ Izzy said.




  Archie didn’t miss a beat: ‘He hired an entire Caribbean island on which to marry his childhood sweetheart and flew out two hundred people for a week-long celebration less than three

  months after winning.’ He flicked to the next page and continued: ‘Just over a year ago, inevitably, he was declared bankrupt. He’d been borrowing money against the interest but

  when the banks came calling, he’d spent it all.’




  Jessica took the printout from Archie as he moved onto the next news website page. ‘He burned through the lot in under three years. In the bankruptcy hearing, it came out that he

  didn’t even have an accountant, plus he hadn’t kept receipts. He’d simply spent it all. Somehow he avoided prison over the tax but he ended up moving into the old council house

  where his wife grew up.’




  ‘What about the houses?’ Jessica asked.




  Archie passed along another sheet, saying she was best reading it herself. It was a report on Teague’s bankruptcy hearing, which was mainly an account of his shambolic lifestyle. Because

  he hadn’t kept any receipts, the only way they knew what he’d bought was because of the bank statements, credit card details and line of people asking where their money was. He’d

  spent the first twenty-six years of his life weaving a path of carnage through the city because of his criminal nuisance, another three by spending money he didn’t have, and then the next

  twelve months stumbling from hearing to hearing about his bankruptcy. Finally, he’d ended up where he began: in a council house on a rough Manchester estate.




  Along the line, there would be hundreds of individuals whose lives he’d trampled across – but Noel had been one of the few beneficiaries. Teague had bought twenty-seven run-down

  former council houses at auction for a reason no one seemed to know. Given his lack of care with money, it could be seen as an indulgence or perhaps an investment but Jessica suspected it was

  simply a whim. She’d spent plenty of time working with – or trying to track down – people from similar estates. The one trait they all shared, for better or worse, was a sense of

  pride in where they came from. It was that which led to them so despising the police and authority, wearing their underclass as a badge of honour. In some ways Jessica admired that. Owning those

  houses would have been a way for Teague to believe he was still a man of the people, even while blowing his money on unfinished rollercoasters.




  Whatever the purpose, when the money had run out, the houses had been seized and sold at auction again, for less than he’d paid. That was how Noel had managed to use however much

  he’d inherited to buy the dive Jessica and her team had raided the previous evening.




  ‘We’re screwed, aren’t we?’ Jessica said, looking up.




  Izzy half-grinned. ‘Don’t bring me into this – I wasn’t even there.’




  Jessica nodded at Archie. ‘Do you fancy taking the blame?’




  ‘Sod off – it’s not my fault every DCI has it in for you.’




  Jessica laughed it off but she could tell from the way Izzy was watching her that the sergeant wasn’t taken in. Archie had a habit of hitting a little too close to the truth without

  knowing he’d done so. The former chief inspector, Jack Cole, had retired at the end of the previous year. Despite the fact they had risen through the ranks together, their professional

  relationship had ended with Jessica on compassionate leave and him not talking to her anyway. He hadn’t even said goodbye – not that Jessica blamed him after the way she’d

  behaved. As for Cole’s replacement, Jessica had still been off work when he’d started and things had gone downhill from there.




  Before she could reply, Jessica’s desk phone began to ring: His Highness was in court and wanted a word.




  DCI Lewis Topper was drumming a pen on his desk as he waved Jessica into his office on the upstairs floor of Longsight Police Station. Before she’d even closed the door

  behind her, his crisp accent rattled across the room: ‘What went wrong?’




  He’d joined from a force in Scotland – headhunted apparently – but there was a hint of Irish in his accent too. Either tone could be soft but he had the harsher elements of

  both, meaning he constantly sounded annoyed, like he had a mouthful of marbles.




  Topper was in his mid-forties but his trim physique, clean-shaven face and abundance of dark hair – a rarity in the balding upper ranks of the police force – made him look

  younger.




  ‘It was one of Martin Teague’s old houses, Sir. He’s—’




  ‘You do realise how much scrutiny we’re all under?’




  Jessica had spent a lot of time in this office over the years but it was different now. Gone were the certificates and commendations that used to live on the wall behind the desk, replaced by a

  whiteboard covered with perfect handwriting that listed every ongoing investigation. DCI Cole would let his officers go out and deal with things, only getting involved if there were problems;

  Topper wanted details of everything.




  ‘I know, Sir. We’d had reports of disturbances at the house and struggled to get anything from the land registry. We didn’t know if there were people

  squatting—’




  ‘Didn’t you think to check these things? You know how damaging the fall-out from the Pratley report was.’




  Jessica couldn’t fail to know – it was one of the reasons why Topper was there in the first place. After a quarter-of-a-century-old false conviction had been exposed, an official

  investigation into Greater Manchester Police’s structure and management had been launched. Although no one currently in a position of power had been drawn in, mud stuck, with the chief

  constable pensioned off and a raft of other management changes. The upshot from Jessica’s point of view was that no one was allowed to show any initiative in case they were branded as a rogue

  officer.




  Jessica thought Topper had paused to allow her to reply but he took a breath and continued. ‘The chief constable won’t be happy if there’s a complaint made.’




  Jessica had to stop herself from replying too quickly. In many ways it had been inevitable but the very thought that Graham Pomeroy had got the chief constable’s job made her feel slightly

  sick. They’d only met a handful of times, the last of which being at a press conference announcing that they’d found a man who had killed two women, yet he was a constant presence in

  her mind. Every day she wondered how she could come to work knowing what she knew about Pomeroy without being able to tell anyone. The only other people who knew were the pair she’d barely

  spoken to since returning to work: DC Rowlands and her journalist friend, Garry.




  ‘I don’t think there’ll be a complaint, Sir,’ Jessica eventually replied. ‘He was going to frame the warrant.’




  She suddenly remembered how she’d told Noel they wouldn’t even have to pay for his front door because of the stolen road sign. Stupid, stupid, stupid. He probably would complain

  now.




  ‘What exactly happened?’




  ‘We had some dodgy intelligence, I—’




  ‘It doesn’t sound like there was any intelligence at all – certainly not from you.’




  ‘Sorry, Sir.’




  Topper tutted, half-peering around to look at his board, where there were a disconcerting number of things on the ‘unsolved’ side. ‘This isn’t the only issue that’s

  come up in the past couple of months.’




  ‘We’ve had an unlucky run, Sir. I know the timing isn’t great . . .’




  Topper continued to peer at his board, rubbing his chin. ‘I wonder if it’s more than that.’




  ‘Sir?’




  He turned to face her, eyes narrowing like a parent questioning a naughty child. ‘I read up about all of the senior officers when I started here. You have a stellar past and a record no

  one can quibble with but I can’t help but wonder if your performance has started to dip since—’




  ‘It hasn’t.’




  ‘You didn’t have to come back. Certainly, not so quickly.’




  Jessica held his gaze, not wanting to back down but unwilling to talk about it either. She’d spoken to everyone they wanted her to, done everything they said. If she wanted to return to

  work then it was her decision. In too many ways this was more of a home than her house was. That had too many memories attached; here she could immerse herself in the work.




  ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘I know you’ve been through a lot recently what with the car . . . accident . . . but I need all my officers to be in a good frame of mind.’




  ‘I’m fine!’




  Too forceful. With Cole, Jessica could raise her voice but Topper wasn’t one to allow any questioning of the way he worked. He began tapping his pen again, biting his bottom lip.




  ‘If that’s the case then you need to start showing it.’ He pointed to the whiteboard. ‘Something needs to be done about this lot.’




  Jessica managed to calm her tone again. ‘I know, Sir.’




  Topper was still biting his lip when his desk phone rang. He picked it up, listened, wrote something on the pad in front of him, and then turned to Jessica: ‘Now’s your chance:

  there’s been another burglary.’
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  The site of the third burglary was similar to those of the first two: an expensive house, slightly set back from the road towards the end of a street lined with similar

  properties. Jessica knew they were intelligent choices – not mansions because the security would be too tight, but houses big enough to ensure there would be money and possessions inside.

  This area of south Manchester was far enough outside the M60 ring road to avoid the noise, yet close enough to ensure its residents weren’t cut off. The area was occupied by those who

  didn’t want to live on a Manchester housing estate but who weren’t quite sufficiently rich to move across the county border into Cheshire.




  Ian and Harriet Blackledge’s house ticked all of those boxes: clean red-brick walls, two cars on the driveway, a double garage, five or six bedrooms, vast swathes of green on one side, and

  a similar house twenty metres down the road.




  Harriet was in her mid-thirties, only a little younger than Jessica. She sat at the dining table, eyelids heavy, struggling to make eye contact. Small flecks of dark roots peeped out from her

  bright blonde hair, with her skin pale except for a smattering of red blotches around her left cheek.




  ‘I understand your children have been taken elsewhere,’ Jessica said.




  Harriet nodded. ‘Ian’s parents came and took them. Your woman said it was okay.’




  ‘Did they see the robbers?’




  A weary shake of the head: ‘They slept through it all. Tom thought it was all a bit of a game when the police officers came around this morning. He’s too young to

  understand.’




  ‘Tell me what happened.’




  ‘I’d put the kids to bed and come downstairs. I was in the living room with Ian when there was a bang from the kitchen. Suddenly there were men in here with masks and gloves. One of

  them had a gun.’




  ‘What time was this?’




  ‘Around eight. I don’t know exactly.’




  Harriet told Jessica how the robbers had smashed their mobile phones, cut the landline and disabled the panic system. She wasn’t emotional, more stunned; her wide eyes fixed on the table

  as she spoke steadily, as if recalling something she’d seen on television. The details were similar to those of the first two robberies, although the second house hadn’t had a panic

  system. It seemed it was something the invaders assumed, rather than them having any precise knowledge. That had thrown the police’s initial theories that the robbers could have an inside

  link to security companies.




  ‘Was there anything distinguishing about any of the men?’ Jessica asked.




  ‘Not really – only one of them spoke. He was slightly taller than the other three but they were all dressed the same.’




  ‘What was his voice like?’




  ‘Just kind of . . . normal.’




  ‘Did he sound British? Northern?’




  ‘A bit local, but not over the top. He only spoke when he had to.’




  That was the same as in the other incidents: aside from the main person being white with dark eyes and with a local-ish accent that could have been Mancunian, or simply northern, they had little

  to go on. The woman whose house had been robbed in the first incident claimed one of the balaclava-wearing men ‘grunted like a European’ but when asked what that meant, her only

  response was: ‘Well, that’s what they sound like, isn’t it? These Polish, coming over here . . .’




  It wasn’t exactly something that would stand up in court.




  Jessica glanced over Harriet’s shoulder to the clock on the wall. ‘You said the robbers broke in at eight o’clock last night – but you didn’t call us for twelve

  hours.’




  ‘I did try to explain to the officers who got here first. There’s some sort of timer on the safe – you’d have to ask my husband about it. He told them it couldn’t

  be opened until after six in the morning.’




  ‘So what happened overnight?’




  Harriet coughed a half-laugh, half-sob, not quite believing it herself. ‘We all waited in the living room. The man who spoke had us put the TV on and we sat around watching late-night talk

  shows. Then they got bored, so they pointed at a few films on the rack. We ended up sitting around watching movies through the night. They even had me fetch them crisps.’




  ‘Did they—?’




  ‘No – the man told me to tip everything into a big bowl and they ate out of that. Then he went into the kitchen with me and watched me wash it up. I don’t think they touched it

  but one of your people took it away just in case.’




  The way Harriet described it made the previous night’s events sound like the strangest house party ever: four masked men, two scared householders and a pair of kids sleeping peacefully

  upstairs.




  ‘What happened in the morning?’




  Harriet finally glanced up at Jessica, yawning, apologising, and then looking back at the table. She ran a hand through her hair. ‘It felt as if I was watching myself. I was alert because

  I was thinking of the kids upstairs, hoping they didn’t wake up, but my body was exhausted. I can’t even remember the last time I stayed up through the night.’




  ‘What were the robbers like?’




  ‘Tired, I suppose. One of them was lying on our sofa, another on the floor – but the one who spoke was watching the whole time. We were in the corner and weren’t allowed to

  move unless someone was with us. I had to go to the toilet at three in the morning and one of them . . .’




  For the first time, Harriet showed a sense of emotion, choking back the start of a sentence before composing herself.




  ‘Did he do anything?’ Jessica asked.




  ‘He just watched from the doorway but y’know . . .’
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