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  Tuesday




  Alan Donnelly’s first thought on spotting the children on the ladder was to wonder whether it constituted a sacking offence under the terms of his contract.




  His second was that he’d strangle the little sods when he got his hands on them.




  One of them was already at the ladder’s brow, the other not far behind. He couldn’t see their faces clearly from that distance, but the girl in the lead had long blonde hair worn loose and wavy and was in a red gingham dress. From the size of her she looked as though she might be in Year 5, possibly 6. The boy in her wake had cropped dark hair and was wearing smart grey shorts and a white polo top. He looked physically younger, a skinny little runt.




  Alan threw down his shovel on the soil he’d been using to fill in the cracks in the turf. It was Sports Day next week and the playing field was uneven underfoot, a potential safety hazard for egg-and-spoon and sack race competitors according to the head. Smacking his palms together to clean them, Alan set off across the grass towards the playground, angry at being pulled away from an important task to sort out misbehavers.




  He’d warned Mrs Pullman something like this would happen if they didn’t delay building work until the holidays started. During a tetchy meeting with her and the governors to discuss the plans, he’d likened cordoning off the playground while the kids were still at school to waving a bottle of vodka under the nose of an alcoholic. Far too tempting. They hadn’t taken kindly to his metaphor and decided it would be far worse if they waited until the summer holidays and the work overran and the classes weren’t finished for the new intake come September. Prepare for an early June start, he was told in no uncertain terms.




  Yet here they were three weeks into the project and he was already being proved right. There wasn’t time to be smug, though, because unless he got those kids down off that ladder before anyone else saw them he’d be right in the shit. It wouldn’t matter how they’d broken into the school or got onto the building site, it was the fact that they had, and security was his responsibility as caretaker.




  There were three new classrooms being built, in a single-storey, L-shaped annexe. An outer wall of the first one was already completed – about seven metres high, it was what the children were standing on now. They appeared to be alone, no sign of any others egging them on. He checked his watch quickly. It was ten past seven – he had about twenty minutes before the first members of staff would start arriving.




  His breaths grew shorter as he picked up his pace and he reached into his pocket for his inhaler. He’d been using it a lot these past four days, since the heatwave baking Mansell and the rest of Buckinghamshire and much of the south-east had begun. He hated it, couldn’t breathe it was so hot. Yesterday the temperature had hit twenty-eight degrees and today was meant to be even higher.




  The building site was separated from the playground by two-metre-high interlocking panels, but the door cut into the centre panel was ajar, its padlock swinging loose. Alan couldn’t remember seeing it fastened when he did his rounds the previous evening but if anyone asked he would say it was and the kids must’ve forced it open.




  He stepped through the doorway and his heart skipped a beat. Both children were on the top of the wall, backs to him. The girl was staring down into the hollowed guts of the new classroom but the boy was crouched low with his arms splayed out, as if struggling to keep his balance. Alan guessed the breeze blocks could take their weight but it wasn’t a wide wall, not even for feet as small as theirs. One misstep was all it would take.




  ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he called up, loudly enough for them to hear but not so loud it would give them a fright and make them stumble.




  The boy rose slowly to his feet, then reached out and grabbed the girl’s hand. He whispered something and she angled her head towards him just enough for Alan to see her face. He didn’t know her name but she was in Miss Felix’s class, Year 6. Had a bit of a gob on her like most girls her age seemed to these days, but she wasn’t one of the kids who usually warmed the row of chairs outside the head’s office as they waited for a telling-off.




  ‘You need to get down now,’ he said.




  The boy’s shoulders began to heave as though he was laughing and that made Alan see red. If there was one thing guaranteed to wind him up it was being mocked by cocky little shits. He gripped the ladder and dragged it along the wall so it was closer to where they were.




  ‘You first,’ he said firmly to the girl. ‘Take it steady though.’




  ‘I can’t,’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘He won’t let me.’




  The boy’s head whipped round. It was the new kid, the one who a week earlier Alan had caught skulking in the cupboard where they stored the art supplies. He’d read him the riot act, told him it was out of bounds to pupils, but he didn’t report it because the cupboard shouldn’t have been unlocked in the first place. He was still trying to get to the bottom of whose fault that was.




  The girl said something but Alan didn’t catch it because his focus was on the boy who had started moving away from the ladder, pulling her with him.




  ‘Come back here,’ he shouted, too pissed off now to mind his volume. ‘I’ll have you excluded for this.’




  They both ignored him.




  Alan knew he had to act, and fast. The teachers who liked to start early would be arriving soon, not to mention the construction workers. He had to get the kids down from that wall. He started to climb the ladder, muttering all the swear words he wished he could say out loud but would get him sacked if he did.




  A noise from above made him stop. The children were lurching ominously from side to side, holding hands, as though they were performing a dance.




  ‘Stop that now!’ he hollered. ‘You’ll fall if you’re not careful.’




  They stopped. The girl panted, her cheeks inflamed, but the boy was calm, his mouth curled into a lopsided grin.




  ‘Right, let’s stop this nonsense,’ said Alan croakily as he scaled the rest of the ladder until his feet were only a few rungs from the top. He grabbed the rough-hewn ridge of the wall, hands shaking and legs like jelly.




  ‘Walk towards me and I’ll help you down,’ he ordered. ‘You’ll have to let go of each other first.’




  ‘Don’t do that!’ the girl suddenly screamed at the boy.




  Alan shot out his right arm, stretching as far as he could, but his fingertips grasped only thin air and the ladder tilted violently under his shifting weight. Sights and sounds came at him like rapid gunfire and he cried out.




  A lopsided grin . . . a blur of red gingham . . . a hand reaching out . . . streaming blonde hair . . . a high-pitched scream . . . a thud.




  Then, silence.
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  Maggie didn’t want the day to begin. She wanted to stay perched on the sill of the open window, her face, neck and exposed forearms warmed by the early-morning sun and the promise of another hot day. Tilting her chin up and closing her eyes, she imagined she was on holiday, on a balcony somewhere exotic, until the sharp blast of a guard’s whistle below jolted her from her daydream.




  Her flat overlooked Mansell railway station and she watched as a commuter train heading to London pulled away from the platform. Without thinking, she began counting under her breath as it disappeared out of sight, knowing that when she reached fifty-six the train would pass the house where her sister, Lou, used to live.




  Her nephew Jude had made her time it once – him on the phone in the back garden where the tracks ran parallel, talking to Maggie as she stood at her lounge window above the station. She’d suggested they use a stopwatch for accuracy but Jude wanted them to count themselves and it had amused her that, despite a world of technology at his disposal, he was old-fashioned in his methodology. It was like her, a detective constable, preferring face-to-face instead of emailing witnesses.




  The memory induced a smile from Maggie, though it was tinged with sadness. Seven months had passed since she’d seen or spoken to Jude, same for his siblings, Scotty and Mae, and their mum, Lou. Less than a year but more than half, it already felt like a lifetime.




  The technical term for the current status of their relationship was ‘estranged’, a word that rolled off Maggie’s tongue in a disconcertingly agreeable way when she said it out loud. But there was nothing pleasant about being as close as a person could possibly be to their family one day, the next being ‘as good as dead’ to them – as Lou had phrased it in a final, caustic text before cutting off contact completely.




  In the crying-herself-to-sleep stage, Maggie wondered if it might be easier to think of her sister in the same way. Death allowed a person to grieve their loss, whereas estrangement meant being in perpetual limbo, with nothing but the hope things might resolve to hang on to. Now, seven months on, the hurt was levelling out largely due to the distraction of work and in particular the commendation she’d just received from the Chief Constable for her conduct on her last case as Family Liaison, the specialism she was trained for alongside being a detective with Mansell Force CID.




  The second distraction stopping her from moping round the clock was gently snoring in her bed next door. Her mood began to lift as she pondered the noise Will Umpire made as he slept. It wasn’t earth-shatteringly loud, rather a gentle, rhythmic hum she had grown accustomed to and liked very much.




  She checked the time. Twenty past seven. She should wake him so he could leave hers before the roads became clogged with commuters and school-run parents. Umpire was a DCI and headed up the Homicide and Major Enquiry Team (HMET) at their force’s area headquarters in Trenton, a town as far north in Buckinghamshire as Mansell was south. If the traffic was bad it could take him more than an hour to get there.




  As though he’d sensed her thinking about him, Umpire appeared in the doorway. He was wearing her pale green silk bathrobe, which was indecently short on his six-foot-three-inch frame and revealed the soft, strawberry-blond hairs that densely covered his upper thighs. Maggie felt a stab of lust closely followed by regret that there was no time to drag him back to bed.




  ‘Any more where that came from?’ he asked, peering into her empty mug after he’d crossed the room to kiss her. His scent was a honeyed blend of laundered sheets and musky aftershave. She breathed in deeply, wishing the smell of him would stay with her all day.




  ‘Pot’s full.’




  She got to her feet and used the heels of her hands to smooth the creases on the navy cropped trousers she’d plucked from her bedroom floor when she got up. Having a semi-permanent house guest had done nothing to improve her untidiness.




  ‘I need to get going,’ she said. ‘I forgot to bring the leaflets home for my talk. I’ll have to pick them up on the way.’




  ‘Are you sure someone else can’t do it?’ Umpire called from the alcove kitchen.




  She answered him as she crossed the lounge to retrieve her bag, discarded the previous evening by the foot of the sofa.




  ‘The head asked for me personally because she knows me and I said I’d do it. I’ll be fine.’




  Umpire came back into the lounge sipping from a coffee mug branded with the slogan ‘World’s Best Auntie’. It took every ounce of willpower not to duck away from his watchful stare, because if she did he’d know for certain she was lying.




  She was giving a talk on cyber bullying at Rushbrooke Primary School, where until seven months ago her nephew Scotty had been a pupil. Not seeing him sitting amongst his little gang of friends during the assembly was going to hurt like hell but she couldn’t pull out.




  ‘You could’ve been honest about why it might be difficult for you,’ said Umpire.




  ‘Last time I checked, rowing with your sister doesn’t count as a reason not to do your job,’ she said wryly.




  They both knew she was trying to make light of what had happened, when it went far deeper than a stupid argument. Maggie had done something to hurt Lou immeasurably and no apology or excuse was adequate enough to make up for what she’d done, or the many years she’d spent keeping it a secret.




  ‘Will I see you tonight?’ she asked, keen to change the subject. ‘I can come to yours.’




  Umpire owned a house in Trenton where they split their time together.




  ‘Depends how manic it gets. I’ll call you later.’




  As he kissed her goodbye and went off to shower, Maggie was reminded again how seamless their transition had been from colleagues to couple. Perhaps it was because Umpire was older – forty-two to her twenty-nine – that it had been so easy: he didn’t play games and was honest about his feelings, telling her he loved her far sooner than she’d expected.




  That wasn’t to say there hadn’t been – and still were – hurdles. The start of their relationship had coincided with her falling out with Lou and it had cast a shadow over their nascent happiness. Fortunately, Umpire was enlightened enough to acknowledge that tears and passion didn’t make for easy bedfellows and exercised patience when other men might have tired of her distress.




  Besides, he’d had his own predicament: settling into a new custody arrangement with his two children, Flora, now fourteen, and Jack, two years younger. They spent every other weekend at his but their mother was railing against them meeting Maggie, saying they ‘weren’t ready’. Maggie suspected it was Umpire’s ex-wife who had the problem but she made herself scarce on the weekends the kids were with him without complaint because, deep down, she wasn’t ready to meet them either. The thought of stepping into a proxy stepmother role made her uneasy, yet she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.




  Outside the flat she was getting into her car when her phone went. It was a CID colleague, DS Anna Renshaw.




  ‘I need you up at Rushbrooke Primary now,’ said Renshaw. She was outdoors and sounded out of breath, and Maggie could hear other voices in the background.




  ‘Am I late? My talk’s meant to be at nine thirty.’




  ‘It’s not that. There’s been a suspicious death in the school grounds. Victim’s a pupil.’




  ‘I’m on my way.’
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  The first person Maggie saw on arriving at Rushbrooke was a young male PC called Olly Talbot. Not long in the force, he had been tasked with logging the arrivals and departures of personnel at the crime scene and was hugging a clipboard to his chest like a soft toy as Maggie approached him to sign in.




  ‘You okay?’ she asked.




  Talbot nodded but his eyes betrayed him. He blinked furiously to hide the evidence of his distress.




  ‘Were you here first?’




  He nodded, then cleared his throat.




  ‘I was a First Responder, with PC Pritchard. There was nothing we could do for the poor lad.’




  Maggie intuitively knew it was Talbot’s first body and sympathy tugged at her. She could remember seeing her first corpse as vividly as if it’d happened yesterday. Her sister’s fiancé, Jerome, run over and killed in front of her. His death was the reason she’d joined the police and trained as a FLO. She had wanted to help alleviate families’ grief in the same way the liaison assigned to Lou and to Jerome’s parents helped them.




  ‘The first one’s always the hardest,’ she said, gently taking the clipboard from Talbot’s clenched, white-knuckled hands.




  ‘Mr Matheson asked me to describe what I saw when we arrived but my mind went blank. I couldn’t remember anything. He must think I’m an idiot.’




  ‘He won’t,’ Maggie reassured him. ‘Mal understands more than anyone how awful it can be.’




  Mal Matheson was the Chief Crime Scene Examiner for their force, a popular, grandfatherly figure known for his willingness to go the extra mile. His presence meant their young victim was in the best of hands now.




  ‘I’ve been going over it and I’ve remembered what the eyewitness said to me the second we arrived. I know it’s important, but I can’t leave my post to tell Mr Matheson,’ said Talbot anxiously.




  ‘Anything to do with witness statements you should tell the SIO, not Mal. What did they say?’




  ‘There was another kid on the wall, a girl, and the witness said he saw her push the victim on purpose. He was adamant.’




  The idea of a child deliberately shoving another to their death brought Maggie up cold. The oldest kids at Rushbrooke were only eleven years old.




  ‘You’re right, that is important. I’ll tell the SIO when I get to the crime scene. Make sure you record it word for word in your notes,’ she said.




  Talbot nodded as he took the clipboard and pen back. He pointed to his left.




  ‘From here you need to go round the side of the main building, then across to the other side of the playground. You’ll see an area where they’re building new classrooms and that’s where the boy died. You can’t miss it.’




  Maggie declined to mention that she already knew her way around the school. Numerous mornings she had dropped Scotty off in the very same spot and she’d also attended plays and assemblies and even a couple of parents’ evenings when Lou was unable to go herself. Stung by the memories, Maggie nodded at Talbot, then strode purposefully into the school grounds, her focus on the scene that awaited her.




  She was paces away from the building site when Renshaw emerged through a gap in the hoardings dressed in the protective coveralls that forensics demanded. Her manner bore witness to what she’d seen on the other side of the wall – solemn and wan, her hands shook slightly as she removed her gloves and she greeted Maggie with a grimace.




  ‘Sometimes I really fucking hate this job,’ she said.




  ‘That bad?’




  ‘His head took the brunt. Didn’t stand a chance.’




  ‘Has he been ID’d yet?’




  ‘Yeah, Benjamin Tyler, but everyone called him Benji. Just turned eleven. He only started after Christmas, moved here from Somerset with his mum. She’s inside,’ Renshaw added, nodding towards the main school building. Two-storey, red-brick, it had high arched windows that required a pole to open them on the inside.




  ‘She wasn’t here when it happened, was she?’




  ‘No, thank God. She turned up about ten minutes ago. Another parent had texted her.’




  ‘How did they know?’




  ‘Usual Chinese whispers. The school didn’t manage to get a message out in time to say it was shutting, so parents started arriving as usual to drop their kids off and it didn’t take long for them to work out what had happened when they saw us here. Benji’s mum got the text, realized he wasn’t in his bedroom like she thought he was, then ran all the way here.’




  ‘Has she seen the body?’




  ‘No. She keeps asking to but we can’t yet, not in the state it’s in,’ said Renshaw, flashing Maggie a strained, knowing look.




  ‘We’re sure it’s her son?’




  ‘Yep. Benji’s got a strawberry birthmark on his lower back and so’s the body.’




  Maggie hugged her arms to her chest, feeling a chill that didn’t make sense on a day already so warm. ‘His poor mum,’ she said.




  ‘I know, I’ve been thinking the same: how do you even begin to deal with something like this? The teachers say he was a lovely boy too. Not that it would be any easier if he wasn’t,’ Renshaw added hastily.




  Maggie swallowed hard. If Benji was eleven, that put him in Year 6, the same as Scotty. Who knows, they might’ve ended up as friends if Scotty had stayed at Rushbrooke.




  ‘What about his dad?’




  ‘Looks like she’s a single mum. We haven’t confirmed that with her, though, she’s too upset to talk right now.’




  ‘Who’s the SIO?’ Maggie asked. ‘I need to pass on something one of the first responders just told me.’




  Renshaw pulled back the hood on her blue coverall and shook her auburn hair loose.




  ‘As the ranking officer, I am. And before you ask, no, there isn’t anyone else.’




  ‘I wasn’t going to.’




  Their already cut-to-the-bone department was suffering from the recent departure of a DI and the failure to recruit another DC to replace the gap left by Renshaw when she was promoted to DS. The strained circumstances had made the rest of them a tighter operation, though, which in turn had facilitated a lasting thaw in Maggie and Renshaw’s previously fractious relationship. Maggie wouldn’t go so far as to call her a friend, but they were certainly friendlier.




  ‘Good. What do you need to tell me then?’




  ‘The eyewitness told PC Talbot that he saw the girl deliberately push the boy off the wall,’ Maggie relayed.




  Renshaw frowned.




  ‘He must be talking about the caretaker – he was trying to get both children down off the wall when Benji fell. He’s top of my list to interview after the girl.’




  ‘Who is she?’




  ‘Poppy Hepworth, same age, same class.’




  Her name didn’t ring any bells with Maggie – she wasn’t one of the Rushbrooke girls Scotty used to talk about.




  ‘We haven’t been able to get anything out of her,’ Renshaw went on. ‘She’s clammed up. Shock, probably, or maybe it’s fear, because if she did push Benji she must know she’s in serious trouble. A year over the age of criminality, old enough to be charged.’




  ‘Okay, so what can I do?’ asked Maggie.




  ‘See to Benji’s mum. She needs an experienced FLO and I want it to be you. I’ll square it with DI Gant. I know he likes to put forward his own choice from his roster but you tick all the boxes for this one – you’re used to dealing with cases where a child is the victim, you know the school because of your nephew and you’re empathetic but not at the expense of being a detective.’




  Renshaw’s assessment was quite the compliment and Maggie was suddenly grateful she hadn’t told anyone at work about being estranged from Lou. If Renshaw, or DI Tony Gant, the Family Liaison Coordinator for their force whose job it was to assign Maggie to cases, knew she was banned from seeing her nephews and niece they might think twice about putting her with a grieving mum with a child the same age as Scotty, in case it brought to the fore emotions she couldn’t handle. Which, a voice in her head quietly cautioned, it well might.




  ‘Benji’s mum needs a FLO like you,’ said Renshaw, as though she could sense Maggie wavering. ‘I need you to be her FLO.’




  That made Maggie’s mind up. A young boy was dead and his mum would be desperate for navigation and support as the investigation gathered pace. This was the role she was trained for and was bloody good at and there would only be conflict if she let there be. She dismissed any lingering doubt with a firm nod.




  ‘Of course I’ll do it.’




  ‘Great, I’ll call Gant after I’ve talked to Poppy. The head has said I can use her office for the interview.’




  ‘You’re not taking her in?’




  ‘I thought I’d have a chat with her here before we do the whole formal bit at the station because I’m not ready to start the clock ticking,’ said Renshaw. ‘I want to see what she says, then ask for EIA.’




  The police sought Early Investigative Advice from the CPS when they weren’t sure about bringing charges. If the CPS said more evidence was needed first, you listened, and Maggie could see why Renshaw wanted to run this one past them. She was dealing with an eleven-year-old suspect who had potentially murdered another child. There was absolutely no margin for error with this case.




  ‘What about her family? Are her parents here?’




  Renshaw shook her head. ‘I’ve sent uniform round. Considering the rest of the school seems to know what’s happened it’s weird they haven’t turned up yet. Either they haven’t noticed their daughter’s not at home or they don’t care.’
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  Bits of cereal were scattering across the table and onto the floor, a steady stream of rice and barley malt with added fortified vitamins.




  ‘Dylan, watch what you’re doing!’ Julia Hepworth called across the kitchen to her son. ‘Look at the mess you’re making.’




  Dylan dragged his gaze away from the back of the cereal packet, and the special offer for a plastic bowl with a built-in straw to drink up milk dregs, and looked down. Quickly he righted the box.




  ‘Sorry, wasn’t looking.’




  ‘I can see that. I’ve already said no to you having that bowl as well. You don’t need one with a straw, just tip the bowl up and drink the milk that way like everyone else does.’




  Dylan grinned. Then, without needing to be asked, he set about clearing up the mess.




  Smiling, Julia returned to making the sandwiches for their lunchboxes. Dylan was only nine but she never had to bribe him to help out around the house and his sister was the same. Friends would often ask what her secret was – how did she manage to have two such compliant children? She wasn’t entirely sure herself, but she liked to think that it was because while pregnant with Poppy she’d vowed never to be one of those mums who lost their rag over the small stuff, like spilled cereal, pen marks on walls or mislaid PE kits. So she didn’t. Her children’s upbringing was bathed in smiles and calm – although she would never say that aloud, because if it sounded trite to her ears God knows what other people would make of it.




  ‘I hope those two aren’t for me. They’ve got mould on.’




  Julia jumped as her husband’s voice rang in her ear. She hadn’t heard him creep up on her and, looking down, saw why: Ewan’s feet were bare and made no sound on the floorboards. She glanced at Dylan and saw he was hunched over his cereal bowl, shovelling spoonfuls into his mouth. She was grateful he’d cleaned up the mess before his dad saw it.




  Ewan poked the two slices of bread that Julia had been about to butter, his fingertip leaving craters.




  ‘See, there’s blue bits on them.’




  Julia looked closer and saw he was right. And, bloody typical, they were the last two slices in the loaf.




  ‘I’ll have these ones,’ she said hastily.




  ‘I should think so. People might think you were trying to poison me. Dylan . . . help me!’




  Ewan staggered over to the table pretending to gag while clutching his throat. His scalp was still pink from his shower, visible through a receding hairline that he shaved down to dark bristle. Dylan giggled at the performance, which culminated in Ewan throwing himself on the floor.




  ‘Honey, you’ll get your shirt and trousers dirty,’ said Julia, laughing along with her son.




  ‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Ewan, picking himself up. ‘The way they were ironed it looks like I slept in them anyway.’




  Julia flushed. ‘I did use the steam setting like you said.’




  ‘I’m sure you did,’ he said, turning his back to address their son. ‘Your sister not up yet?’




  Dylan, mouth full, could only shake his head.




  ‘She’s probably got her nose stuck in a book,’ Julia interjected. ‘Can you tell her to get a move on? It’s twenty past eight and we have to leave in fifteen minutes.’




  ‘Sorry, can’t. I’ve got to leave now or I’ll be late for the Arnold meeting. He’s not happy with the blueprints.’




  Ewan came over to grab his lunch and kissed his wife on the cheek. His lips felt dry and cracked against her sweaty skin. With another scorching-hot day looming, Julia’s armpits were already telling her she’d need to reapply deodorant before leaving the house.




  ‘I won’t be home until late,’ he added. ‘Client dinner.’




  ‘It’s not on the board,’ said Julia, glancing at the wall planner covered in multiple scribbles and crossings-out that denoted the family’s coming and goings.




  ‘I did tell you about it last week.’




  ‘No, you didn’t.’




  ‘It’s not my fault if you don’t listen properly,’ he snapped. ‘You’ve always got too much on the go to pay attention.’




  Julia felt a pang of guilt. He was right: between work, the children and running the house, Ewan did tend to slip in her priorities.




  ‘I’m sorry. I should’ve listened. Who’s the client?’ she asked, thinking that might jog her memory, because she could’ve sworn he hadn’t said a word about it until now.




  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Ewan. He looked wounded, which made Julia feel even worse. ‘Don’t wait up for me.’




  She forced a laugh. ‘Of course I won’t. I know what those client dinners are like. You’ll come back drunk and bouncing off the walls before you crash out on the sofa until I come and put you into bed.’




  Ewan held his hands up in a conciliatory fashion and grinned.




  ‘Busted.’




  He crossed the room and kissed her again, this time on the lips, harder and longer.




  ‘I do love you,’ he said.




  ‘I love you too. I promise I’ll do good listening from now on.’




  They both laughed – that was what they used to say to the children as infants when they never paid attention.




  ‘Good, otherwise it’ll be the naughty step for you, young lady.’




  At that he left and relief that a row had been averted washed over her.




  ‘Dylan, can you please fetch your sister?’ she asked, snapping the lids shut on the children’s themed lunchboxes. ‘We’re going to be late.’




  ‘Okay,’ he grumbled, pushing his chair back.




  The sound of the chair’s metal feet scraping against the hardwood floor made Julia wince. As soon as he’d left the room she checked for marks. There was a tiny one, so she got out the special floor polish Ewan had suggested she buy and rubbed hard with a cloth until it was gone.




  Sweaty from being on her hands and knees, she checked her make-up in a compact mirror only to wonder why she had bothered applying any as it had already melted off. Her dark brown hair, which she’d painstakingly styled in a sleek bob after her shower, was curling moistly into the nape of her neck like a fortune-teller fish from a Christmas cracker that flips over in your palm.




  She shouted her children’s names as she thrust her make-up bag back into the kitchen cupboard where she kept it for handiness alongside tins of beans and packets of pasta.




  ‘Come on, you two, we’ve got to go.’




  Hurrying into the hallway, she shoved her feet into the sandals she’d left by the front door yesterday. The paint was flaking off the skirting board next to where she’d discarded them and she made a mental note to remind Ewan that he’d promised to discuss redecorating in the summer holidays.




  They’d lived in the house – a Victorian-era, white-rendered semi in a quiet road on the east side of Mansell – for seven years and the hallway, like most of the other rooms, hadn’t been touched since the refurbishment they carried out when they moved in. Money wasn’t an issue – both of them had decent jobs, Ewan as a self-employed structural engineer and her working as a project coordinator for their local council’s Environmental and Community Services department – but time was. There weren’t enough hours in the day for her to sort out decorators and builders on top of everything else.




  She couldn’t hear the children moving around on the floor above, so she went to the bottom of the stairs and called up to them. There was a cobweb spanning two banister spindles and she batted it away with her hand.




  ‘We’re going to be late. I hope you’re dressed, Poppy!’




  Dylan appeared at the top of the stairs.




  ‘Is she ready?’




  His face was pinched. ‘She’s not here.’




  ‘Don’t be silly, of course she is. Check –’




  There was a noise at the front door. Not the doorbell but someone banging the letter-box knocker. Three short raps, a pause, then three more.




  ‘She must be in the bathroom. You check while I get this,’ she said.




  The frosted glass in the door panel had warped the outlines of the unexpected callers but Julia knew instantly who they were. Trembling, she opened the door to them.




  ‘Mrs Hepworth?’ queried the taller of the two male officers. This one was wearing his hat but his colleague had his tucked under his arm, his face sheened with sweat.




  She nodded.




  ‘Can we come in?’




  ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, conditioning making her fear the worst. The police didn’t usually turn up on doorsteps with good news.




  Dylan appeared at her side and pressed his little body, sharp angled and skinny, into hers. Her arm snaked around his shoulders and pulled him closer.




  ‘It would be better if we came inside,’ said the tall one.




  Julia let them in but the hallway was as far as she would allow them.




  ‘Please tell me what’s going on.’




  It couldn’t be Ewan. Even if he’d had an accident it was surely too soon for the police to show up.




  ‘We need you to accompany us to Rushbrooke Primary School, Mrs Hepworth,’ said the shorter one. ‘There’s been an incident on site involving your daughter.’




  Julia was bemused. ‘It can’t do. She’s still upstairs. We’re running late,’ she said apologetically, as if the officers would care.




  Dylan prodded her in the side.




  ‘Mum,’ he whispered.




  ‘Not now, Dylan, the grown-ups are talking.’




  The short one gave her a solemn look.




  ‘You need to come with us now, Mrs Hepworth,’ he said. ‘Your daughter needs you.’




  ‘There’s been a mistake,’ Julia insisted. ‘Poppy hasn’t left for school yet.’




  Dylan poked her again.




  ‘Stop that.’ The rebuke was brusquer than she’d intended and his face fell.




  ‘Perhaps you should listen to your son, Mrs Hepworth,’ said the taller officer.




  Now it was her turn to be abashed. Cheeks growing hot, Julia looked down at her son.




  ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ she said as brightly as she could manage. ‘What is it?’




  ‘Poppy’s not upstairs. I’ve looked everywhere. She’s not here.’




  Julia could tell he was frightened and a ripple of fear shook her body. She looked at the officers.




  ‘You mean . . .’ She couldn’t get the rest of the words out.




  The tall one nodded. ‘There’s been no mistake. Your daughter’s in trouble.’
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  There was no template for the way a parent reacted to the news that their child was dead. The bewilderment that followed them being told almost instantly gave way to a scale of responses that, in Maggie’s experience, stretched from eerily calm or catatonic with shock at one end, to hysterical and in need of sedation at the other. Right now Imogen Tyler was pinballing from one extreme to the other – in-consolable for the most part, but calming down long enough to mechanically answer Maggie’s preliminary questions.




  No, there was no reason for Benji to be in school so early. I thought he was in his bedroom getting ready.




  He settled in well at Rushbrooke, made friends and had been invited to a couple of birthday parties.




  We left Somerset because I wanted to come home to Mansell. I grew up here and need to be closer to my mum.




  Now she was crying again, doubled over as though in pain, unloading her anguish into her lap. Only the crown of her head, the tiniest hint of dark roots striping her blonde hair, was visible to Maggie sitting opposite. As she cried, her small, delicate hands rhythmically clenched and unclenched on her knees, bared by the bright orange sundress she wore. Her nails were coated with blood-red varnish.




  Maggie’s gaze was drawn to the rings on the fourth finger of Imogen’s right hand – a wedding band and an exquisite diamond solitaire. Relics of a former marriage moved to the opposite hand at its demise, or heirlooms passed on? Her left hand was bare.




  Maggie waited for a lull in the crying, then leaned forward.




  ‘Would you like me to contact Benji’s father?’ she asked gently.




  The blonde hair slowly lifted. Imogen was short, much shorter than Maggie’s five foot eight inches, and she had to look up to make eye contact. Her gaze was bloodshot and swollen.




  ‘His father?’ She spoke the word as though it was alien to her. ‘He . . . I mean –’ She sat up straight, the effort it took reflected in her weary expression. ‘My husband died when Benji was a baby.’




  ‘I’m sorry. Is there anyone else I can contact for you? Someone who can stay with you once we get you home?’




  They were in the school’s Welfare Room, sitting on low, brightly upholstered chairs designed for small frames and legs shorter than theirs. Maggie’s back had stiffened in the hour they’d been sitting there but she wouldn’t move. She didn’t want to leave Imogen alone, not even for a minute.




  ‘I’m a good mum,’ said Imogen softly, as though she’d misheard Maggie. ‘We’ve been doing fine, just the two of us –’ She made a tiny choking sound and her hand flew up to cover her mouth. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut but still the tears spilled out.




  Maggie moved across to sit next to her. With only a moment’s hesitation she put her arm around Imogen’s shoulders. You could never quite judge how someone might respond to physical contact and whether they would find it odd or inappropriate for a police officer to hug them, but Maggie’s instincts about Imogen were correct and she felt the woman involuntarily shudder as she relaxed against her, cleaving to the physical support as she continued to cry.




  It was impossible not to be moved by the woman’s distress and it took every ounce of Maggie’s self-control, and a lot of blinking, to stop tears filling her own eyes. It wouldn’t help Imogen to see her mirroring her upset – what she needed from Maggie now was stoicism and a clear head to get things done. The poor woman was on the precipice of an indescribably painful process for which there was no definitive end. Her son was dead, he was never coming back, and there would be moments in the coming days, weeks and months when Imogen would barely be able to function, when even the simplest tasks like putting one foot in front of the other would be beyond her. She might even wish herself dead at times, asking herself what was the point of going on. Part of Maggie’s role as her FLO would be to ensure Imogen had support around her to pull her back from the brink should she ever reach that point.




  Eventually the crying eased into sniffles. Then, with an exhausted sigh, Imogen sat forward.




  ‘There’s my mum to tell, but she should hear it from me,’ she said. Her voice was dull now, every inflection of emotion wrung from it. ‘And my brother. He lives in Somerset still. I’ll call him after I’ve spoken to her.’ Imogen cradled her face in her hands. ‘They’re going to be devastated. They love Benji as much as I do.’




  ‘It might help for you to talk to someone about what’s happened, a counsellor who can help you process how you’re feeling,’ said Maggie. ‘I’m not trained to do that, but I could arrange for someone from Victim Support to contact you, if you want?’




  ‘Maybe . . . I don’t know.’ Imogen wiped her eyes again. ‘Do I have to decide now?’




  ‘Absolutely not, it’s whenever you’re ready. In the meantime, my job as your liaison is to answer any questions you have regarding our investigation into Benji’s death. I might not always be able to tell you information straight away, like if we need to keep something quiet so it doesn’t affect a future arrest or court proceedings, but I’ll always let you know if that’s the case.’




  Imogen looked at her blankly.




  ‘Hasn’t Poppy been arrested yet?’




  Maggie stilled. They hadn’t discussed any details yet, so how did Imogen know another child had been present when Benji died, let alone who she was?




  ‘She pushed him,’ Imogen went on, her face now set with a discernible flintiness, ‘and now he’s dead. You should be arresting her.’




  Maggie fought to keep her expression neutral.




  ‘Where did you hear that?’




  ‘One of the mums saw Poppy being led into the school and then she overheard a policeman tell another one that it looked like she’d pushed Benji off the wall.’




  Loose-lipped coppers and playground gossips . . . just what the investigation needed, thought Maggie grimly.




  ‘Is it true?’ Imogen pressed.




  Maggie had been in the same hot seat enough times to know what information she could impart without tying herself in knots or jeopardizing the investigation.




  ‘There were two witnesses at the scene and we will be speaking to both of them. Only when we’ve got their statements and have gathered all the physical evidence will we have a clearer picture of what happened. I do understand you want someone to be held accountable for Benji’s death, but we can’t rush this process or mistakes will be made. For his sake we want to get it right.’




  To her relief, Imogen nodded in agreement.




  ‘I also understand people will be speculating about what happened,’ Maggie went on, ‘but I promise you that’s all it is right now – speculation. They don’t know anything. So unless I tell you otherwise, disregard what anyone else says. Now, do you have a recent picture of Benji we could use? We’re not going to release it publicly, it would just be really helpful if we had one.’




  She didn’t air the thought that followed – that it would be helpful for her colleagues who’d seen his broken little body to see him as perfect and whole again.




  ‘Yes, I do, his last school one, from just before Christmas. The original’s at home but I’ve got a copy on my phone.’




  Imogen reached for her mobile phone, which was resting on the chair next to her. In her haste to get to the school she’d brought only that and her house keys with her.




  Maggie watched as she scrolled through a succession of images until she paused at one and held it aloft.




  ‘This is Benji.’




  ‘What a gorgeous picture,’ said Maggie, meaning it. The child filling the frame had short dark hair that stuck out at angles, richly lashed brown eyes and a smile that could power a funfair. As she studied Benji’s face she felt a sudden pang: this was the first year she hadn’t received copies of Scotty and Jude’s school pictures. Just as quickly, she pushed the thought aside.




  ‘He’s such a smiler, always happy,’ said Imogen. She faltered. ‘Sorry . . . I mean he was.’ Her face suddenly crumpled and she let out a wail. ‘I can’t talk about him like he’s not here any more, I just can’t.’




  ‘Then don’t,’ said Maggie soothingly. She handed the phone back. ‘Why don’t you tell me a bit more about him? I’d really like to know.’




  Imogen gently stroked the screen with her finger as she spoke.




  ‘He’s never been a boy’s boy, if you know what I mean. He doesn’t like football or any other team sports. He’s a really good swimmer, though, can swim like a fish. That’s probably because of us living in Somerset – I started him on lessons really young because we lived so close to the sea and I was scared he’d drown.’




  For the next twenty minutes Maggie listened while Imogen painted a picture of her son as a funny, bright kid who rarely gave her any trouble, for which she was always grateful because life as a single mum was tough. Maggie could see his loss was going to have a profound effect on her, that their connection had been intense. Benji was, in Imogen’s words, her little shadow and it had always been the two of them against the world, inseparable.




  As Imogen’s monologue drew to an end, Maggie asked her again if she had any idea why Benji had gone to the school so early that morning.




  ‘I honestly don’t know. I don’t know why he climbed up on a wall either. But I promise you Benji wouldn’t have done something so stupid unless he was forced to, he’s just not that kid. He’s not a daredevil,’ she stressed. ‘I know in my heart it wasn’t his idea to climb on top of it and anyone who says otherwise is lying.’










  6




  Alan slumped forward and buried his face in his hands. His palms smelled of the soil embedded in the lines criss-crossing them. His breathing was almost back to normal, though, his chest no longer burning as though it was on fire. But the subsidence of shock brought clarity of thought – and the realization that he had made a terrible, stupid mistake.




  What he’d said to the copper who’d pulled him away from the body, the stuff he’d come out with . . . now the police were crawling all over the place and he kept hearing the words ‘suspicious death’ being bandied about.




  Why the hell didn’t he say it was an accident?




  He played the moment back again in his mind, but already it was like watching an old cine film, all blurred, jerky and vague. It had happened so quickly, too fast for him to stop it. But there was no doubting what he saw. The girl pushed the boy, no question. And, really, the police should know that, because what she did was bad, so bad. But by being honest he’d dropped himself right in it.




  Because the way he saw it now, if the police thought the boy’s death was an accident, they’d probably poke around the building site for a bit, then pack up and leave. But now they were treating it more seriously than that – because of what he said he saw – and they could end up searching the entire premises, including opening up the Pavilion – and if that happened he was a dead man.




  Just thinking about it made Alan’s heartbeat accelerate again and his breaths grow shallower. He raised his head and checked around him. The playground was teeming with coppers, some in uniform, some not, but they weren’t paying attention to him. Earlier, someone had pointed out the detective in charge and he could see her now on the other side of the playground. With a start he realized she reminded him of Ruby: her hair was the same shade of auburn and styled the same way, poker-straight to the shoulders. When the detective moved her head, her hair swished as one, like a curtain, same as Ruby’s.




  As he watched her talking to a bloke in a suit, another detective presumably, an idea suddenly came to him. There was something he should do while he had the chance.




  Eagerly he got to his feet and went over to the nearest uniformed officer, tapping him on the shoulder to get his attention.




  ‘I need my inhaler,’ said Alan, surreptitiously placing his hand over the outline of the one concealed in his trouser pocket. ‘I’m asthmatic. It’s in my office – can I go and get it?’




  The officer hesitated, as though he was weighing up whether he was allowed to give permission. He glanced around, then nodded.




  ‘Come straight back, though.’




  ‘I will.’




  Alan’s office was in the bowels of the main building, next to the plant room. The head had offered him an alternative space on the ground floor when he started but he’d declined. The vibrating hum of the heating and water systems next door didn’t bother him: it was an antidote to the high-pitched chatter of children’s voices that often grated on him when he was going about his duties.




  Few people ventured down to his office, unless Alan expressly asked them to. If any of the cleaning staff he managed wanted to speak to him they sent him a text or called him on the internal phone system, which is also what the head and other school staff did. Everyone knew the basement was Alan’s domain and he didn’t take kindly to people nosing around it.




  He disentangled a silver Yale from the bunch looped to his belt – he was always careful to keep the door locked when he wasn’t there. The latch was stiff and the bow of the key required an extra hard twist before it gave. Stepping inside the room, he quickly shut the door and secured it behind him, just in case.




  Like the lock, his work computer had seen better days. Typing one key at a time with his index finger, Alan called up the school’s CCTV system, which was password protected. Only he, Mrs Pullman and the chairman of the governors knew what the password was and Alan changed it once a month.




  It was his predecessor who had fixed it so that whoever was Rushbrooke’s site manager – Alan preferred being called caretaker because the proper title sounded too poncey to him – was also its Data Controlling Officer, responsible for running the CCTV system. Had his predecessor foreseen how the system could be abused? Did he ever do it himself? Alan had often wondered.




  The cameras were installed in the main hall, front and side entrances, playground and some corridors; unions didn’t like them in classrooms in case footage was used against teachers. Initially Alan hadn’t given much consideration to being in charge of the system, apart from thinking that the extra few quid he received for the role would come in very handy. Now he knew exactly what it meant to be responsible for it, good and bad.




  With the quick action of someone who’d done the same thing before, Alan pulled up the recording for one of the cameras that spanned the playground and rewound the footage until he saw the two children come into view. The time stamp read 07:02. He was curious to see how they’d been before they got on the wall and to his surprise he saw it was the boy leading the girl towards the building site, pulling her along by the hand – and she didn’t appear too happy about it. He peered closely at the screen. Was she crying? It looked as though she was.




  He shook his head, then closed the footage down. It didn’t matter if she was crying, laughing or banging a bloody drum. She wasn’t his biggest concern right now.




  With a shaking hand he clicked on a camera labelled ‘Corridor 8’. If anyone else at the school saw it they’d question its existence immediately – because there was no Corridor 8 inside Rushbrooke.




  This was a camera Alan had secretly installed inside the Pavilion, a wooden, chalet-style building on the far side of the playing field that a lack of funding had allowed to fall into disrepair. Erected when the school was first built and used over the years as changing rooms, it was out of bounds to pupils now, and Mrs Pullman thought Alan used it for storing old sports equipment. Should she ever check for herself, she’d see the rotting gym mats and broken benches had long been removed and either side of the partitioned wall that once separated the girls’ and boys’ changing areas were two sofas that pulled out into double beds.




  If she knew what they were being used for, the death of a pupil on school premises would be the least of her worries.




  Alan steadied his hand as he clicked through a series of options to disable the camera and remove its technical presence from the CCTV system. The actual camera would have to stay where it was until he could sneak across to the Pavilion and remove it.




  A couple more clicks later and every recorded frame of footage vanished with it.
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  The police had baulked at the idea of Dylan accompanying Julia to the school and insisted she ask a family member or friend to look after him while she was there.




  Her first port of call had been her neighbour Cath, who lived two doors down and often minded the kids, but she wasn’t in. So Julia was forced to call Siobhan, whose son Callum was Dylan’s best friend. The mums weren’t anywhere near as close as the boys and Julia knew it was a big ask, but luckily for her Siobhan had decided to work at home for the day because the school was shut and she agreed to take Dylan. Julia hadn’t explained on the phone why she needed the favour, just that there was a family emergency she needed to sort out, and Siobhan’s shock was therefore palpable when Dylan was dropped off at her house in a marked police car.




  ‘Why have the police brought you?’ she asked suspiciously, standing on the doorstep and eyeing the vehicle over Julia’s shoulder. Dylan had already vanished inside the house with Callum.




  ‘They’re taking me up to the school,’ said Julia falteringly.




  Siobhan went pale. ‘I got a text from Sam’s mum to say that a kid had been hurt. It’s not Poppy, is it?’




  Julia matched her horrified expression.




  ‘It can’t be, they’d have told me, wouldn’t they? They just said I’m needed at the school.’




  Siobhan peered at the police car again. The two officers in the front stared impassively back at her.




  ‘You’re right, they would’ve told you before you left home if it was that bad.’ Her gaze reverted to Julia. ‘But it must mean Poppy’s involved. Why else would they be taking you up there when the rest of us have been told to stay away? If she’s not with you, where is she? Do you even know?’




  ‘I should go,’ said Julia tearfully, unable to stand a moment more questioning. ‘Thanks for having Dylan. I’ll text you as soon as I know how long I’ll be.’




  ‘Sure. I hope you get it sorted,’ Siobhan called after her as Julia shot down the path.




  ‘So do I.’




  By the time they reached the lane leading up to the school Julia was stricken with anxiety. She tried to engage the officers in a conversation about what was going on but they kept insisting a more senior colleague, someone from CID, would explain everything.
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