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  CHAPTER ONE




  Wednesday




  I’ve got to do something. He’s left me with no choice.




  I know what should happen, but that doesn’t mean anything. There’s not much you can’t find out from the Internet these days, but what if it doesn’t work? I feel sick

  if I think about it for too long, but that’s normal, natural even. It’s not like I haven’t given this any thought. I’ve done nothing but think about ways to make him stop.

  Are there alternatives? Of course there are; but this is the best way – the best way I can think of. I just need it to stop. I can’t take it any more. I really can’t.




  You probably think I’m just scared, don’t you? You might even think I won’t have what it takes to do it when the time comes, but you could not be more wrong. I always stand

  by my word. Always. I don’t make decisions without thinking. If I say something, I mean it. I will do it, and no one can stop me. Who would want to anyway? If they knew what I know they would

  reach the same conclusion. I know it is the right thing to do and I know that I am the only one who can do it, who has the courage to do it. So whatever you think, you’d better think again.

  I’m no coward.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  30 July – Wednesday




  Richard Taylor stepped back from the barbecue, craning his neck in a vain attempt to avoid the plume of smoke that was engulfing him. ‘Harvey, bring out the meat and grab my sunglasses on

  your way out, would you?’ he shouted, looking up at the back of the flat.




  He had arranged, with the agreement of the other tenants, to have the back of the three-storey townhouse power-washed last month. It looked great, a shining beacon amid a sea of weather-worn

  grey. It put his neighbours to shame. ‘Shit,’ he said, spotting the open window. ‘And close the bathroom window,’ he yelled. ‘Bloody house will stink for days,’

  he muttered to himself. He sucked in air through his teeth, glancing next door as the column of smoke changed direction and drifted over the fence. Most of their windows were open too. That should

  impress Mrs Chakrabarti, Tommy and the mysterious female tenant in flat three who he had yet to meet. He had toyed with the idea of going over to ask for a cup of sugar or whatever, just to find

  out who she was, but after almost three years of not knowing, it seemed pointless.




  ‘Where are they?’ a voice called back.




  ‘In the fridge,’ he shouted.




  ‘Why are your sunglasses in the fridge?’




  ‘The meat, Harvey . . . the meat is in the fridge.’ He ran his hand through his hair before shading his eyes. ‘My sunglasses should be next to the microwave.’ He stepped

  up onto the small patio. The barbecue needed a few more minutes to calm down. The hairs on his arms felt singed from the heat.




  ‘How much lighter fluid did you put on there, Dad?’ his son asked as he pushed open the back door with his foot and walked down the stone steps that hugged the back of the house.

  Richard’s flat was the middle one of three. When he bought it, the back steps had led to a shared garden. However, after some nifty negotiations he had managed to persuade his downstairs

  neighbour, Desmond, to agree to a separation. Some money had changed hands, of course, but Richard had snagged the lion’s share of the space, leaving Des with his side-access squared off to

  the end of the building. It might be small, but Richard didn’t feel too bad. Des had needed the money, and never used the outside space anyway. It was a win-win.




  He watched Harvey descending the steps with care, carrying a bowl of salad under one arm and an assortment of cutlery, a bundle of red gingham napkins and numerous packages of meat in his hands.

  ‘Nuking the food, are you?’ Harvey said, nodding his head towards the flames.




  ‘I barely used one squirt,’ Richard lied, using a tea towel to fan the smoke away whilst kicking the almost-empty can of lighter fluid under the barbecue, out of sight. ‘The

  coals are just dry,’ he said with a shrug. ‘It’ll settle in a second.’




  ‘Mum doesn’t use lighter fluid.’




  Richard and Harvey both turned. Olive, Richard’s twelve-year-old daughter, was standing in the doorway at the top of the steps, Richard’s sunglasses resting on the top of her head.

  She was wearing cut-off jean shorts and a T-shirt that showed off her midriff. He had thought it was a cute look when she was ten, but now he wasn’t so keen. ‘Mum says it’s bad

  for the environment and makes the food taste rank,’ she said, lolloping down the steps. She reminded him of a sloth on the move. Each step was slow, as if the energy required was too much for

  her young limbs to bear.




  ‘Your mother knows nothing about barbecues,’ he said, walking over and putting his arm around her. ‘Whereas I, on the other hand,’ he added, giving her a playful squeeze,

  ‘am an expert.’




  Olive squirmed. ‘Urgh, you stink,’ she said, pushing him away. She was scowling but he could see she was holding back a smile.




  ‘Charming,’ he said, as she turned away. He reached down and pinched the back of her thigh, making her jump.




  ‘Dad,’ she groaned, stretching out the word.




  It was unfair and perhaps unwise to torture a near-adolescent, but Richard couldn’t help himself. She was so easy to wind up these days. Everything he said or did was ‘sooo

  lame’ or she was ‘sooo over it’. It aggravated the hell out of her mother, but Richard just found it funny.




  ‘When are we gonna eat?’ Harvey asked, dropping the napkins and cutlery on the A-frame picnic table that Richard had spent last weekend painting green at Olive’s behest.

  ‘I’m hank marvin.’




  ‘Not long,’ Richard said, edging closer to the barbecue as the flames and smoke subsided. He blew the remaining smoke out of his way, picked up a long-handled fork and poked at the

  coals. ‘There, you see?’ He looked over his shoulder at his son. ‘Give it ten minutes and we can get cooking.’




  ‘Ten minutes,’ both children chorused.




  ‘Jeez, calm down, you two. I said ten minutes, not ten hours.’ He cocked his head to one side, admiring his handiwork. ‘You have to wait until the coals are glowing and all the

  flames have gone . . . otherwise you end up with burnt, undercooked meat and that can only lead to . . . ’




  ‘The shits,’ Harvey said, at the same time as Olive said, ‘Salmonella.’




  ‘Salmonella’s from eggs, dummy.’ Harvey poked his sister, who was now sitting at the picnic table.




  ‘Err, no it isn’t,’ Olive said, taking her smartphone out of the pocket of her jean shorts. Harvey followed suit, both of them tapping away furiously in order to prove each

  other wrong.




  Richard chuckled. ‘Technically you’re both right,’ he said. ‘There are lots of different bacteria, and salmonella is one type, and . . .’ He waited until

  they both looked up from their phones. ‘And all of them give you the shits.’ Harvey smiled, but Olive wasn’t quite ready to let the issue drop.




  ‘Listeria, staphylococcus and . . . salmonella,’ she said, enunciating each syllable.




  ‘Swallowed a dictionary, have we?’ Harvey countered. ‘You need to get out more.’




  ‘Least I can read,’ Olive muttered under her breath.




  ‘Hey,’ Richard said, holding up the fork with a raw beefburger attached. ‘That’s enough. I don’t want to hear another word like that, thank you.’ Both

  children fell silent. Olive appeared to be entering full sulk mode. Harvey seemed to be considering the same, but his eyes soon settled back on his touchscreen phone, and his face cleared.




  Harvey was, for the most part, loving and attentive to his younger sister – but his dyslexia was not to be talked about, let alone joked about. Richard had no doubt Olive would pay for her

  insult when no one was looking. Big brothers will only take so much, he thought with a smile and a shake of his head. He had given more than his fair share of dead legs and chinese burns to his

  sister, Louise, when they were growing up. She had driven him nuts, always playing the ‘I’m the youngest’ or ‘I’m a girl’ card.




  He turned away and began tearing open the other packets of meat: sausages, kebabs, chicken and king prawns. There was enough to feed a family of twelve, but at least they would all have what

  they wanted and there would be no squabbling. Olive’s tastes and preferences changed almost daily at the minute, and Harvey’s appetite was scary. The boy should be the size of a house,

  the amount he consumed. He glanced over at them. Harvey was now sitting down next to Olive, his arm slung around her shoulder. He was holding the phone in front of them both, showing her something.

  Richard’s heart squeezed in his chest. He was a good boy, a good brother: better than Richard had ever been.




  He was only thirty when Harvey was born. When Nicola told him she was pregnant, Richard had been in a state of shock, and remained that way for about the first three months of the pregnancy. He

  had never really considered whether he wanted children, let alone whether he was ready for them; but all that had changed the second he held Harvey. How could something so little be a problem, an

  imposition? A year of sleepless nights had almost dulled his joy, but nothing could make a dent in the euphoria he felt every time Harvey looked up at him and smiled. He turned and resumed prodding

  his fire.




  Olive had been another surprise, but this time Richard had been ready. He picked up a metal skewer and one of the prawns, threading it on before reaching for another. Olive’s delivery had

  been tough on Nicola, much to her chagrin. ‘Second babies are meant to be easier, Rich,’ she had said over and over again in the birthing pool. She had spent hours in the water, only to

  be told she had to get out and move up to a different ward in case they needed to do a C-section. Richard couldn’t help smiling. He could hear her voice now. ‘You can tell that effing

  doctor that if he makes me get out of this effing water, I’m going to effing well hit him.’ Nicola had been determined not to swear during labour. ‘I don’t want our baby to

  come into the world hearing me effing and blinding.’ Richard had pointed out – not helpfully, it turned out – that his wife had sworn for the entirety of Harvey’s birth, and

  he didn’t seem any worse for the experience. ‘We don’t know that yet,’ she had said. ‘He’s only two, Rich. Any minute now, he might open his mouth and tell us

  both to eff off.’




  Richard picked up the empty prawn packet and shoved it into the Sainsbury’s bag he had tied onto the leg of the barbecue. He still missed his wife, even though the divorce had been his

  idea. She had been his best friend before she was his wife and the mother of his children. She had always been able to make him laugh, and he had always been able to talk to her.




  ‘Dad, Ben just texted,’ Harvey said, coming to stand next to him. ‘Can he come over for lunch?’




  ‘Sure.’ Richard gestured at the food. ‘I think we’ve got enough. Olive?’ He turned. ‘Do you want to invite anyone over for lunch, Freya or Ella?’




  ‘Freya’s not talking to me,’ Olive said, looking through the slats of the table at the grass below. ‘Ella’s on holiday with her mum and dad. They’ve gone to

  America for their holidays.’




  ‘That’s ’cos they’re loaded,’ Harvey said.




  ‘OK, OK,’ Richard said, wary of his daughter’s tone. ‘What about Kirsty?’




  ‘I’m not bothered,’ she said, resting her head on the table.




  Richard pushed away his irritation and walked over to the table. ‘Are you feeling all right, honey?’ he asked. ‘You don’t seem your cheerful self today.’ He wanted

  to say this year, but knew that would be asking for trouble. ‘Do you think maybe you’re a bit hot?’ He ran his hand over the top of her head and forehead. ‘Harv, will

  you go and get your sister a hat and bring out the sun cream, please? The factor 30’s in the bathroom cabinet.’ Harvey was texting, and walked back up the steps and into the house

  without looking up or acknowledging Richard’s request. ‘Come on, honey,’ he said, sitting down next to her and putting his arm around her waist. ‘Let’s get you a drink

  of water and then, how’s about you help me cook the kebabs. You’re the only one who knows just when to turn them.’ He felt her body stiffen for a moment.




  ‘OK,’ she said, her voice thick.




  He stood up, pulled her out of her seat and over to the barbecue. ‘Now let’s get that shade up before you get cooked too,’ he said, looking around for the umbrella. The picnic

  bench was new, but the sunshade wasn’t. There was so much rust on the pole it was almost impossible to tell it had once been white.




  ‘Daddy,’ Olive said.




  ‘Yes, honey.’




  ‘Did you love Mum when you married her?’ He opened the umbrella in his face, hitting his nose square on. ‘Bloody h—’ He stopped himself. ‘Almost took my eye

  out with that.’ He pushed the umbrella into the ground, swinging it left and right until Olive’s head was in the shade. ‘What a thing to ask,’ he said. ‘Of course I

  loved your mother when I married her. It would be a bit daft to get married if didn’t love her, now wouldn’t it?’ This was the fourth, maybe even the fifth time his

  daughter had brought up the question of love and marriage since she had broken up for the summer holidays. ‘Why do you ask?’ It was a genuine question, but he couldn’t deny his

  trepidation. Nicola had mentioned that talk of ‘girl stuff ’ and ‘periods’ would be on the cards pretty soon, which had left him in a permanent state of high alert.




  ‘Harv said some people get married for the wrong reasons,’ she said.




  He looked down at her. She wasn’t sulking now. She was just talking, running her toes over the grass. He had to remind himself that she was twelve years old, not two. She wasn’t his

  baby any more. ‘Well,’ he said, considering the best way to answer her question without lying, upsetting her or talking about his ex-wife for the rest of the afternoon. ‘I

  don’t know about that . . . but what I do know is that marriage is a very important thing and people who get married should want to be together for the rest of their lives . . .’ Olive

  opened her mouth to speak, but he carried on, ‘. . . that’s why your mum and me got married.’ He bit his lip. ‘But even though we loved each other very much, we

  couldn’t live together. Remember we used to argue a little bit, maybe even shout sometimes?’ Olive nodded. She still didn’t appear upset, so he decided to keep going with what

  felt like a practised speech. ‘Well, we realized that we loved each other but that we were better friends when we didn’t live together, and then we could be better parents to you and

  Harvey. We didn’t want you two growing up in a house where we were shouting all the time.’ He bent down and tilted up her chin. ‘That would be rubbish, wouldn’t

  it?’




  ‘So you love Mum as a friend now?’ she asked, looking up at him, her eyes large and wet.




  He nodded. ‘That’s right. I’ll always love Mum, always. She’s just more like a best friend now.’ He tried not to change his expression as the lie left his lips.

  ‘We love you and Harv masses and masses, and all we want is for you two to be happy and healthy.’ He stroked her hair. ‘Does that sound OK to you?’




  She pushed his hand away. ‘I am happy and healthy.’




  ‘Well, that’s OK then.’ Richard pulled her into a hug. ‘Now, are you going to help me with these kebabs or what?’




  ‘Or what,’ she said, laughing as she ducked out of his arms and towards the steps, taking them two at a time. She met Harvey at the door. He shoved a faded pink sunhat onto her

  head.




  ‘That better?’ he said in a babyish voice. Olive punched his arm, but he manoeuvred her until she was in a headlock before leading her back down the steps, despite her protests.

  ‘Ben’s cycling over,’ he said. ‘He’ll be here in half an hour.’




  ‘Sounds good,’ Richard said. ‘Now if you can stop torturing each other for five minutes, I need a pee. Get this lot started, will you?’ He nodded towards the piles of

  meat. As he passed he gave Harvey a playful shove, and pinched Olive’s nose. ‘And your sister is in charge of the kebabs.’




  The inside of the flat was cool and quiet. He hadn’t realized until now quite how much noise there was outside; the whirr of half a dozen lawnmowers, kids playing, laughing and crying and

  some blokes up the hill obviously watching football in the garden, shouting at the TV when their team failed to score. He walked down the hallway, past the kids’ bedrooms and into his own.

  The en suite had been a godsend. Olive seemed to spend longer and longer in the bathroom every time she came to stay. He shook his head. She would be thirteen soon – a teenager – worse

  than that, she would be becoming a woman. He grimaced. ‘That’s going to be hardcore,’ he said to his reflection.




  He was just about to flush the toilet when he heard a scream. Without thinking he ran down the hallway, through the kitchen and out the back door. Harvey was standing at the barbecue, the

  long-handled fork in his hand. Olive was clutching her arm, tears already streaming down her face. ‘What on earth’s happened?’ he said, rushing down the steps and over to his

  crying daughter.




  ‘She got too close to the barbecue,’ Harvey said, his face pale. He was shaking. ‘It was an accident . . . I didn’t do it.’




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  31 July – Thursday




  Jane listened and heard nothing, so turned, burying her face into the back of the sofa, relishing the darkness. She didn’t need to look at her watch to know it was seven.

  Her body clock woke her at the same time every morning, whether she liked it or not. She wasn’t due in to the office until nine. She tilted her head back and looked over the arm of the sofa

  at the gap between the lounge curtains. It was raining.




  Her mother didn’t think it was necessary for curtains to close unless they were in a bedroom. ‘It’s a waste of material, darling,’ Celia Bennett would

  say. ‘Besides, it looks cumbersome and spoils the overall look.’ Jane smiled, surprised to find comfort in her mother’s idiosyncrasies, rather than her usual frustration. She

  watched the rivulets of water coming together and dividing over and over as they made their way down the window pane. At least she didn’t need to worry about watering the garden or topping up

  the pond. It was a miracle the pond had ever even been finished. Her father had been working on it when he had his TIA, or mini-stroke as the doctors kept calling it. He had only just installed the

  pump and fountain when the full stroke hit. Jane closed her eyes and chewed the inside of her bottom lip. She could feel the tears wanting to come. ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head and

  pushing herself up into a sitting position. The cycle of guilt felt never-ending. It was with her as she struggled to get to sleep. It was with her in her dreams, and it was with her as soon as she

  opened her eyes. ‘Come on,’ she said throwing off the duvet and standing up, arching her back.




  She walked through to the kitchen and flicked on the kettle, easing her neck from side to side. She had been so exhausted last night, even the thought of climbing the stairs to

  her parents’ spare room had felt like too much effort. Besides, she hadn’t wanted to risk disturbing her father. She pulled her shoulder blades together, and let them go again. The sofa

  had been comfortable for the first hour or so, but then she had become sweaty and hot. She poured out some cereal, took the milk out of the fridge and sat down at the kitchen table, grumbling to

  herself. She looked at the jagged edges of the cereal flakes and winced. Her consultant had pronounced her throat healed, except for a small amount of bruising. Jane swallowed, aware of the action.

  She had been out of hospital for over two months, back at work for one; but neither her throat nor her dreams seemed ready to forget what had happened. She heard a thump from upstairs. She was out

  of her chair and taking the stairs two at a time before her spoon even hit the floor.




  ‘Dad,’ she called, knocking on her parents’ bedroom door. ‘Are you OK?’ She waited for what felt like hours before knocking again. ‘Mum, Dad?’ Her heart

  was hammering in her chest. She opened the door, preparing herself.




  ‘Sorry, honey,’ her father said, his words almost lost by his leaden tongue. He pointed to the floor. ‘I dropped the iPad.’




  Jane let out a breath, stars dancing in front of her eyes. ‘It’s fine,’ she said, walking over, bending down and picking the iPad up before sitting down on the edge of her

  father’s bed. ‘You sleep OK?’ Her heart was still jumping. It took her breath away. ‘Mum in with Peter?’




  ‘Yes, and . . . I assume so,’ he said, ‘unless she’s left me.’ He reached out and squeezed Jane’s hand. ‘How about you? I didn’t hear you come

  up.’




  ‘I ended up on the sofa,’ she said, pulling her mouth to one side.




  ‘An error of judgement on your part,’ he said, smiling.




  ‘That’s for sure.’ She leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. ‘I was just making a cuppa. Want one?’




  ‘I’ll come down.’ He moved to get up. ‘I’m starving.’




  ‘No, no.’ Jane pushed his shoulders back onto his pillow. ‘I’ll bring you up some toast. Put the telly on and we’ll watch BBC Breakfast together before I

  head off to work . . . and before you-know-who wakes up,’ she said, jerking her head towards the other side of the house.




  ‘You-know-who, as in your mother?’ he asked. ‘Or you-know-who, as in your son?’




  Jane laughed. ‘Either,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll be back in a sec.’ She handed him the remote and left the bedroom, pulling the door closed behind her.




  She ran her fingers through her hair as she tiptoed down the stairs. She could cope with a heightened state of tension at work – if she wasn’t disturbed by murder and mayhem,

  something really would be amiss. She could even cope with a certain amount of anxiety at home, with Peter and his routine, but now the haven of her parents’ home had been turned into a

  stress-fest too, especially since she and Peter had been ‘staying’ here.




  Her mobile was ringing in the kitchen. She jogged down the last few stairs and along the hallway. It stopped the moment her hand closed around it. ‘Typical,’ she said. She used her

  thumb to swipe up the bar locking the screen and looked at the missed call log. It was Lockyer. No surprise there, then. Her finger hovered over the call button for a second, but she put the phone

  back on the counter and nodded her head, impressed by her restraint. If it was important, he would call back. Lewisham’s murder squad and her boss could cope without her – a fact they

  had proved not too long ago, when she had been off for over a month.




  It was the longest she had ever been away from the office since Peter was born. Her consultant had tried to persuade her to take another week, but Jane had been itching to get back to normality.

  Of course, no sooner had she come out of hospital and started the process of putting it all behind her and she was back in King’s College A & E with her father. The Bennetts weren’t

  faring very well at the moment, her mother included.




  In the first few weeks after the stroke, Celia Bennett had been a trouper, as was her way. She had turned caring into an art form. She had insisted Jane and Peter move in with them, so that she

  could keep an eye on everyone at the same time. Jane had resisted, but given her own weakened state, she hadn’t had the fight to stand firm. There was no denying Celia’s verve for the

  job; she was fussing over all three of them day and night. Each week Jane tried and failed to move herself and Peter home, her mother seemed to have the argument prepared and won before Jane had

  even started. ‘The doctor said you need rest, you need to be here for your health,’ or, ‘You’re going back to work. Who’s going to take Peter to and from

  school? I can’t come and collect him from all the way over at your house. I can’t leave your father for that long, but if you’re here, it’s simple.’ Or, the most

  recent: ‘It’s the school holidays. Who’s going to look after Peter all day while you’re at work?’




  But when Jane had come down one morning to find her mother dusting the house with her underwear, she realized things had shifted. It was her mother who needed the help, who needed looking after.

  So Jane had stopped fighting and taken on the role of lead carer in the Bennett household. She buttered her father’s toast, poured out two cups of tea and added milk to her cereal, which she

  was going to let her father eat. She just couldn’t face it. She would grab something at the office.




  Peter had turned eight in the middle of the Bennett family crisis. He had been understanding – or as understanding as a child with autism and separation anxiety could be, under the

  circumstances. The separation anxiety was a new challenge, something Jane was struggling to deal with. She had tried suggesting that she could throw a birthday party for him and all his friends

  when she and Grandpa were feeling better. Peter didn’t understand. How could he? All he knew was that his mummy was in the hospital, where they had a cafeteria with cakes and biscuits, and

  that Grandpa had been to stay at the same hospital. Peter wanted to know why he couldn’t stay there, too. He liked the nurses and the doctors, everyone buzzing around with clipboards and pens

  that they let him use. He didn’t want to be at home or at Grandma and Grandpa’s house, and he didn’t want to be by himself, ever. It was a setback in his behaviour that Jane

  didn’t need or have time for. ‘Poor little bugger,’ she said to herself. She took a sip of her tea as she looked around for a tray to carry her father’s breakfast upstairs

  on. He would be getting impatient, no doubt. The stroke might have changed John Bennett in a lot of ways, but his appetite had been unaffected. If anything, he was eating more than ever. Her phone

  started ringing again. She glanced over at the screen. It was the office. She had been wrong: it seemed neither the murder squad nor her boss could live without her after all. She picked up the

  phone.




  ‘DS Bennett,’ she said, searching for a pen and paper.




  ‘Morning, boss. Sorry to call so early.’ It was Chris Wall, one of the murder squad’s younger detective constables, although having a five-month-old baby at home had given him

  a grey hair or two that made him look older than his twenty-five years.




  ‘Not a problem. What’s up?’ She picked up her father’s mug of tea and put it in the microwave. If it wasn’t nuclear hot, he wouldn’t drink it.




  ‘DI Lockyer asked me to call you. He’s been called out to an unexplained death over in Crystal Palace, Gipsy Hill. He wants you to meet him there.’ The end of Chris’s

  sentence was muffled – Jane guessed, by a bacon sandwich or some other delicacy. She would never understand how coppers, her male colleagues in particular, seemed equipped to eat grease

  morning, noon and night.




  ‘Is his team or mine taking it on?’




  ‘Err . . . he didn’t say,’ Chris’s mouth was still full.




  Jane wasn’t surprised. She had been running her own team for her last half a dozen cases at least, but Lockyer, it seemed, wasn’t ready to let her fend for herself yet. He was more

  like an overprotective father than a boss these days. ‘What’s the address?’ She grabbed yesterday’s newspaper from the counter, and a pencil that was stuck to the fridge by

  a big yellow magnet.




  ‘63 Gipsy Hill, Crystal Palace, SE19 1QH. Adult male, forty-four years old, last name Taylor, first name Richard.’




  Jane scribbled down the details. ‘OK, thanks Chris. Can you call Lockyer and tell him I’ll be there in about . . .’ She looked at her watch. ‘Forty minutes?’ There

  was silence from the other end of the line. Jane wondered if Chris had choked to death on his cholesterol-laced breakfast. ‘DC Wall, did you get that? Forty minutes, OK?’




  ‘Sorry, boss,’ he stammered. ‘I just thought . . . does it take that long . . . I mean . . . ’




  ‘I’m going to put some clothes on first, if that’s all right with you, Constable?’




  ‘Of course – sorry, boss, sorry. It’s just, DI Lockyer said he’d called and you didn’t . . . I mean, never mind. I’ll tell him you’re on your

  way.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Jane hung up, and smiled. She knew why Chris was so rattled. Lockyer had been lead detective of the murder squad in Lewisham for years now – since long before

  Chris joined – but his attitude of late was something to be wary of. He had always been a vocal boss, and a tad short-tempered if things weren’t done his way, but since Jane’s

  return to the office he had been bordering on officious. For a detective who had always followed his instincts more than the rule book, he was a changed man. If anyone challenged him he would go

  bright red in the face and shout, ‘I’m thinking about your safety, the team’s safety. I am responsible for you lot, whether you appreciate that or not. It’s my job to ensure

  you get home to your wives, girlfriends, husbands, mothers . . . Following the rules, doing as you’re told, keeps you and your colleagues safe. Understand?’




  Jane smiled again. Not one officer on the squad had been stupid enough to do anything but nod at that point in the speech. The irony was not lost on her. In all the years she had worked with

  Lockyer he had been the maverick, whereas she had been the rudder, the one keeping him abreast of the rules. To say the tables had turned was an understatement.




  She waited for the microwave to ping, took out her father’s tea and headed off up the stairs. She wasn’t going to have time to enjoy BBC Breakfast or a shower, it seemed.

  Lockyer wanted her, and he wanted her now.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  June




  Message from Dee_28:




  Hey handsome,




  Could my day get any worse?




  Some guys came into the bar tonight who would not take no for an answer! What am I, a piece of meat? I told them to feck off but then my boss dragged me

  into his office and threatened to fire me. He said if I couldn’t handle some rowdy customers on a Wednesday night then I had no chance on a weekend shift. I reckon a blow job would’ve

  shut him up but it’s only my third day and I was saving that for ‘in case of emergencies’, haha!! [image: ]




  How’s your day been? Better than mine I’ll bet. You’re so lucky to have a job you actually like. I did one of those aptitude tests at

  the job centre and it said I should be a financial advisor or an airline attendant! Errr, I can’t do maths and I’ve never left London, let alone flown anywhere. I’m surprised they

  didn’t tell me I had just the right set of skills to be a fire hydrant [image: ]




  Now for the big question . . . I don’t want to scare you off but I was wondering if you fancied meeting up for a drink sometime? This weekend

  maybe? Nothing major . . . I’m not expecting dinner, flowers, candles or anything like that . . . unless you want to, of course, but just a quick drink somewhere, to see if we get on. I mean,

  I kinda know I like you already but I get the feeling you probably have a lot of offers with your eyes (and the George Clooney butt shot in your second photo)!




  No pressure. Let me know xx




  





  CHAPTER FIVE




  Thursday




  It’s hard to describe how I felt, like standing on the edge of a cliff, ready to take the leap. I swayed back and forth but the compulsion to jump into the abyss was

  overwhelming.




  What have I done? Is this what I wanted to happen?




  The words circled my mind like vultures over their prey. I could almost hear their screeching cries. But then another feeling, much stronger than my fear, took over. I was

  excited. I felt excited and, I guess, righteous. How little everyone around me understood about who he was. They’ve seen what he wanted them to see: a man, a father, a family man.

  That’s not what I saw. I witnessed the darkness. The darkness he tried to hide behind a winning smile. He wanted you to believe, but it was all a lie. It always was.




  What kind of person would I be, if I had turned away from the precipice and let him get away with it? He had to be stopped. He thought he could carry on regardless of anyone else, but he was

  wrong. So arrogant, but then, who could blame him? No one had ever told him no. He had always taken what he wanted: like a parasite, just eating, eating and eating. But not any more. The feast is

  over.




  





  CHAPTER SIX




  31 July – Thursday




  Detective Inspector Mike Lockyer stood at the foot of the bed, arms crossed, one hand resting on his chin. As a scene, it was unremarkable. He wasn’t sure he needed to be

  here.




  Richard Taylor was lying on his back on the right-hand side of the bed, his eyes and mouth closed. A blue and green patterned duvet cover was folded back on itself, as if it

  had been thrown off during the night. Taylor was wearing a pair of black cotton pyjamas, piped in yellow with an emblem embossed on the breast pocket. A Christmas gift, no doubt. Lockyer slept in a

  T-shirt and boxers or nothing, depending on the weather and his mood, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have dozens of pyjama sets stuffed in a drawer that Megan had given him over the

  years. He looked again at Taylor. Only married guys or guys with kids wore, or indeed owned, proper PJs, surely? Lockyer took a deep breath to clear the distraction. Taylor’s feet were

  uncovered, poking out of the bottom of the duvet. His expression wasn’t pained or distorted. If anything, he looked relaxed, like he was sleeping.




  ‘Are you sure he’s dead?’ he asked, turning to look at Dr Dave Simpson, the senior pathologist for the area.




  Dave smiled. ‘As a doornail, my friend.’




  ‘I’ve never seen such a . . . peaceful corpse.’




  ‘Not everyone dies screaming, Michael.’ Dave shook his head. ‘I fear your profession is beginning to taint your view of the world.’




  Lockyer laughed, but he couldn’t disagree. The last six months had been filled with violent deaths, more so than even he was used to dealing with. ‘It’s just a change to see a

  dead guy and not think, “Thank God I missed that show”.’




  ‘Do you want me to wait for Jane?’ Dave asked, going to the bedroom window. ‘You can get back to the office if you like and I can fill her in on the details. My morning’s

  pretty quiet.’




  ‘And why would I want to do that?’ Lockyer asked, frowning.




  ‘Well, given Roger Westwood’s ascent to Superintendent, I’m assuming the squad is going to need an appropriate DI or DCI to take on his SIO role. That coupled with the fact

  that you’ve asked Jane to come down, I’m assuming that you’re possibly passing this case on to her team, for her to run. So you can get back to doing whatever Senior Investigating

  Officers do.’




  ‘The gossip network is working well, I see,’ Lockyer said, taking a deep breath. ‘Yes, Roger has officially appointed me as SIO for four of the teams. But as it happens,

  I’ll be Jane’s SIO as well.’




  ‘Oh, she will be pleased,’ Dave said. Lockyer opened his mouth to retort, but Dave beat him to it. ‘Any mention of a move up to DCI rank?’




  ‘No, not yet.’ Lockyer stepped back to lean against the wall.




  ‘It’ll happen,’ Dave said, ‘and then you’ll really be earning your crust.’




  ‘Or stuck behind a desk on the same pay grade.’




  ‘Ah, finding the positive as always, Mike,’ Dave said, his tone brimming with sarcasm. ‘You’ve a real talent for doom and gloom sometimes, you know that?’ Lockyer

  shrugged and refolded his arms. ‘So, why don’t you get back to the office,’ Dave continued, ‘and I’ll fill Jane in on everything and she can get things

  started.’




  ‘What’s she said?’




  ‘Who?’ Dave’s face was a picture of innocence.




  ‘Oh, pull the other one, Dave. Don’t ever join the bad guys. You’re a terrible liar.’




  ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Dave said, but Lockyer could see he was tightening his jaw. ‘OK, OK. Jane might have mentioned – in passing, mind you –

  that you’ve been a touch overprotective since she’s been back in the office.’ He held up a hand to meet Lockyer’s protest. ‘It’s perfectly understandable, Mike.

  I know that. She knows that. I wasn’t trying to interfere, mate, honestly.’




  ‘Sure.’ Lockyer rolled his eyes. ‘You’re getting more and more like a gossiping old woman every day.’




  ‘I was only suggesting you might have better things to do than stand here looking at a dead guy. Hang around if you want to. It’s no skin off my nose.’ Dave slipped on his

  glasses, a new addition he was very sensitive about, took a notepad out of his trouser pocket and started making notes, not looking up and not smiling. The guy might be in his fifties, but he could

  sulk like a teenager.




  ‘All right,’ Lockyer said, trying his best not to grind his teeth. It felt as if he was giving in and saying sorry far too often these days. The price of dropping his hard-arse

  exterior, it seemed, was that once he let one person in, others followed, whether he liked it or not. ‘I want to get a better idea of where the case might be heading before I hand it over to

  her . . . and yes, that is because I don’t want to overload her too soon.’




  Dave stopped writing and looked over, surprise evident on his face. At least Lockyer wasn’t the only one to find the changes in his personality jarring. ‘As I said, Mike. It’s

  completely understandable and I’m sure Jane appreciates you looking out for her.’ He paused. He had more to say, Lockyer could feel it. ‘That said, I think it’s worth

  remembering that she’s a grown woman and a senior detective sergeant, a role you encouraged her to go for. Give her a bit of credit. She’ll tell you if things get too much. She’s

  never exactly been backward in coming forward, has she?’




  ‘No, she hasn’t.’ Lockyer felt himself conceding yet more ground. He hated it when Dave thought he knew more than he did; hated it even more when Dave was right.

  ‘I’ll back off.’ He balled his hands into fists. ‘I’ll try to back off.’




  ‘She’ll appreciate it, Mike. I’m sure she will.’ Dave moved around to the other side of the bed.




  ‘Mmm, no doubt,’ Lockyer said, stopping himself before he could enter a sulk of his own. He forced a smile. ‘How long have you been waiting to bring this up with me,

  then?’ Dave laughed. ‘Not that long, don’t worry about it. Despite what you might think, I have a somewhat demanding profession, and looking out for you isn’t in my job

  description. I do it on a very part-time basis.’




  ‘Thanks, mate.’




  ‘Pleasure. And congratulations on the bump up to SIO. I’m sure you’ll fill Roger’s shoes with ease.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  Both men fell silent for a moment as Lockyer looked at his watch. ‘I’ll admit she’s capable and all that,’ he said, ‘but what the hell is taking her so long?

  What’s she doing . . . walking here?’




  Jane looked up at the address. As far as she could tell, there were three flats to each townhouse: ground floor, first floor and top floor. From the buzzers, it looked like

  Richard Taylor’s flat was on the first floor.




  She turned, aware of anxious stares from passers-by and curtains twitching in neighbouring properties. Gipsy Hill was a nice area, a pretty tree-lined street – not a regular for her, or

  the murder squad. She looked over at an area of grass on the other side of the street. The sun shone through the trees, creating a dappled light that made even the council flats tucked away

  opposite look charming. The fish and chip shop on the corner was immaculate, its owner already outside sweeping the street and straightening his signage before he opened for business later in the

  day. It was nice, Jane thought, to see people taking care of where they lived, rather than waiting for an overstretched council to clean up their mess. She took a deep breath. A killing here,

  depending on the circumstances, could make national news. The police presence would be freaking out the locals, no doubt. A woman holding the arm of a young girl was heading Jane’s way.




  ‘Is everything all right? Has something happened?’ the woman asked, the girl next to her squirming. Jane wasn’t so good with ages once kids were out of nappies, but given the

  sullen expression, she would guess the girl was a teenager and her mother a long-suffering forty-something.




  ‘Do you live in the area?’ Jane asked, conscious that the woman looked more stricken than the average Joe public.




  ‘Yes, at the top of the hill. My daughter,’ she said, indicating the girl at her side, ‘Kirsty and I . . . well, we were on our way to the shops and thought we’d see if

  Olive wanted to come with us. Flat 2. Her father is Richard, Rich Taylor?’




  Jane hoped her face didn’t register surprise at hearing the name of the deceased. It wasn’t uncommon for neighbours and relatives to turn out, sometimes en masse, the moment there

  was a hint of trouble. It was as if they were wired in to the police frequency. They seemed to just know the second a tragedy had befallen their loved ones. It was weird, and sometimes a bit

  eerie. Why had this woman chosen this morning of all mornings to show up unannounced? ‘Can you tell me your name?’ she asked.




  ‘Chantelle,’ she said. ‘Chantelle Bullion.’




  ‘And could you tell me your address, telephone number?’ Jane took out her notepad and jotted down the details, her curiosity piqued by the woman’s demeanour. There was, as yet,

  no crime-scene tape. There was only one squad car. There were two unmarked cars, but this woman wasn’t to know that, and yet she seemed close to hysterics. Maybe she was just a bit highly

  strung. Jane looked at the girl, who was dragging her feet along the pavement in exaggerated circles.




  ‘Mum, can we go?’ she whined, trying to shake free of her mother’s grip.




  The woman continued as if her daughter hadn’t spoken. ‘Has something happened?’ she reiterated.




  ‘We’re responding to an incident at this address. I can’t give you any details at this time,’ Jane said, trying to sound reassuring. She couldn’t very well say,

  your daughter’s friend’s father is dead and it might be murder, but we’re not sure yet, and while we’re at it, why are you so jumpy?




  ‘But can you tell me, is it Richard’s flat?’ Chantelle asked, her eyes wide.




  ‘I’m afraid I can’t say,’ Jane said, ‘but someone will be in touch if we need to speak with you.’ She waited a moment for the woman to compose herself before

  turning back to the main door of the building. She could feel Chantelle Bullion’s eyes boring into the back of her head. If this case was assigned to Jane, which it seemed it would be, she

  would no doubt be passing the woman’s details to a member of her team, and Chantelle would end up being far more involved in her daughter’s friend’s father’s life – or

  death, as it was – than she ever intended.




  





  CHAPTER SEVEN




  31 July – Thursday




  Jane tipped her head back, rested it against the wall in the hallway and closed her eyes. You would have to be either deaf or in another country not to hear her boss. His voice

  carried even when he wasn’t shouting, and right now he was in full rant mode. Chris had been right – taking her time getting here had been an error.




  She pushed herself off the wall, took a deep breath and went into the room. ‘Hey, sorry I’m late,’ she said, trying to look casual. ‘Stanstead Road was

  mental.’ She made sure not to look at Lockyer as she took out her notepad. ‘Before I forget, I just spoke to a friend of the deceased . . . Chantelle Bullion. She was passing just now,

  downstairs. Her daughter is friends with Olive Taylor, Richard Taylor’s daughter.’ She heard Lockyer take a breath, but ploughed on before he could speak. ‘I’ve taken down

  her details. One of the team will need to speak to her in due course, I’d imagine.’ She looked up and caught Dave’s eye. He was smiling. It was clear from his expression that she

  wasn’t fooling anyone. ‘Morning, Dave,’ she said. ‘How are things?’




  ‘Things,’ Dave said, ‘are good. You?’




  ‘Can’t complain.’ Jane was aware of Lockyer moving towards her.




  ‘We’ve been waiting for over an . . . ’




  ‘How’s your father doing?’ Dave asked, interrupting Lockyer. ‘On the mend, I hope?’




  Jane was caught off guard by the sincerity of Dave’s question. ‘He’s doing OK,’ she said, swallowing. ‘A bit better each day.’




  ‘Good,’ Dave said. ‘That’s really great. If he’s anything like his daughter, he’s made of pretty strong stuff.’ He smiled.




  Jane had to resist the urge to jump over the bed and hug him, dead guy or no dead guy. He hadn’t asked about her father to divert Lockyer’s rant, though of course it had helped. He

  had asked about her father because he cared – because he cared about her.




  ‘Thanks, Dave.’ She took a deep breath through her nose and turned to Lockyer. ‘Boss, what have we got?’ The seconds passed. She looked at Lockyer. His expression was

  unreadable, but then his eyes cleared.




  ‘Richard Taylor, forty-four years old, lived alone, divorced, shared custody of two minors.’ He looked down at the pad he was holding. ‘Ex-wife is Nicola Brown, also forty-four

  – Harvey Taylor-Brown, fourteen, and Olive Taylor-Brown, twelve. Names were hyphenated after the divorce,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘The kids were staying here. The son, Harvey,

  found Taylor at about 6, 6.30 a.m. He didn’t respond to stimuli, no pulse, so the kid called 999.’




  ‘Cause of death?’ Jane asked.




  ‘Don’t know yet.’




  Jane looked down at Richard Taylor. His expression was untroubled. She felt as if they were intruding, that at any moment he was going to wake up and be, understandably, pissed off that two

  coppers and a pathologist were standing in his bedroom watching him sleep. ‘Could it be natural causes?’ He was shaking his head. ‘Suicide?’




  ‘Suicide?’ Lockyer repeated, pursing his lips and raising his eyebrows as if the idea hadn’t occurred to him. ‘I mean, it could be, I suppose; but look,’ he said,

  leaning over the body and clicking on a pen torch he had taken from his pocket. ‘There are some fibres around his left nostril.’ Jane looked and nodded. ‘And there are a few more

  on his bottom lip.’




  ‘Suffocation?’ Jane said, straightening up and looking at Dave.




  ‘It’s possible, yes. There are a few broken blood vessels around his mouth and his right eye is slightly bloodshot, but I really won’t know until after the . . .’ Before

  Dave could finish his sentence there was a shout, followed by a thumping of feet and slamming of a door. ‘Who the hell is that?’ As if in answer to the question, the bedroom door burst

  open to reveal a teenage boy, puce with fury.




  ‘Get away from him,’ he screamed, barrelling past Lockyer and throwing himself at Dave, fists flying, knocking Jane to the ground in the process. ‘Leave him alone,’ the

  boy shouted, pushing Dave back onto the bed, onto the body of Richard Taylor. ‘Don’t touch him . . . I won’t let you touch him.’




  Jane pushed herself up off the floor just as Lockyer reached the wrestling pair. He leaned forward, put his hands over the boy’s shoulders, back under his armpits before locking his elbows

  and pulling the boy towards him, off Dave and off his feet in the process. He had to have five or six inches on the boy. Jane tried to take a step forward, but found herself rooted to the spot. She

  wanted to help, to throw herself into the fray, but her body had other ideas. Her muscles twitched in strained protest.




  ‘Bloody hell,’ Dave said, rolling off to one side to avoid the feet flying in the direction of his head. ‘Have you got him, Mike?’




  Jane looked at Lockyer. He had a good hold, but the kid was putting up a fight and then some. He was kicking and screaming, his legs pinwheeling three feet in the air. Two other officers who

  Jane didn’t recognize were standing in the doorway, looking equally floored by the scene.




  ‘Some help would be good,’ Lockyer said, backing away from the bed towards the doorway, allowing the two PCs to approach the boy from the side and take a leg each. ‘Let’s

  get him back in his bedroom.’ The three of them manhandled the boy through the doorway, down the hallway and into a side room, the door slamming behind them, no doubt due to the boy’s

  still kicking feet.




  Jane turned to look at Dave, who was sitting on the end of the bed panting, loosening the collar of his shirt. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.




  ‘Well,’ he said, leaning back and taking in a deep breath, ‘no wonder you two are always walking around like wounded soldiers. I’m going back to the mortuary suite where

  it’s quiet and no one ever jumps me.’ He managed a smile. ‘Who the hell was that? He was so strong. I just couldn’t get him off me.’




  ‘I’m guessing,’ Jane said, ‘that’s Harvey. Taylor’s son.’




  





  CHAPTER EIGHT




  Richard – June




  Richard ran his fingers through his hair for the umpteenth time and readjusted his shirt. He felt sick. Was that normal? He couldn’t remember. The last time he’d

  been on a proper date he was a gawky teenager, and the date had turned into a marriage and two kids.




  He had thought about nothing but this meeting all day. One of his patients had very nearly ended up with a root canal instead of a filling, he was that distracted. He checked his appearance

  one more time before walking out of the bathroom, turning off the light. It was just a drink. There was no reason to be nervous. Without thinking, he picked up his phone and checked his

  messages.




  Fingers crossed this is the last first date we ever have to get ready for!! ;-) Nervous? I am [image: ] x




  He plonked down onto the bed. How had he managed to get himself into this? They had only been messaging for a week. They knew nothing about each other, not really. Was the

  intensity of their texts and emails a good thing? Lots of his mates had met their wives or girlfriends on dating sites. He counted them off in his head: Paul, Julian, Spencer, Dave, Ian. In fact,

  Ian had found both his first and second wives online. Not that he was a very good example. He was still using the sites, married or not; searching for wife number three, it seemed.




  Richard remembered Spencer regaling them all in the pub with endless stories of a good thing going bad. He was adamant that chatting too much beforehand was a mistake, created too much

  pressure before you were even out of the starting gate. He also said that excessive chat wound the girls up into such a frenzy that they would turn up to the date in a wedding dress, metaphorically

  speaking. Had Richard done that? Had he been too forward, too open? He realized he was sweating. He reached for his deodorant on the bedside table and, unbuttoning his shirt, gave his underarms

  another generous spray.
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