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PROLOGUE


July


He watched as she threw back her head and laughed, her mouth so wide he could see flecks of food stuck in her teeth. She was drunk again, regaling the locals with one of her wild stories. His jaw tightened with each lie and exaggeration. His mother had warned him not to get involved with her, but he hadn’t listened. He shook his head, despairing at his own idiocy.


‘Drink up, gentlemen,’ the landlord shouted. There was a chorus of disapproving murmurs. ‘Have you not got homes to go to?’


‘One for the road?’ a voice called out from the crowd, the plea supported by a surge of movement towards the bar.


As he watched the stampede he pulled at the back of his neck, trying to tug away the tension that had bound his muscles into knots. He had only agreed to come for one drink. He had to be up at five, whereas she would laze in bed until mid-morning. What did she do all day? He had no idea. The kids were feral. The house was a mess. His dinner was always late, but not always edible. He ground his teeth as her cackle invaded his thoughts.


He could still remember the first time he saw her. She had been in the pub with her father, her cheeks pink from the fire, a half of cider in her hand, her tits on display. And that had been it. Within a week she was sneaking over to his place at night. He would haul her in through his bedroom window and then tip her out of it again in the morning after they were done. She wasn’t forever, but she passed the time – or so he told himself. He sniffed and took a slug of his pint, coughing as it fizzed at the back of his throat.


When she had told him she was pregnant, he had hoped it was a joke. His father thought he should marry her, that it was his responsibility. What did it matter that he didn’t love her, that he didn’t want a baby? How would he even support them? He didn’t earn enough to support himself, let alone a kid. Lucky for him, his mother agreed, and managed to persuade his would-be father-in-law that his only daughter was better off alone, but telling him that as the baby’s grandmother she would stump up the cash to pay for the poor little bastard.


‘Hey, watch it,’ he said as his pint was almost jostled out of his hand by the crush of more people pushing past him, desperate for one more drink. He stepped back from the bar, lifting his pint above his head. The space he left was filled in an instant and the calls for service resumed.


He moved closer to the door and leaned against the wall, glad to be away from the crowd. ‘It was fifteen hands at least,’ she was saying, throwing her chubby arms up in the air. He knew the story well. She claimed to have been approached by an enormous stag up near the Seven Sisters. ‘He looked up, sniffed the air and then just walked right up to me.’


‘Must have smelled something he liked, Janey,’ one of the locals drawled. He knew without looking that there would be an accompanying leer and fumbling hand along with the remark. Annie would never have let herself be pawed at by another man. He let out a long and heavy sigh. He wasn’t good enough for Annie – then or now. From the day she agreed to marry him, their relationship was doomed to fail. She was clean and pure, like the spring at Lady’s Fountain. He was young, stupid and led by his dick. She had forgiven him his affair with Jane, but it hadn’t been enough to save them, not least because his mother had never approved of the relationship in the first place and so Annie had left, their engagement a distant memory.


‘You tell me,’ Jane said, offering her flushed bosom. ‘Go on, have a sniff.’


The man buried his head in the pillows of flesh. ‘Honey and heather,’ he said with a satisfied groan.


‘Give me strength,’ he muttered, turning his back on the sordid show. He had seen it all before.


‘You’re a lucky man,’ the man said, stumbling towards him.


‘Oh yeah? How’s that?’


‘Your missus. She’s one of a kind.’


‘I couldn’t agree more,’ he said with a shake of his head. So why had he gone back to her?


He knew why. Without Annie he had felt empty, and Jane and her tits had been only too eager to fill the void – despite the fact that she had given birth to another man’s child not four months before. The rumour was, his brother was the father. He supposed he should have been angry, but in truth he pitied Will for getting caught in the same trap.


‘Better get ’em in, fella,’ Alfie said. ‘Pat’s still serving and it’s your round.’


‘Fine. Fine,’ he said, bracing himself for the slap on the back he knew was coming.


‘Good man,’ Alfie said, hitting him with such force it drove the air out of his lungs. ‘Get me two.’


‘Fine,’ he said, shuffling his way back to the bar whilst digging around in his pockets. He was broke. But then he was always broke, and the reason was standing at the other end of the bar cackling like a fishwife. Her tits were now so far out of her top, she might as well let the group of slobbering men suckle straight from the teats. She was surrounded by half the men in the pub, locals and strangers alike. Why did he agree to bring her here? Why did he give her money? He gestured to Pat, who nodded and began serving half a dozen pints, passing them to their recipients with the words, ‘Make it quick.’ No one ever listened. He took his pint without enthusiasm, and handed over the last of his cash.


‘Your missus is on form tonight,’ Pat said.


‘When isn’t she?’


‘Trouble?’


‘No more than usual,’ he said.


‘That’s marriage, my friend,’ Pat said with a shrug. ‘Drink up. Some of us actually want to get home.’


‘Thanks,’ he said, retreating to his place by the door, tipping his head back and downing half his pint in one gulp. He could feel his heart beating in his chest. She had used his loneliness to trap him. His eyes moved from the ring on her fourth finger to her swollen belly. He had escaped his paternal responsibilities once. Twice was too much to ask. He pushed through the crowd of leering men and took Jane by the arm. He squeezed her pudgy flesh harder than he needed to, but it felt good, so he increased the pressure.


‘Ow,’ she yelped. ‘What are you playing at?’


‘Time to go,’ he said.


She pulled back and looked at him with a scowl. ‘Andy just got a round in,’ she said. ‘I’m not leaving a pint of cider.’


He opened his mouth to argue, but knew it was a waste of time. She was a belligerent drunk. ‘Drink up, then,’ he said, feeling himself shrink as he skulked away.


‘Guess we know who wears the trousers in that house,’ someone jeered.


He wheeled round, his fists clenched, ready to pound whoever had insulted him; but no one was even looking in his direction. No one was challenging him. No one was interested in him. They were all looking at Jane. Her tits were holding court, a stain spreading across her top where her milk was leaking. Her growing belly was swollen and misshapen as she adjusted her weight from one foot to the other. Just looking at her made him want to gag. He turned away and took another gulp of his pint.


‘I’m done.’ Jane appeared at his side, swaying. ‘You still nursing that pint?’ she said, gesturing to his drink.


‘Let’s go,’ he said, dumping his glass on the edge of a table and taking her arm, again squeezing just that bit harder than necessary.


‘What a waste,’ she said, snatching his glass and downing the rest of the contents. ‘Come on, handsome.’ She stumbled towards the door, dragging him with her.


As soon as they were outside she let out an enormous belch. ‘Urgh, I’ve been holding that in all night,’ she said, giggling. Her breasts jiggled. He felt his body respond. Damn those tits. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ She swiped at his arm.


‘Nothing,’ he said, crossing the road onto the dirt path that led back to the cottage in Bincombe. It was past eleven, but the heat of the day still hung in the air. It was suffocating.


‘You’ve been a miserable bastard all night,’ she said from behind him. ‘You were the one who wanted to go out.’


‘We both know that’s not true,’ he said, tramping ahead, his feet sinking into the moss at the side of the well-worn trail. The twisted trees surrounded them, their branches gnarled and stunted by the wind and rain, their bark pale and peeling. He had always hated this stretch of woodland. His father had left him up here once, insisting he find his way home alone. He couldn’t have been more than five or six, but his father said if he didn’t learn the land, how could he ever hope to work it?


‘What did you say?’ she shouted from behind him.


‘Nothing,’ he said, kicking at a clump of dry leaves, disturbing a cloud of mushroom spores.


‘You really are pathetic.’


He could hear the sneer in her voice. He felt his fists clench at his sides. They would be home in ten minutes, she would pass out on one of the kids’ beds, and he would have made it through another day.


‘What kind of man are you? You’re no kind of father and you’re certainly no kind of husband. Tell me,’ she yelled, ‘what kind of man are you?’


He slowed to a stop and bowed his head, taking a deep breath in through his nose, dragging in the hot air. The smell of the undergrowth filled his nostrils. He could almost hear the ground breathing, each breath warm and moist. He tipped his head back and looked up at the stars through the strangled boughs of the trees.


‘What kind of woman are you?’ he said, turning to face her, his voice low and rumbling like a storm rolling over the hills.


‘Me?’ she asked, pointing at herself and laughing. ‘I’m a bloody saint.’ She squared up to him, her saliva hitting his cheeks. ‘I’d have to be a bloody saint to put up with you and your family. How many others are there? How many other women have you and your idiot brother used and left?’


‘Only you,’ he said. ‘I only ever left you. I only ever wanted to leave you.’


‘So leave,’ she spat. ‘Who’s stopping you? You think I want you in the house . . . in my house?’


‘It’s not your house,’ he said. He felt the sensation of someone walking their fingers up his spine. He shivered.


‘Not what the judge will say,’ she said with a grin. Her teeth flashed white in the moonlight. He didn’t trust himself to speak. ‘You are pathetic,’ she said, pushing past him. ‘I can’t look at you. You make me sick. You are not a man. And I need a man.’


He spun around, his fist connecting with the back of her head before he knew he was going to hit her. She grunted and stumbled, but soon righted herself. She turned and charged him, her distended belly swinging. He dodged and watched her stumble and fall to her knees. His heel connected with something solid. He looked down. It was a length of wood, a discarded fence post covered in leaves and mulch. Before he could think about it he was bending down and picking it up, weighing it up in his two hands. It was heavy. Heavy enough. Her back was to him. She was swearing under her breath as she tried to stand. In one smooth motion he lifted the post and brought it crashing down on the back of her head. There was a satisfying crunch as she fell forward again, this time landing face down at the edge of the trail. He waited for her to speak. He dropped the post and stepped back.


‘What kind of man am I?’ he asked. He put the toe of his boot under her left hip and rolled her over. He could see the blood pooling in the leaves and long grass around her head. He bent down, leaned over her stomach and put his ear to her mouth. Her breath gurgled in her throat. He sat back on his heels and patted down his trouser and jacket pockets until he found what he was looking for. He took out the knife, unfolded it and, holding her hair with his other hand, tipped back her head and ran the blade across her throat. He was surprised how much pressure was needed. When he reached her right ear he removed the blade from her neck, wiped it clean on the shoulder of her dress, folded it and put it back in his pocket.


He was about to stand when he remembered something. With a sniff he reached into her top, found the money wedged between her breasts, took it out and put it in his pocket, together with the knife.


The walk home was quiet. The air seemed to have cleared. He let himself into his cottage and climbed the stairs to his bedroom. He pushed her pillows off the bed with the back of his hand and repositioned his own into the middle as he kicked off his shoes. He shrugged out of his jacket and trousers and climbed under the covers. As he lay back, he closed his eyes and rested his hands on his chest.


He would sleep well tonight. And he did.




July


DI Bill Townsend looked down and blew out a breath. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of his face, irritating his three-day stubble. The sudden heatwave might be welcomed by the majority of the Country, but it was doing him no favours as the body of the woman in front of him raced towards decomposition – taking her secrets with her.


‘We’ll give you a second,’ the CSI team leader said, ushering his team away so that Bill could observe the body in situ without interruption.


He took a step forward, taking care to remain on the network of raised platforms. They were there to protect any and all forensic evidence, though given the amount of walkers and wildlife in the area, Bill doubted they were preserving much of use. ‘How’s it going?’ he asked the crouched figure in front of him.


Somerset’s local pathologist was bent at the knees, hunched over the head and neck of the woman. Flies buzzed around Bill’s head. He waved them away. The place was more akin to a tropical jungle than ancient oak woodland on a hillside in Somerset. The swarm left him and returned to its meal. Bile pooled beneath his tongue, and he looked away to compose himself.


His breakfast was not sitting well. The grease from the fry-up his wife had cooked earlier lined his mouth, refusing to clear when he swallowed. He took a deep breath and tipped his head back, swaying on his feet as he looked up at the trees. The branches were so intertwined and thick with leaves that the sun only penetrated in occasional shafts of light, burning into the ground.


‘Much deeper and they’d have taken her head off,’ Basil Reed said with a sigh. ‘Both arteries were severed.’ He cleared his throat and looked around him. Bill followed his eyes, taking in the darkened soil, blood-soaked leaves and plastic yellow markers that littered the scene.


‘Anything else you can tell me . . . other injuries? Sexual assault? Anything you can tell me about her attacker?’


Reed straightened his legs and stood up. ‘Blunt force trauma . . . back upper right,’ he said, gesturing the position of the injury on his own head. ‘Heavy, flat object.’ He sniffed. ‘Throat cut from the front – left to right.’ He pointed to the woman’s torn clothes and the skirt hoisted up on one side, almost to the waist. ‘This and this,’ he said, ‘implies a sexual element to the attack, but I won’t be able to confirm that until after the post-mortem.’ He sighed. ‘I’d guess the attacker was male, right-handed – physically strong – above average height . . .’ He drifted into silence.


‘And that?’ Bill asked, gesturing to the smudges on the woman’s torso.


‘Carbon-based residue,’ Reed said. ‘Charcoal, by the looks of it.’


Bill nodded without understanding. ‘And when can we expect the post-mortem to be carried out?’


‘We can expect the post-mortem when we have time.’


Bill swallowed hard, his frustration fighting its way to the surface. ‘I’m briefing my team later today,’ he said, ‘and no doubt the superintendent, not to mention the press, will want an update by close of business at the latest.’


‘Your team.’ Reed turned away. ‘Didn’t take you long,’ he said under his breath.


What was this guy’s problem? If anyone should be pissed off, it was Bill. He was the one who had been told to drop everything and get down here from Bristol. He was the one who had just cancelled his holiday to Italy. And he was the one who had been thrown head first into a violent murder inquiry with the sole instruction, ‘get this solved quickly and quietly’. There was fat chance of that once the press got hold of the details of the attack. He measured his tone. ‘It wasn’t appropriate for DI Waters to continue with this investigation, given the circumstances.’


‘She’s pregnant, not made of glass,’ Reed said.


‘DI Waters’ pregnancy aside, this was Atkinson’s decision,’ Bill said, hoping a mention of the superintendent would be enough to assuage Reed’s misplaced irritation.


‘Should have been hers,’ Reed said, turning and skulking away from the body without so much as a backward glance.


Townsend opened his mouth to call after him, but decided not to bother. He rocked his head from one side to the other, easing his tired muscles. As his eyes came back level he stumbled forward, losing his balance for a moment. He reached out to a nearby tree and steadied himself. He looked down at the body, his eyes tracking from the wound at the woman’s throat to the smudges of black on her torso, to the swell of her pregnant belly, to the blood still soaking into the ground.


‘Seven months,’ a voice said behind him. Bill turned to see a young detective he recognized from DI Waters’ team. ‘She was seven months pregnant – if that’s what you were wondering. Her third kid . . . or would have been.’


‘Tragic,’ he said without inflection, remembering the detective’s name as he spoke. It was Abbott.


‘Her whole life was tragic,’ Abbott said.


‘You knew her?’ Bill asked, frowning.


‘Who didn’t?’ was all Abbott said.




CHAPTER ONE


7th December – Monday


Aaron rolled onto his side, wrapping his arm around Megan’s waist. When she didn’t stir he pulled her into him and buried his face in her hair, inhaling the scent of her shampoo. She breathed out a quiet snore. He smiled. Wasn’t it the guy’s prerogative to fall asleep after? He removed his left arm from under her neck and shuffled backwards until he was able to tip himself out of bed without making a sound. He covered her with the duvet before tiptoeing out of the room, snatching his boxers from the floor as he pulled the door closed. He wasn’t sure why he was bothering to be quiet. An earthquake wouldn’t wake her once she was out.


He padded down the stairs and into the kitchen, turning on the light. The rest of the flat was in darkness. It had been light when he had chased her up the stairs. He had never been a fan of winter, but working shifts seemed to make things even harder, and with Christmas only two weeks away there would soon be the shift-swapping bunfight to deal with as well. He took four pieces of bread out of the breadbin and put them into the toaster. Megan had asked him to spend Christmas with her. He had never spent Christmas with a girlfriend before. He had never been asked, much to his relief. He took a plate down from the cupboard, a knife from the drawer and the peanut butter, lemon curd and butter from the fridge. Megan thought his version of peanut butter and jelly was repulsive. The toast popped. He slathered all four slices with butter, then peanut butter, then just a thin layer of lemon curd. He used the back of his hand to push an anticipatory bit of dribble back into his mouth. The first bite was always the best. First you tasted the lemon curd, bitter and sweet, then the cloying, stick-to-the-roof-of-your-mouth wonder that was peanut butter. All finished off with the salty, satisfying hit you could only get from real butter. According to his health-conscious girlfriend, he deserved to be the size of a house. He couldn’t help it. He had always been slim. It was a genetic thing.


He walked through to the lounge, carrying his toast. He was about to turn on the main light, but then looked at the tree in the corner. It was covered in everything shiny – baubles, tinsel and four lots of fairy lights – all thanks to Megan. With his toe he flicked on the plug and the lounge was filled with a soft, colour-changing glow. He sat down on the sofa with a thump, folded a piece of toast in half and jammed as much of it into his mouth as he could manage, butter dripping onto his chin as he smiled. She had stayed over every night for the past two weeks. She had transformed his flat. She had transformed his life.


In previous relationships, if a girl stayed over, Aaron got nervous. He was nervous now, but for very different reasons. For the first time he wasn’t trying to figure out how to end things, how to extricate himself without setting off a bitch-bomb. Instead he was terrified that he was going to wake up one morning and it was all going to be over – that she would leave him. He was in a constant state of agitation accompanied by bouts of nausea, personifying the term ‘lovesick’. He had never felt so elated and shit-scared at the same time.


Given his day job as a PC in Lewisham’s murder squad – soon to be DC, if he passed his promotion exam – he should be made of stronger stuff. But when it came to Megan he was way out of his depth. A day in the company of killers was a piece of piss by comparison. He put his plate on the table, licked his fingers and picked up the remote. Megan had a nine o’clock lecture and he was on an early, but he wasn’t ready to sleep yet. He glanced at the clock. It was only half ten. He could catch up on a couple of Top Gear episodes. Megan wasn’t interested in cars, or men talking about cars. His phone started to ring. He looked around the room, trying to locate the sound, when Megan’s phone joined the chorus. The two ringtones clashed. His was a generic ring, but Megan’s was some song by Rihanna. He groaned and pushed himself up from the sofa. He spotted the blue glow of Megan’s phone under the coffee table. He bent down and grabbed it, glancing at the screen as his thumb moved to silence the call. He stopped.


It was DI Mike Lockyer – lead DI for Lewisham’s murder squad.


Megan’s father.


Aaron’s boss.




CHAPTER TWO


7th December – Monday


Pippa reached into her handbag and rooted around for her phone. Her car pulled to the left. She yanked the wheel back to the right, but not before her wing mirror disappeared into the hedgerow. There was a scraping sound and a thud. Her mirror snapped back into place as it emerged from the dense tangle of bare bramble and hawthorn. ‘Shit.’


Tonight’s scrape was one of many. The lanes over the Quantocks were narrow and the locals drove at alarming speeds, day and night. As if on cue, a pair of blinding headlights bore down on her from the brow of the hill. She braked and swerved, her mirror and the left side of her car taking a further battering in the process. The oncoming car zipped past, flashed its lights and was gone.


‘You’re welcome,’ she muttered as she flicked on her full beam. And people thought London drivers were bad. She upended her bag and emptied the contents onto the passenger seat, hurling items into the footwell; her wallet, tampons, her lanyard for work, her Kindle. No phone.


As she drove through Crowcombe village she dropped down into third gear and accelerated up the hill, the hedgerows coming in to meet her. The trees on either side were so dense that she only caught glimpses of the night sky above her. It was like driving into a black hole. She turned on her windscreen wipers as the first drops of rain fell. The drops turned into a deluge, sending her wipers into overdrive. She pulled her scarf tighter around her neck and dropped down into second gear as she heard the sound of a much more powerful engine approaching. She glanced in her rear-view mirror as the headlights of the other vehicle rounded the bend at the bottom of the hill and sped up to meet her.


‘Hang on,’ she said, tucking herself as far into the left bank as she dared. She shook her head at the sound of yet more scraping. This part of the road was wide enough for two cars – only just – but instead of overtaking, the car slowed and pulled in behind her. She had to squint to look in her mirror, they were that close.


‘You’ve got your full beams on,’ she shouted, flashing her own lights. She could just make out two silhouettes, the driver and passenger. They were right up her arse and seemed to be edging closer. She saw a turn up ahead, indicated and slowed to let them pass, but they stayed glued to her bumper. Her skin prickled as beads of sweat formed in her hairline. She stopped indicating and continued up the hill, her companions in tow. She shook off her feeling of unease and put her foot down. There was another turn-off a bit further on. If they wouldn’t pass her, she would get out of their way and double back. She wasn’t in any hurry.


Damp air seemed to seep in through the windows, making her shiver. She turned up the heat, her eyes darting to the seat next to her as she continued searching for her phone. ‘Come on,’ she said as the rain hammered down. ‘Back off a bit, mate.’ It sounded more like a plea than she had intended.


Pippa’s car looked as if it was glowing from the inside out. The breath she was holding rushed out when she saw the headlights coming down the hill towards her. ‘Thank you,’ she said, turning her eyes up to the heavens. The oncoming car flashed its lights and pulled off to the side of the road, its wheels mounting the verge to let Pippa pass. As she slowed she saw the smiling faces of an old man in the driving seat and next to him, she assumed, his wife. They both raised their hands in greeting. She held up her hand and smiled back as she pulled alongside and inched past them. ‘Thank you,’ she mouthed as she accelerated away and up the hill, leaving her tailgater far behind.


She reached for her emergency pack of cigarettes. Her hands were shaking a little, and not just from her encounter. This stretch of road always gave her the heebie-jeebies. It was her sister’s fault. Cassie used to tell stories on their way home from primary school, stories that frightened Pippa witless. She could still hear her voice, quiet and low as she whispered in Pippa’s ear: Shervage Wood is haunted.


Pippa lit her cigarette and wound her window down just enough to flick her ash and let the smoke out without letting the rain in. There used to be dragons all over the Quantocks, but Gurt Wurm was the biggest. He lived in Shervage Wood. People who saw him said he was as big around as three oak trees tied together. Pippa smiled at the memory at the same time as her body gave an involuntary shudder. In the spring-time he would gobble up all the sheep, horses . . . and children if he could catch them. They say you can still hear the children’s screams on stormy nights.


A gust of wind buffeted the car, making Pippa grip the steering wheel. One day the farmers decided they’d had enough and so they sent a woodcutter to fell some trees they said were rotten, but they never told him about Gurt Wurm. When the man sits down on a log to eat his lunch he suddenly realizes he isn’t sitting on a log at all. Gurt Wurm swishes his tail out from under the woodcutter, turns his head and opens his mouth wide, ready to eat him whole. But the woodcutter is too quick. He grabs his axe and cuts Gurt Wurm clean in half. They say his blood took days to soak into the ground, and that’s why the mud is red round these parts.


Pippa had had nightmares for years because of Cassie and her tall tales. She took a drag of her cigarette, and glanced in the rear-view mirror. No sign of the other car. They must have turned off for Triscombe. Drink drivers using the back roads, no doubt. She blew the smoke out the window. What she wouldn’t give to be back in London. She missed her flat. She missed her friends.


Pippa had been out of work for four months when her aunt Claudette called to say she had got her a job at Fyne Court, a National Trust place on the top of the Quantocks. She hadn’t been keen. Why would she be? She didn’t want to move back to Somerset. But when Claudette, who was friends with the catering manager, said they had refurbished their courtyard tearoom and were now serving lunches so needed a head chef, Pippa had relented. A head chef position was a big deal, although in reality she was making sandwiches and heating up soup.


She flicked the remainder of the cigarette out the window, watching the explosion of red sparks in her rear-view mirror as it hit the road behind her. It wouldn’t be much longer. All she needed to do was save enough money to cover her London rent for the next few months, and then she could go home. She had managed to pick up some extra shifts at the Farmer’s Arms in Combe Florey as well, so with any luck she would be out of here soon.


‘What the—’ She swerved as something darted in front of her headlights. She slammed on her brakes, the car veering to the other side of the road. Her tyres lost traction for a few seconds as she skidded, but then she felt them bite and the car juddered to a stop just before the cattle grid that led to the open part of the Quantocks – the part they called the Common.


Her heart was racing. She held her breath as she looked around. Her mind filled with visions of dragons, men with axes and blood. She could hear the wind as it ripped through the trees. There was the sound of a branch cracking. She turned, screamed and jumped sideways in her seat, banging her elbow on the door. ‘Christ,’ she said as the small doe bounded past the car and disappeared into the hedgerow on the other side of the road. She blew out a breath as she brought her shoulders down from around her ears. She looked at the clock on the dashboard. If she turned around right now and headed for the M5, she could be back in London by three thirty. Tears pricked in her eyes as she remembered she was working in the morning. There was no escape – not for tonight, anyway.


She put the car into gear and pulled away, her bones juddering as she crossed the cattle grid. The woodland retreated behind her as the road cut across open grassland pockmarked by rabbit warrens and badger sets. The few remaining trees were stunted and bent from the wind.


She heard the growl of another car before she saw it; she looked in her rear-view mirror, and tensed. The lights behind her flickered as the car passed over the cattle grid and accelerated up behind her. She could feel panic trying to surface, but as she looked back again, her shoulders relaxed a little. There was only one silhouette. There was only one person in the car. It was a different car. She sighed, her breathing returning to normal as she navigated the twisting road, glad now to have someone with her. She heard her phone beep, and looked for the illuminated screen. It was buried beneath a pile of tissues. She reached over, picked it up and unlocked the screen, trying to see who the message was from, but the car was bumping all over the place. Instead she grazed the phone icon with the side of her thumb, hit speed dial one and put it on speaker. The phone rang twice, but then clicked off as her call went to answerphone. An automated voice filled the car.


‘Oh, come on, answer your bloody . . .’ Before she could finish speaking, her car jolted forward. ‘What the fuck?’


She looked over her shoulder. She could just make out the silhouette of the driver. They were holding up their hand, palm flat in apology. She shook her head.


‘Try leaving more than an inch next time, mate,’ she said, raising her hand in response just as a huddle of sheep appeared out of the darkness in front of her. They were lying down, encroaching on the road. She pulled to the right and passed them without slowing down.


‘Anything else?’ she said. ‘What with deer, dickheads and now sheep, I’m about done for the night.’ She felt the road begin to slope downwards. Fifteen minutes and she would be home. She rounded the corner just as a shunt from behind forced her to swerve to the left. ‘Jesus,’ she said, grabbing the steering wheel. Her eyes darted to her rear-view mirror. She could see the silhouette of the driver, but this time there was no hand – there was no apology.


Without thinking, she started to accelerate. She had almost managed to convince herself she was wrong, that no one was capable of the things she had read about – names and fantasies she couldn’t fathom – but he was here. Who else could it be? Who else would want to hurt her? She could see the second cattle grid up ahead. She didn’t look back. She kept her eyes on the road.


The next impact threw Pippa forward with such force her chest collided with the steering wheel, winding her, before her head snapped back, only stopped by the headrest. She heard the cattle grid pass beneath the car. She couldn’t see anything. She was surrounded by a blinding white light. She could taste blood. Her hand reached up, as if in slow motion, her fingers feeling for her mouth. Her tongue felt like a torn rag. There was another bang and she was thrown to the side, her head hitting the window. She heard a crack. Someone was coughing. She could hear a gurgling, retching sound. She felt drunk – as if she was lying on her bed in her flat after a heavy night, the room spinning around her. Another sound invaded her thoughts. A scream buried within a deep growl.


She could see the tree coming towards her, its trunk wide and thick like Gurt Wurm’s stomach. Her face rushed forward to meet it as if in an embrace. Everything went dark. Pippa relaxed. She would chase up on those job applications tomorrow. Something would come through, she was sure of it. She loved cooking. It was her passion. She hoped one day to own her own restaurant. She remembered her sister lining up two chairs against the kitchen work surface: one for her, one for her brother. They each had a go at stirring, but Pippa always had the longest turn. They would each tip the mixture into their own little cupcake liners. Cassie would hold open the oven door and slide in the tray. ‘Careful, it’s hot,’ she would say. Pippa could smell the oven now – the sweet burning of the sugar as it melted – the heat warming her face. She heard the crackle of the paper cases rustling against the heat.


She let the heat envelop her as the flames licked ever closer.




CHAPTER THREE


10th December – Thursday


Jane cupped her hands over her eyes, relishing the darkness before pulling her legs up and hugging them to her. She took a deep breath then sighed, stretching out on her back like a starfish, her hands and feet exploring the cold spots on her bedsheet. The king-size dwarfed her, but it was worth every penny. If there was a heaven, she reckoned it was this: cold sheets, a warm duvet and a lie-in on a winter’s morning.


Her slow start was in part due to having the morning off work, but also because she had been forbidden to go downstairs. The novelty of time off had not been lost on her eight-year-old son. He had tiptoed into her bedroom at just gone four thirty this morning to announce in a loud stage whisper that he was going to make her breakfast, and judging by the racket coming from downstairs, preparations were in full swing. She was itching to get down there and see what he was up to, but he had made it very clear that her help would neither be appreciated nor tolerated. She looked at her watch. It was almost seven. He had been down there for an hour. He had promised not to use the hob without asking, but she knew that when it came to surprises her son believed all promises were rendered null and void. She threw her legs out over the side of the bed, sat up and stretched her arms up over her head. The creaks and pops of her spine gave her a pleasant shiver. She sniffed the air. There was only the faint smell of burning toast.


Despite her best efforts Peter was adamant that they would be spending the day together, just the two of them. He had their activities planned out hour by hour. Jane had tried to tell him that just because she had time off didn’t mean he got time off from school, but he had refused to listen. She rubbed her face, pushed her fringe out of her eyes and pulled her hair back into a stubby ponytail. It was her unenviable job to eat whatever he had prepared and then shatter his illusions. Neither would be pretty. At least she had Friends. She had discovered the magical properties of the American sitcom last month during her parents’ move.


She pushed herself up off the bed and walked over to the door, opening it just a crack. One false move and she would be in trouble. She held her breath and listened. She had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing. He was listening to the Today programme on Radio Four. She closed the door without a sound and started to get dressed, ignoring the rain hammering on the windows. There were days when she wished her son didn’t have autism for both their sakes, but how many mothers could say their eight-year-old loved a topical debate? Yes, being autistic made Peter different, challenging at times; but life was never dull. She pulled on her favourite pair of slouch jeans and then sat on the edge of the bed to put on her socks. They had dinosaurs on them. Another one of Peter’s obsessions. She walked over to her curtains and opened them, using the silk ties her mother had bought her to hold them back. She ran her fingers over the fabric.


When her mother had announced, back in the summer, that she and Jane’s father were leaving London and moving to Clevedon in the South West, she had assumed it was one of Celia Bennett’s bizarre forms of mental torture. How could they move? Her mother worshipped Peter, and what would she do without Jane to berate? And John Bennett was a Londoner through and through. Jane’s father’s knowledge of the Thames and south-east London was encyclopaedic. Before his strokes he had spent every Saturday in central London, discovering new sites or visiting his favourite haunts like the South Bank book fair. He could spend hours sifting through all the second-hand books, or just sitting in a cafe where he liked to ‘absorb the hubbub by osmosis’, as he put it. What was he going to do with himself in a sleepy seaside town?


Their relocation was meant to be all about rest and relaxation for her father, who was still recovering from a series of strokes. If the constant bickering about what ‘downsizing’ really meant and the packing up of the house were anything to go by, her father was a lot stronger than he looked. Jane had bought Peter a label maker to ‘engage him with the process’ – she had read that somewhere. He had approached his task with gusto, although he was somewhat selective. Jane knew, for example, that one box, labelled ‘dishwasher stuff’ had contained two packets of dishwasher tablets, dishwasher salt, rinse aid, the instruction manual for the dishwasher they weren’t taking with them, and six tea towels. That was it. He refused to allow anything else in the box, because nothing else fitted the category description.


Jane had discovered the wonder of Friends when she was sealing up yet another box containing fewer than twenty items. She had turned on the television to distract Peter, and gone to make a calming cuppa for her arguing parents. By the time she returned to the lounge her son had been lying on his stomach in front of the telly, his chin resting in his hands, his feet swinging, his face transfixed. He was watching a Friends marathon. When Jane had asked if he wanted any lunch, he had given her his ‘I’m very busy’ scowl. An hour later he had been in the same position. She had ordered the series box set off Amazon, and since then had doled out the episodes as treats. He was on the second series already.


Mind you, if she was honest, Peter had coped with her parents’ move better than she had. She had been fully prepared for a nightmare transition. After all, her mother was Peter’s primary carer when Jane was at work; and let’s face it, when wasn’t Jane at work? But like the little miracle he was, Peter had adjusted, and they had managed.


Jane turned and looked at the picture on her bedside table of Peter and her folks on Clevedon Pier. They were all smiling, waving at her behind the camera. She puffed out a breath. Even she had to admit there was something about the place, and as much as she hated to admit it, they were happy. She wished she could say the same.


The timing of their move could not have been worse. She had been in the middle of a stressful murder case involving children – not to mention that she was also dealing with Andy, Peter’s father, who had chosen to re-enter his son’s life after eight years. The fact that he had been absent for the previous seven birthdays was just ‘one of those things’, according to Andy.


She leaned her elbows on the windowsill and rested her forehead on the window, the glass cool against her skin. She had spent the past few months trying to extricate herself from the problem, but Andy was persistent. Now lawyers were involved. She closed her eyes.


‘Mum.’


Jane turned to find Peter standing in her bedroom doorway. His walnut-coloured hair was sticking up at odd angles. He was much fairer than her. Her hair was almost black. She smiled. He was puce, holding a spatula that was dripping an unknown substance on the carpet, and he was wearing a pinafore that one of her colleagues from the squad had given her as last year’s Secret Santa. It depicted a woman in bra, knickers, suspenders and fishnet tights.


‘You look like you’ve been having fun,’ she said.


‘Breakfast will be ready in four and a half minutes,’ he said, his expression serious.


‘Four and a half minutes,’ she said, looking at her watch. ‘Right.’ She gestured to her outfit. ‘Will I do?’


‘I don’t like your jeans,’ he said, leaving the room and pulling the door behind him. As the door clicked into place she heard him say, ‘But I like the socks.’


She had to restrain herself from running out the door, scooping him up and kissing him to bits. He wasn’t averse to physical affection, but it needed to be invited nowadays. She looked down at her jeans. Of course he didn’t like them. They were a slouch fit, a.k.a. messy. He had gone to the effort of making her breakfast – the least she could do was dress the part. She went to her wardrobe and had a look through her clothes. There were at least a dozen ‘work’ outfits. She swiped the hangers to the left so only her casual clothes remained: a denim skirt she never wore, three summer dresses on the same hanger, and three pairs of black trousers that she wore to funerals and job interviews. She slipped on a pair over her dinosaur socks and changed her hoodie for a Christmas jumper with a picture of a reindeer on the front. Her phone beeped. She unplugged it from the charger and unlocked the screen. It was an email. She clicked into it, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, preparing herself for yet another threatening epistle from Andy or one of his shit-bag lawyers. She opened her eyes. It was from Aaron, one of the squad’s PC’s. She had talked to him about his move up to Detective Constable last week and told him to get his paperwork sorted. She opened the email and started reading.




DS Bennett,


I need to take a leave of absence starting immediately. I am unable to come into the office this morning. I have cc’d in HR.


I will phone to explain.


Thank you for your help.


PC Aaron Jones




Jane read through the message again. ‘Thank you for your help.’ She had a pretty good idea what that meant. Lockyer was Aaron’s direct superior, not her. If he should be emailing anyone, it should be him; but then, everyone knew Aaron had spent the past few months avoiding Lockyer, and vice versa. Jane was lucky enough to have been there when Lockyer met the boyfriend of his nineteen-year-old daughter for the first time. Megan Lockyer had decided the perfect occasion for her father to learn about her relationship with Aaron was at the wedding of Lockyer’s ex-wife. As an event, it was right up there with the birth of Jane’s son – long and painful.


Her phone started ringing. She looked at the screen, half expecting it to be Aaron. It wasn’t.


‘Hey,’ she said.


‘Where are you?’ Lockyer asked, sounding irritated.


She rolled her eyes. ‘I’ve got the morning off . . . remember?’


There was a sniff at the other end of the line. ‘Oh yeah, that’s right. You’re interviewing for a nanny,’ he said.


‘A childminder, yes,’ she said. She could tell by his voice that he hadn’t forgotten. ‘What’s up?’


‘Nothing much,’ he said. She could hear him tapping away at his computer.


‘Peter’s made breakfast.’


‘Of course, you go,’ he said.


‘OK,’ she said, about to hang up, but then she remembered Aaron’s email. ‘Before you go, I just got an email from Aaron.’


‘And?’


‘He’s asked for a leave of absence,’ she said, deciding to help Aaron out by one, telling Lockyer for him and two, withholding the fact that he hadn’t asked at all, he had just taken the leave.


‘Why?’


‘I’m getting further details on that,’ she said.


She could almost hear the cogs of his brains turning. ‘Fine. Let me know when you know.’


‘OK,’ she said, stretching out the vowels. ‘So, I’ll see you at the briefing this afternoon. I could do with going over the Mitchell interview before that, if you’ve got time?’


‘I’ve got a meeting with Roger at midday so it depends how long that takes.’


‘That’s fine,’ she said, making a note in her phone. ‘I’ll be in by one.’


‘Not that I know what the meeting’s about,’ he said.


‘What do you mean?’ she asked. Lockyer’s relationship with Roger Westwood was weather-dependent these days. Roger’s promotion to superintendent had put more pressure on him, and so in turn, more pressure on Lockyer. Neither seemed happy about the situation.


‘He wouldn’t tell me. He just asked me a load of questions about my caseload, your caseload . . .’


‘He asked about me?’


‘Your name came up, yes,’ Lockyer said.


‘Maybe it’s just a general catch-up,’ she said.


‘I missed my last occupational health . . . appointment,’ he said, his voice flat.


So that was why he had called. In these modern days of policing the Met not only offered counselling, but sometimes insisted on it. The practice was meant to be a good thing, a sign of progress. However, Jane knew Lockyer didn’t see it that way. ‘Why did you miss it?’


‘I was busy,’ he said. ‘It was just a . . . check-up or whatever. I don’t see the problem.’


‘You don’t know there is a problem, Mike,’ she said. He didn’t speak. Of course, that was part of his problem: he didn’t communicate.


She could hear Peter coming up the stairs. Her four and a half minutes must have been up a while ago. ‘Listen, I’ve got to . . .’ The door opened and Peter appeared. His face was still puce but Jane could tell it was from anger, not the exertion of cooking. She covered the phone with her palm. ‘Sorry honey, I’m coming now.’


‘It’s cold,’ he said as if she hadn’t spoken.


‘Oh, I don’t mind. I bet it’s gonna be delicious,’ she said. ‘I can’t wait. I’ll be down in literally two seconds.’


‘That’s stupid. No one can get anywhere in two seconds,’ he said, leaving the room and slamming the door.


She put the phone back to her ear. ‘Look, I’ve got to . . .’


‘IT IS COLD!’ Peter shouted. She heard him stomping down the stairs.


‘Trouble?’ Lockyer asked.


‘I missed breakfast,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Sorry, Mike, I’ve got to . . .’


‘COLD, COLD, COLD!’


‘That doesn’t sound too g . . .’


‘COLD, COLD, COLD!’


‘I’ll see you later,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to go and put Friends on.’


‘What—?’


Jane ended the call before he could finish speaking. This was going to be a two-episode tantrum. Maybe even three. She would deal with her son first, her boss second.




CHAPTER FOUR


10th December – Thursday


DI Mike Lockyer folded back the paper, taking care to keep his fingers clear of the ketchup, and took a large bite of the bacon roll. Fat and melted butter ran out the side of his mouth and dripped onto his desk. He opened his mouth for the second bite before he had swallowed the first and sat back, putting his feet up on the edge of his bin. Despite maintenance raising his desk, he still felt too big for his hobbit hole of an office. Traditional desks were not made for long legs. He arched his back, enjoying the stretch as he took another gigantic bite of his lunch, murmuring to himself with delight.


He had discovered the Lewisham delicacy last week when he spotted Franks, one of his DCs, eating one at his desk. Lockyer had never frequented the kebab shop opposite the station on Lewisham High Street, and for good reason. Suspicious smells emanated from the extractor grill, the pungent odours drifting into his office through his open window day and night, no matter the season. The kebab spit looked as if it hadn’t been cleaned in years, if ever; the floor, walls and ceiling the same. Even the sad Christmas tree on the counter was covered in a layer of grime, which was disturbing considering it was only a week into December – unless it was still there from last year.


However, once he had sampled one of their bacon butties, he didn’t care. ‘Dirty but delicious,’ he said, just as his phone started to ring.


His pleasure evaporated when he looked at the number on the screen. It was Roger – again. He put down the remains of his lunch and pushed speakerphone with his little finger, the only digit not covered in grease. ‘Sir,’ he said, swallowing a mouthful of food.


‘You ready?’ Roger asked.


Lockyer looked at the digital clock on his computer screen. It was ten to twelve. ‘Can be,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to come to you?’


‘I’m in incident room three,’ Roger said. ‘Give me ten minutes, then come on up.’


‘Fine,’ Lockyer said, hanging up and picking up his bacon roll just as his phone rang again. It was reception. He pushed speakerphone. ‘Yes,’ he said, holding his temper.


‘Sir, I’ve got a DI William Townsend on the phone for you,’ Dixie said.


‘Can you take a number?’ he said, wiping his fingers and mopping up the droplets of fat that were on his desk. He looked at the remains of his lunch. ‘I’m due in a meeting.’


‘Sure thing,’ Dixie said, ending the call.


He reached for the butty just as his phone rang again. ‘Oh, come on.’ It was Roger again. ‘Yes, boss,’ he said.


‘I’m free now,’ Roger said. ‘Incident room three.’


‘Great,’ Lockyer said without enthusiasm.


‘I’ve not got long, so if you could come now.’


‘Yes, sir,’ he said, hanging up, pushing back his chair and throwing the rest of his lunch in the bin. His mobile beeped as he was leaving his office. He walked back in, picked it up off his desk and unlocked the screen. It was a text from Megan. His daughter would soon be twenty and yet he was struggling to let go, which was ironic considering it had taken him most of her nineteen years to let her, or anyone else, in.




Hi Dad, I can’t make it to Uncle Bobby’s later and I won’t be able to stay tonight. Something’s come up. I’ll call you over the weekend. Hugs. M xxx




His finger hovered over the call icon. His office line started ringing again. He leaned over his desk. Roger. ‘Jesus – keep your hair on,’ he said, leaving the phone to ring and pocketing his mobile.


Incident room three was on the next floor up, so he walked across the open-plan office towards the lifts and stairwell. He hadn’t managed a run this morning, so he would take the stairs. One flight couldn’t be considered a workout but it was better than nothing.


He pulled open the heavy fire door and took the stairs three at a time. He was still unsure what he was going to say to his boss. He could lie. He could say he was in a meeting that ran over or was called out at the last minute. He pushed his fingers through his thatch of tangled curls. He opened the door to the third floor, nodding to a group of officers waiting for the lift. Or he could just tell the truth. He hadn’t gone to the occupational health meeting because he didn’t want to talk about her any more. At the start it had helped, but now all it did was tear open the wound. Sandra, his ‘therapist’, who spoke through her nose and used sentences like ‘you have to forgive yourself’, said that being able to remember was part of the healing process. He disagreed. He wanted to forget her, to forget what could have been, and more than anything, to forget his part in her death.


‘Mike, there you are.’ He turned to see Roger striding towards him.


‘Can we?’ Roger said, gesturing back towards the incident room. Lockyer followed him across the office without speaking. He tried to read Roger’s face as he held open the glass door and ushered him in, tapping the back of a chair. ‘Have a seat, Mike.’


‘Look, if this is about my appointment with occupational health . . .’ Lockyer said before he could stop himself.


Roger looked at him, frowned and took a seat on the other side of the conference table. His stomach pushed against the glass table. ‘Not sure I’m with you,’ he said, ruffling his dark mop of hair (courtesy of Just for Men, no doubt). ‘But listen, I’ve got to make this quick. I’ve got another meeting in a few minutes.’


Lockyer stalled for a moment but then said, ‘Go ahead.’


‘So . . .’ Roger said, ‘I need a favour. A job’s come in I need you to handle.’


Lockyer felt his shoulders relax. As long as he wasn’t about to be sent off to the funny farm, Roger could have anything he wanted. ‘What’s up?’


Roger pursed his lips and cleared his throat. ‘Well, I got a call yesterday about an RTC. Possible hit and run. The victim’s car left the road, collided with a tree and caught fire.’


Lockyer sucked air through his teeth. ‘Nasty.’


‘Indeed,’ Roger said, steepling his fingers.


‘Well, my team’s open. So where am I going?’


‘Somerset.’


Lockyer stopped midway through getting his pen out of his jacket. He looked over at Roger. ‘Somerset? As in Somerset, Somerset?’


‘Yes,’ Roger said. ‘The victim was only in the South West temporarily. She was a London resident. She’s got a flat over in Bromley. Anyway, given the severity of the incident, the superintendent in charge of CID down in Bridgwater felt it was important to have the Met involved from the outset.’


‘Sounds fair,’ Lockyer said with a shrug. ‘Will it be a joint investigation?’ He started jotting down some notes on his pad. The rain was pounding on the glass outside, punctuating his words. ‘Are they sending someone here? Am I sending one of the team there? What’s the plan? How do they want to work it? Oh, and what’s the superintendent called?’ He looked up when there was no response to his last question – or any of the others.


Roger sniffed and cleared his throat. He opened his mouth and interlocked his fingers. ‘It’s not quite that . . . straightforward.’


‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘What’s the problem?’ Silence greeted his question. ‘You’re gonna have to help me out here, sir.’


Roger pulled at his collar. ‘It’s complicated – delicate. It will require discretion.’


‘I think I can handle it,’ Lockyer said, although he doubted anyone would put diplomacy at the top of his CV.


Roger sighed and dropped his shoulders. ‘You didn’t hear this from me, OK?’


‘OK.’ Lockyer’s curiosity was piqued.


‘I got the call first thing yesterday morning from the superintendent – Terry Atkinson. He told me the basics and the London connection and asked if I could send a senior officer down to assist with the investigation, which, as you said, sounds fair,’ Roger said. ‘However, when I asked all the questions you just did . . . whether it’d be a joint inquiry, et cetera . . . he seemed unsure. He said he would reassess as the case developed, but for now he just wants you.’


‘Me?’


‘Well,’ Roger said, ‘he asked for an experienced senior DI, so I figured . . .’


‘You figured you’d send in your best,’ Lockyer said with a grin.


Roger raised an eyebrow. ‘That remains to be seen.’ He pulled his thumb and forefinger down the sides of his mouth. ‘Anyway, as it stands it’s a hit and run. However, there is a question over premeditation, and therefore what kind of charge they’d be looking to go with as and when they have a suspect.’


‘I’m sensing a but?’


‘The but is where it starts to get complicated,’ Roger said. ‘When I pushed Atkinson on exactly what kind of support he was after, he reluctantly admitted that he wasn’t confident about the DI currently assigned to the case.’


‘Why?’


‘He didn’t go into detail.’


‘You didn’t ask?’


‘Of course I asked,’ Roger said, sitting forward in his chair. ‘Believe it or not, Mike, this isn’t my first day on the force.’


‘So what did he say?’


‘Atkinson just said the DI was a recent transfer from Bristol and that he had struggled with his last case, so he felt it only prudent to put proper support in place ASAP.’


‘Come on, Rog, what else? I can see by your face there’s more to this than babysitting some green DI.’


‘I got another call this morning,’ Roger said.


‘From who?’


‘I can’t say.’


‘Someone high up, then?’ Lockyer said.


Roger shrugged. ‘Let’s just say it was someone I trained with who has done better than me, career-wise.’


‘OK. Do you know why they’re involving themselves with us lowly folk?’


‘Not really, no.’


‘What do they want?’


‘They want whoever I send – namely you – to take over the investigation,’ Roger said, opening his hands. ‘According to . . . my contact, the DI in charge is bordering on incompetent.’


‘So why don’t they get shot of them?’


‘I don’t know,’ Roger said, shaking his head. ‘It seems that information is above my pay grade . . . and yours. All I do know is that you will be lead DI in all but name. However, as far as Atkinson and this DI are concerned, you are just going there to assist. And as far as you are concerned, there was no second phone call.’


Lockyer blew out a breath. ‘Bloody hell. Why all the secrecy?’


Roger opened his hands. ‘Who knows? But if I had to guess, and given who my contact is, I’d say they want some kind of control over the case but don’t want to be accused of . . .’


‘Undue influence, abuse of power?’ Lockyer said.


‘Yes and yes,’ Roger said.


Lockyer scratched the back of his head. ‘How on earth am I going to lead without telling the DI I’m leading?’ Roger looked at him, but didn’t speak. ‘Oh, I see. I’m going to have to figure that one out myself, is that right?’


‘That’s why it’s a favour,’ was all Roger said.


‘You’re telling me,’ Lockyer said. ‘Am I right in assuming I can’t take the team with me?’


‘You can take one.’


‘Fine. I’ll take Jane.’


Roger was shaking his head. ‘DS Bennett will be needed here. She’ll be picking up the slack on your cases.’


‘Not a chance, sir,’ Lockyer said. ‘If I have to go down there and lead without appearing to lead, and run someone else’s team without actually being able to tell them what to do, then I want Jane with me.’ He could see Roger was about to argue. ‘You want your best,’ he said. ‘Well, I want mine.’


Roger rolled his eyes and dragged his hands down his face. The new job was taking its toll. Lockyer would swear the poor guy was ageing before his eyes. ‘Fine.’ Roger pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘I really don’t have time to argue with you, but Lockyer, I want all cases covered and handed over before you leave for Somerset.’


‘No problem,’ he said, knowing it was a lie; but he had no intention of walking into the unknown without backup, and the only person he trusted was Jane. He followed Roger out of the incident room. He would call in some old favours. He would sort his and Jane’s cases – one way or the other. He walked across the office, Roger at his side. Neither of them spoke. Lockyer was beginning to wish the meeting had been about his missed therapy session. He pushed the button for the lift. ‘When are they expecting me?’


‘As soon as you can get down there. Today, if possible. I’ve emailed the file over to you.’


‘This just keeps getting better,’ Lockyer said.


‘Look,’ Roger said. ‘I know this is a big ask. Under any other circumstances I’d have said no. But I got the distinct impression that my career was on the line.’


‘Don’t you mean our careers?’ Lockyer said as the doors opened.


Lockyer let the phone ring, but there was no answer. He left another message. ‘Megs, I got your text. Can you give me a call back? I’m leaving town on a job but wanted to speak to you before I . . . well, just call me, OK?’ He hung up as his office line started to ring. He picked up. ‘Yes.’


‘Hey, Mike, it’s me again.’ He looked at the call log on the phone. It was Dixie on reception. ‘I’ve got DI William Townsend on the phone for you again,’ she said.


‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Sorry, totally went out of my head. Put him through.’


‘Don’t worry about it. My brain still thinks it’s Monday,’ Dixie said. ‘I’ll put him through now, hon.’ Lockyer winced at the ‘hon’. When had that started? He wasn’t aware he and Dixie were that close.


‘Hello?’ a voice said.


‘DI . . . Townsend,’ Lockyer said, managing to drag the guy’s name out of his addled brain. ‘Sorry not to get back to you.’


‘Not a problem,’ Townsend said. ‘I just wanted to get things sorted . . . manpower-wise so I know who’s doing what, where.’


‘Sorry, I’m not sure I—’


‘DI Lockyer?’


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘I’m Bill Townsend from Avon and Somerset constabulary.’


The penny dropped. ‘Of course . . . sorry, Bill,’ Lockyer said. Roger had never told him the DI’s name. He hadn’t asked. ‘It’s been a busy morning.’


‘Here too,’ Townsend said. ‘I hope you don’t mind me calling? In my experience collaborative investigations can be a minefield of problems and miscommunications so I wanted to speak to you and get things straight before you meet the team either later today or tomorrow, depending on your schedule.’
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