
        
            
                
            
        

    


PRAISE FOR CAROLINE MITCHELL

‘For me, this book had everything – an excellent police procedural with tension, pace and a compelling storyline. With the added psychological element, there was nothing more I could have asked for.’

—Angela Marsons

‘Fast-paced, twisty, and chilled me to the bone . . . I loved every minute of it!’

—Robert Bryndza

‘The writer’s conflicted heroine and twisted villain are superb characters.’

—Sunday Express magazine

‘Heart-thumping moments that left me desperate to read more.’

—The Book Review Café

‘The very definition of a page-turner.’

—John Marrs

‘The tension built up and up . . . I devoured every page.’

—Mel Sherratt

‘With her police officer experience, Caroline Mitchell is a thriller writer who knows how to deliver on plot, character, and most importantly, emotion in any book she writes. I can’t wait to read more.’

—My Weekly magazine
 






[image: image]







ALSO BY CAROLINE MITCHELL

The DI Amy Winter Series

Truth and Lies

The Secret Child

Left for Dead

Flesh and Blood

Individual Works

Paranormal Intruder

Witness

Silent Victim

The Perfect Mother

The DC Jennifer Knight Series

Don’t Turn Around

Time to Die

The Silent Twin

The Ruby Preston Series

Death Note

Sleep Tight

Murder Game
 






[image: image]







This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2022 by Caroline Mitchell

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

Published by Thomas & Mercer, Seattle

www.apub.com

Amazon, the Amazon logo, and Thomas & Mercer are trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc., or its affiliates.

ISBN-13: 9781542022224

ISBN-10: 1542022223

Cover design by Tom Sanderson
 






To my agent extraordinaire Madeleine Milburn.

Heartfelt thanks for your unfailing patience, enthusiasm and drive.
 






CONTENTS

START READING

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR







A village is a hive of glass where nothing unobserved can pass

—Charles Spurgeon
 






PROLOGUE

TRUE CRIME DETECTIVE

by Marsha Bowers

A carton of eggs sat next to a bowl of sifted flour and caster sugar in the country home of the Harper family. The oven was warming, ready for a batch of cookies. The kitchen tap was running, a floury handprint on the nozzle. On the television, endless streams of cartoons played. Bonnie, the family dog, scratched at the back door to get in.

But there was no trace of Martin or Susan Harper, or their wheelchair-bound eight-year-old daughter Grace. A friend raised the alarm when Susan failed to answer the door. Mail sat in their letterbox outside. Their friends and family had not heard from them in days. To the outside world, it was as if the family had disappeared into thin air.

The quaint New Forest village of Nighbrook was in the grip of winter when the Harper family disappeared in January 2011. Martin Harper, a sales director for an international firm, had returned from a work trip abroad. His wife Susan was heading a fundraising campaign to help Grace, who was terminally ill. The couple were financially secure, with over fifty thousand pounds in the bank. The family were fondly thought of in their local village, and Grace’s sunny disposition was admired by all. Police found her empty wheelchair parked in the corner of the kitchen the day they disappeared. Martin Harper’s suitcase was half-unpacked on the bed of their family home. It was the mystery that puzzled the nation. There was no sign of forced entry or any evidence of a struggle. No unusual tyre tracks in the yard leading up to their home. No motivation of any kind for anyone to want to hurt the family who had lived at the address. Police interrogated phone records; the family computer was searched, but it showed nothing untoward. Speculation in the press revealed wild theories ranging from alien abduction to satanic cults to joint suicides. But anyone who knew them quickly dismissed these. ‘Martin had recently been promoted and was excited about the future,’ a family friend said. ‘Susan lived in hope of finding a cure for her daughter. She wanted more than anything for her to live a normal life. They would never have committed suicide, they were committed Catholics.’

Ten years on, where is the Harper family? Despite in-depth investigations by local law enforcement officers, there are no answers to be found.








CHAPTER ONE


Sitting at her apartment window, Naomi’s eyes danced over the city’s twinkling lights. The streets were thick with traffic, with the backdrop of pedestrians’ footsteps below. A swell of sadness grew heavy in her chest. She had outgrown her snug London apartment, but it was hitting home how much she’d miss her little flat. It was virtually the size of a shoe box, but the best she’d been able to hope for on her previous income. Crime reporting was not a lucrative career, but at least she never ran out of material. She glanced at the skyline that still had the power to mesmerise. Only in London could buildings of steel and glass tower over fourteenth-century churches and ancient Roman walls. It housed an abundance of diversity, where the filthy rich and despairingly poor coexisted. These were the people embedded in the crimes she had written so passionately about. The question was, could her alter ego, Marsha Bowers, acclimatise to a new life in the countryside and become a stay-at-home wife? She curled her fingers around the snow globe as she picked it up from the window sill, balancing its steady weight in her hand. She would hide it in her handbag during the move. Her favourite things had a habit of breaking when Morgan was around. Holding the globe upwards, she watched it catch the light. It contained an idyllic scene: a tiny cottage with a white picket fence bordered by woodland. A snowman was in the garden, with a miniature carrot for a nose. The globe had been gifted by her father, and now her dream home was waiting for her. She gave it a quick shake, watching the snow settle. She had fantasised about living in such a place, where birdsong replaced the backdrop of sirens and the scent of pine cones lingered instead of diesel fumes. But her new stepdaughter Morgan brought with her a sense of foreboding. It alarmed Naomi to be the focus of so much hatred: a quiet, simmering anger bubbling beneath the surface, which Morgan kept cleverly hidden when her father was around.

Naomi pulled her cardigan together as goosebumps rose on her skin. There was no turning back now. Tomorrow, a woman named Felicity Marshall would own the leasehold on her beloved flat. Naomi had left handwritten notes and Post-its explaining the apartment’s little quirks: how she’d have to lift the bathroom door to slide the stiff lock in the bolt. How old Mrs Gooch across the way had been getting tipsy every night since her husband died, and it would be good if Felicity would keep an eye out for her. She wrote of how the nearby city train had a regular rhythmic rumble, which was nice once you got accustomed to it. Then there was the list of recommendations of the best restaurants, coffee shops and bars. A lump rose to her throat as she recalled all her old haunts. She had been so impatient to leave this place – so why did she feel like she was rehoming her favourite pet?

She felt a dim sense of amazement as she came to terms with how much her life had changed over the last twelve months. But it came with some trepidation, and she flinched as Ed’s firm hands clamped down on her shoulders.

‘You’re all knots,’ he said, kneading her flesh. ‘I can book Sam to come around tonight, get a massage in before you leave.’

‘Thanks, hun, but I’m going to have an early night.’ Naomi winced as he hit a tender spot. ‘Big day tomorrow.’ Ed’s lifestyle was taking some getting used to, along with the privilege of having professionals on tap. She never asked her new husband how much money he earned; she didn’t need to when all the details were online.

You only had to type Ed’s name into Google to come up with his worth. A forty-eight-year-old Scottish film producer and director, his net worth hit thirty million dollars just last year. Yet he showed little outward signs of wealth. His favourite dinner party story was of when he attended the homeless shelter to organise a donation and they thought he was there for the free food. He had proudly recalled the incident ever since, enjoying the reaction of his socialite friends as they gasped in horror at the thought. Unlike them, Ed wasn’t born into money. It certainly wasn’t his looks or his wealth that had swept her away. Her husband was sunshine in a bottle, and you couldn’t put a price on that. When Ed focused on you, the rest of the world faded away. And it wasn’t just her who felt it. Everybody wanted a little piece of him. How must it feel for his first wife now, being left out in the cold? The embers of guilt flickered as one morose thought replaced another. The coronavirus had changed everything, and working away from the office had forced her to take stock. She just hoped the move wasn’t a knee-jerk reaction she would come to regret. It was she who had insisted on their pre-nup. It was bad enough she’d been called a home-wrecker. She valued her independence; she would not be branded a gold-digger too.

She turned in her chair, grateful for the break from Ed’s well-meaning but torturous efforts at massage.

‘We’re doing the right thing, aren’t we?’

It was too late to back out, but she needed reassurance just the same.

Ed’s face crinkled as his smile broadened. She could get lost in his green eyes and his soft Scottish accent turned her to mush.

‘Come here, Sassenach,’ he joked, knowing her weakness for the Outlander series. Her crush on actor Sam Heughan was something he teased her mercilessly about when she got to meet him later on. Most men bought flowers to impress; Ed had made dreams come true. But that was typical of him. A big burly man who injected wonder into people’s lives. Opening his arms, he embraced her in a hug as she stood.

‘Enjoy the adventure,’ he murmured, the sweet smell of his evening single malt lingering on his breath. He smoothed back a strand of her unruly brunette hair. For Ed, adventures were around every corner.

A smile came to rest on Naomi’s lips as she absorbed her husband’s calm demeanour. She was safe in his arms. It didn’t matter where they moved: this was her home.

The sudden ring of Ed’s phone parted them, and he turned to take the call. Naomi guessed it was Morgan, asking where he was. She had an uncanny knack for interrupting their little intimacies. His daughter had received the news of their new living situation with all the disgust you would expect of a teenage girl. Naomi’s stomach churned at the thought of them living with Morgan. Could she parent a sixteen-year-old girl when she was just twelve years her senior?

Ed was chuckling now, oblivious to Naomi’s concerns. ‘She’s excited about tomorrow,’ he said, slipping his phone back into his pocket.

‘That’s nice,’ Naomi replied, with more enthusiasm than she felt.

As a siren blared in the busy London streets, Naomi cast an eye over the boxes stacked next to the wall. The next time she opened them, she would be in their woodland cottage. There would be no fear of terrorist attacks there, no congestion charges, no smog. Everything had changed in the last twelve months: her job, her family and now her home. Ivy Cottage was like something out of a Disney movie and it was time for her to live the fairy tale. If only people knew this hardened crime reporter came with a soft heart.

An unwelcome thought occurred. If Ivy Cottage was part of a fairy tale, did that make her a wicked stepmother? But there was a village nearby, with things for Morgan to do, and there was always the get-out clause. If things didn’t work out in the New Forest within twelve months, they could move back to London. It would be a shock to the system for Morgan to unplug herself from Wi-Fi to experience the joys of the outdoors.

‘Hey, don’t look so worried.’ Ed interrupted the flow of her thoughts. ‘We can always bribe her with a dog to ease the blow.’

‘Mmm,’ Naomi murmured, warmed by the idea of a pet. But bribery was not recommended in the parenting books that she’d read. They filled up half her Kindle, but so far they had not made things an ounce better than before.

‘Are you sure you won’t come back to the hotel?’ Ed said, hopefully. There was room on the sofa, but Morgan refused to sleep in Naomi’s flat.

‘You go,’ Naomi replied. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

Ed nodded, knowing better than to try to change her mind. She needed one more night here on her own. Returning to the window, she waved to her husband as he walked down the street to his hotel. Twelve months. They had twelve months to make this work. She knew it would not be easy. Also, she hadn’t stacked the odds in their favour. Ivy Cottage held a dark history. One she had been perfectly aware of when she put in the offer. Ed would have stalled the purchase if he had known. Of course, he’d find out eventually. This was too big to keep under wraps. But the tug in her gut had been too strong to ignore. She could never pass up the chance of living in the Harper family home. The case had haunted her for years.








CHAPTER TWO


The flashing cursor reflected in Morgan’s glasses as she stared unblinking at her computer screen. Like some lovesick puppy, her dad was with that woman, rather than in their hotel suite where he belonged. Taz was the only person who understood what she was going through as her life fell apart. She pushed down her feather duvet as the fan on her laptop whirred and snuggled back into the pillows propped up against the headboard of her hotel bed.

I hate her, Morgan typed, pressing extra hard on the keys.

Ha! Taz replied. We’ve already established that.

No, seriously, I hate her. I wish she never met my dad. I wish . . . Morgan’s fingers paused over her keyboard. I wish she was dead.

You don’t mean that . . . Taz replied. Do you??

I guess not . . . Morgan sighed. I’m partly to blame too. It pained her to write the words. Over the last few weeks, she had opened up to Taz about her mum’s problems, and her fears that she had driven her away. If I hadn’t been such a pain, she wouldn’t have needed to go abroad. It’s my fault she fell off that balcony.

Taz assured her it wasn’t. That plenty of parents went on holiday without their kids. But her mum hadn’t been alone. She’d taken her scummy boyfriend, Joel. Not that she wanted to talk about him with Taz. The very thought of him made Morgan’s skin crawl. Joel was Harmony’s drug dealer, a beefy lump of a man who carried the battle scars of his profession. But Harmony saw past his broken nose and shady acquaintances. She was no stranger to cannabis and was happy to accept his freebies. But Morgan was cynical enough to know that nothing in life came for free. What bothered her the most was the way he looked at her when she walked into the room. A gaze that penetrated through to her skin. It made Morgan want to wear double layers whenever Joel was around. True to nature, he left the relationship after her mother got injured. But it didn’t stop the swell of guilt rising inside her. Joel said her mum had been high when she fell. This would never have happened if Morgan had been there to look after her. But she’d refused their invitation because she could not stand to be in Joel’s company.

Morgan’s jaw tightened as she thought things through. None of this could have happened if Little Miss Perfect hadn’t been waiting in the wings. She was the one who made her parents’ temporary separation a permanent thing. Morgan could forgive her dad for having his head turned. He was a walking cliché, a weak man unable to resist a pretty journalist who was years younger than him. But he’d been crazy to remarry so soon after his divorce. Morgan’s lips pressed together in a thin white line. No wonder they did it in secret. That’s what gold-diggers did. Got the ring on their finger before their partners’ families could make them see sense. Naomi had pushed him into it. He was her gravy train, her ticket out of her job. But Morgan could push right back. Her mum needed someone on the inside. Someone who could make things right. Her mother had two faces, each the total opposite of the other. No in between, no shades of grey. She was sweet and kind or she was selfish and thoughtless. She was nurturing and gentle or she was a lone wolf. She was a singer whose voice moved her audience to tears and when she was happy every day was an adventure. Like Ed, she lived every day with a flourish. But when she was down, it was a living hell. Since Naomi had come along, her mother had veered towards self-destruct mode. But there was still time to make things right.

Want to know something funny? Morgan typed, a twisted smile on her face.

Sure, Taz replied.

I bought a bag of prawns from Tesco’s and shoved them in a box of her favourite clothes.

That’s gross – but funny, Taz replied. You are so bad.

A giggle bubbled up Morgan’s throat as she typed. They’ll stink by the time she unpacks the box. Nice housewarming present.

A speech bubble popped up on the screen as Taz swiftly typed a reply. Aren’t you worried she’ll find out? She’ll know it was you.

As usual, he was looking out for her.

So what? Morgan replied. Dad won’t let her say a word against me. Karma’s a bitch.

Flexing her fingers, she waited for a response. None came.

The sounds of the city filtered through the hotel room window as she willed some text to appear on the screen. Stashing the prawns was one of many pranks she’d played on Naomi since they had met. She didn’t know if it was her stepmother’s journalistic training that kept her calm or if the woman was a born doormat, but nothing seemed to faze her. She had absorbed everything Morgan said and taken it on the chin. But it was early days, and Morgan enjoyed testing her boundaries. Something would make Miss Prim and Proper snap.

Her mobile phone beeped with a text from her dad. On my way, be back soon.

The crease in Morgan’s forehead eased. She had her dad in the palm of her hand.

As the room grew dark around her, she stretched over to switch on the bedside lamp. She’d persuaded her father to book the executive suite of the swish London hotel. He would have booked the presidential, if she asked for it. He would have given her the world. Right now, he was the only constant left in her life. When you moved schools as much as she did, your friends fell away. She had only stayed with her mother because she needed looking after. But now, despite Harmony’s brain scans appearing clear, her depression was so deep that she wouldn’t speak to any of them. Perhaps she didn’t want to rejoin the world. Morgan could sympathise with that. The stress of their last meeting formed a tight band over her chest. After being transferred to the private clinic in Glasgow, Morgan thought her mother would improve. But Harmony had lain in the clinic bed, her eyes glazed over as Morgan gave her a hug. Now, every minute that passed, Morgan felt guilty for not being by her side. Why was she beating herself up? It was not as if Harmony was Mother of the Year. But she loved her for the woman she was on her good days. She knew she was in the best place. Her father had paid for the best of private care. As a line of text marched across the screen, Morgan returned her attention to Taz.

Have you thought about moving out? Setting up on your own?

Taz was always ready to provide answers to Morgan’s problems, even if they were impractical.

Only a million times a day, Morgan replied. But I can’t afford to, she continued. No dough.

Your dad’s a millionaire! Surely, he can put you up somewhere.

Morgan snorted as she absorbed his words. If only things were that simple. Dad’s very careful with his money.

A tightarse, is he?

Morgan’s frown returned. It was all right for her to moan about her dad, but she didn’t want to hear it from anyone else. Besides, he did a lot for charity without taking any credit.

No, Jeez, not at all, she typed, her fingers moving swiftly over the keys. He said he doesn’t want me to grow up entitled. He wants me to live a normal life.

She tugged on the ends of her hair. She had dyed it ‘raven black’ the night before, and she admired its dark blue hues. Naomi had raised an eyebrow in surprise, which had pleased her no end. Only the day before, Naomi had commented on how much she liked Morgan’s auburn hair.

She waited for Taz to respond. Her dad might not be perfect, but she didn’t want anyone thinking badly of him. He had warned her to be careful whom she spoke to, that the press was always after ‘an angle’ on him. But Taz wasn’t interested in her father . . . was he?

Just saying, Taz replied. You should think about it in case things don’t work out. You could get a job, maybe a flat somewhere. You never know . . . I might even visit you ;-)

A pink bloom rose to Morgan’s fair skin as her lips parted in surprise. This was the first time Taz had suggested they meet. He was so guarded about his identity, although he knew everything about her. Of course, she’d not sent him any pictures, apart from her profile image, although he could find her on Facebook if he tried. During their early conversations, Taz had said it was important to know someone’s mind without getting caught up in how they looked. He had to be a teenager who lived somewhere in the UK with his parents. She guessed he was cute, from the way he said that girls in school were always ‘bugging him’. There was no hurry to exchange pictures. She had six more months before her braces came out, and she wasn’t one of these girls who posed for selfies every second of the day.

But hey, if you’d rather I kept my nose out, then I will, Taz continued.

Morgan wondered if he’d taken her hesitancy as annoyance because he sounded miffed.

It’s OK, she quickly typed. I’d love to meet you one day. I just want to see how things go in the New Forest first. With any luck, Dad will see right through her and get back with Mum. That’s the plan, anyway!

She nodded as she reread the words. It was a solid plan. Naomi would only put up with her games for so long.

And when you’re eighteen, you’ll be able to get a hold of some of the money your dad has been holding back from you, Taz replied.

Morgan cupped her chin in her hand as she reread the line of text. She had mentioned the trust fund in conversation a couple of weeks ago.

Just make sure that Naomi doesn’t spend it all first, Taz added, when she failed to reply.

I don’t like talking about money, Morgan responded, leaning back against the headboard again. It makes me uncomfortable.

One thing her dad had taught her was to make her feelings clear if someone was getting under her skin. With the whole Naomi situation, Morgan was in it for the long game. She had devised a battle plan. But she was still getting to know Taz, and they needed some ground rules.

Sorry mate, just looking out for you. Someone has to. And I’ve had some ciders, lol. I say too much when I’m drunk.

Let’s drop the subject, she continued. I promise not to be such a moany bitch in future.

She stiffened as she heard her dad’s key card opening the lock of the hotel room door. A thought occurred. Taz was drinking cider. Did that mean he was over eighteen? She slid beneath her covers. It was time she was asleep.

Got to go, the olds are back, Taz typed.

Mine too, Morgan quickly replied, waiting for her dad’s knock against her bedroom door. We OK? she typed. She didn’t want to end on a bad note.

Sure we are. But it’s takeaway night and pizza calls. Night, sweet thing x

Morgan stifled a yawn as her eyelids grew heavy. She might dress like a Goth, but she was an early bird. Soon she wouldn’t be able to stay awake.

I can’t compete with a cheesy feast. Laters, she typed, adding a kiss before pressing send.

Slipping off her glasses, she rested them on her bedside cabinet and switched off her bedside light.

‘It’s only me,’ her father called. ‘Are you OK?’

There was a soft knock on her room door. Morgan shut down her MacBook and slipped it between the covers before lying down. The door opened with a click.

‘I was . . . until you woke me,’ she murmured sleepily. She didn’t want a long conversation with her dad tonight.

‘Sorry, just checking in.’ He paused as a thought seemed to enter his mind. ‘Naomi sends her love.’

Sure she does, Morgan thought. ‘She didn’t mind me not staying over?’ Morgan couldn’t resist the opportunity to have a dig.

A frown momentarily darkened her father’s face as the light from the corridor illuminated her room. He took a step inside. ‘Of course not. Why, should she mind?’

‘I think she was a bit put out.’ Morgan faked a yawn. ‘But my neck plays up if I don’t sleep in a bed – old badminton injury.’ It was a lie, of course, but a little guilt-tripping did no harm.

‘Sorry . . . I didn’t know,’ Ed said. ‘Can I get you anything?’

‘I’m fine. Night, Daddy.’

But her father stood awkwardly in the room. ‘Darlin’ . . .’ he said, his Scottish accent thick with concern. ‘You know I want the best for ya, don’t you?’ He looked at her with such a deep level of affection that she almost felt sorry for him.

‘I know. Love you.’

‘Love you too, darlin’. Sleep well.’

Closing her eyes, Morgan sank beneath her covers, happy that a seed of discontent had been sown.








CHAPTER THREE


Naomi switched on her lamp, the one beside the comfy chair, which she referred to as her nook. It was situated beside the window that overlooked the street, and was just a corner of her living room, a place that was good for reading and where she could lay her mug of coffee on the window shelf. She’d thought that Ed would never leave. Not that she didn’t enjoy his company, but she wanted one last look at the case file before she packed it away. In this one-bedroom flat, there wasn’t much room for privacy, but when they moved to Ivy Cottage, she would have a study of her own. Somewhere she could lock the door without fear of discovery . . . because Ed did not know what she was up to.

Dismissing the thought, she leaned over her chair and pulled out the folder marked HARPERS with the evidence she had gained to date. Her subscription to the online newspaper archives had been useful, and she leafed through the reports she had printed off. A lot of the discussion around the Harpers’ disappearance was rumour and speculation. It was bad enough that the local police had released very little information, but it seemed the villagers had closed ranks too. Normally, you’d get some gossiping old Nelly who was keen to spill the beans. But there was nothing. Nada – and the neighbouring villages were too far away for them to know anything. One thing Naomi knew for sure was that the Harper family had rarely left Ivy Cottage before they disappeared in the middle of the day. Every news story afterwards trotted out the same rehashed information, which was why it bugged her so much.

Her next plan was to speak to Susan Harper’s sister, the woman who’d sold the cottage. Susan had received a lump sum when her remaining parent died, while Petunia inherited the cottage, which Susan then rented from her. The upkeep was too much for Petunia to bear. According to the estate agent, she didn’t like stepping foot inside it. ‘Too many memories,’ she’d said.

The mystery of it all was tying Naomi up in knots. As a journalist, she had her pick of crime cases to report on, and the publication she worked with paid decent money for a story that got results. But money was not the driving force behind Naomi’s obsession. She had a reputation for getting answers. This case had completely stumped her. But Ed would not feel the same way. As soon as he got wind of it, he’d be dragging them both back to London – that’s if he ever spoke to her again. It wasn’t as if she’d blame him. He thought they were moving into a home they could make their own. She, on the other hand, was desperate to get inside the heart of the mystery that had been troubling her for so long. Would she be able to sleep at night, knowing what had taken place there? The thought of it made butterflies dance in her stomach, but it was excitement, not dread, that put them there.

Common sense told her the Harper family were dead. Everything pointed to it. There was no reason for them to flee, no motive for them to leave everything they knew and start again. She pored over the information she had obtained online. Not a penny of Susan Harper’s fifty-thousand-pound inheritance had been touched. Nor had the funds she raised for her daughter’s care. Grace’s plight had caught the attention of the media, and letters and donations had been sent from far and wide. It was quite a scandal when it became known how much money she was already sitting on. Perhaps Susan hadn’t wanted to touch her parents’ money, Naomi mused. From what she’d read, Susan hadn’t been particularly close to them. Her husband Martin was no stranger to travelling, and some armchair detectives had surmised that the family had packed up and gone abroad. But Grace didn’t own a passport because she had never been outside the UK. Her mother’s passport was out of date, found in a bedside table drawer. Martin Harper’s passport was in a side pocket in his holdall.

Sighing, Naomi became lost in a world of wondering as she stared at the clippings in her hand. People went missing all the time in similar circumstances, but not entire families. What about Bonnie? The family dog had been rehomed by a villager. If only she could speak. She had surely witnessed what happened and came out of it unharmed.

The phone rang, making Naomi jump as she was pulled from her thoughts. The cheery ringtone suggested it was her sister, and she slid her finger across the screen to answer the call.

‘Hiya,’ Naomi said, genuine warmth in her tone. There was only a year between them, and Connie was her best friend as well as her older sibling. She was also a police inspector in the Metropolitan police. It was something Naomi unashamedly took advantage of.

‘Hey there,’ Connie replied. ‘I made that call for you . . . spoke to a nice officer named Ralph. I think he was flirting with me.’

‘And did you flirt back?’ Naomi said, her smile carrying on her voice. Connie was an extrovert, and it didn’t surprise her in the least.

‘Ugh, no. I don’t date cops. The last thing I want is someone calling me ma’am in bed.’

‘Depends on who’s doing the calling.’ Naomi’s head tilted to one side. ‘Did you find out anything?’

‘No . . . not after I knocked him back.’

‘Oh.’ A pang of disappointment hit home.

‘I’m joking.’ Connie laughed. ‘But this is the last favour I’m doing. You’ll get me into bother at work.’

‘Not if I solve it for you, I won’t.’

‘And then there will be an enquiry into how I did that,’ Connie cautioned. ‘You can take the credit, but this is the last bit of info I can spare.’

‘Message received, ma’am,’ Naomi said, in a less-than-serious tone. She picked up her notebook and pen from the floor at her feet.

A soft sigh preceded her big sister’s voice before she went on. ‘It was called in by a local, Joanne Thomas, as a concern for welfare. She went to Ivy Cottage to deliver some library books to Grace, and there was nobody at home. She got worried when she saw the dog outside, barking to be allowed in. She said she knew that something was wrong the minute she opened the door. It was usually locked. She said there were flies on the food and the television was turned on. It looked like nobody had been there for a couple of days.’

‘No blood? Nothing suspicious?’ Naomi quickly scribbled some notes.

‘No,’ Connie replied. ‘She said they’d just disappeared into thin air. Officers recorded it as an official missing person case. Relatives were notified, and it went from there.’

‘I know most of this, apart from the name of the person who called it in.’ Naomi tried to contain her impatience. She had been hoping for more. ‘Is that all he could give you?’

‘They don’t have a lot to go on. All the background stuff about the family you already know. There’s been no updates on the case, other than the house has been sold, but then you already know that.’ Her sister spoke in a wry tone. Naomi knew she didn’t approve of her purchase.

‘So, the family they’re talking about must be Susan’s sister, Petunia. She’s the woman who sold us the cottage.’ Petunia wouldn’t speak to Naomi when she had tried under her journalist name. ‘Is that all he’d tell you? Did he give you an inkling of how they feel about it?’ She knew she was grasping at straws, but if this was the last time her sister would talk about it, she had to squeeze out as much information as she could.

‘They think the family’s dead, and I’m inclined to agree with them. It’s the obvious conclusion, given how long they’ve been gone. Grace was terminal, wasn’t she? Maybe they wanted to go together before death took her. Some people can’t bear the thought of their loved ones dying alone.’

‘Is that his opinion or yours?’ Naomi said, crossing her legs.

‘Mine,’ Connie replied.

‘So, where are they?’ Naomi was instant with her response. ‘Surely if they were part of some suicide pact, they would have done it at home.’

‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but people who commit suicide pacts aren’t always thinking straight.’ Connie paused to clear her throat. ‘Anyway, officers did everything they could. They searched for bodies when it became apparent the family wasn’t coming back. They scanned the ground with specialist equipment. They got the whirly bird up there and used tracker dogs too. But there was nothing. No tip-offs, no clues. No evidence.’

‘And the case is well and truly closed,’ Naomi confirmed. That much she already knew. She stared out on to the streets below as a red double-decker bus rumbled past. An iconic part of London that she was sure she would come to miss.

‘There’s no reason to reopen it,’ Connie said. ‘Bringing attention to it only highlights their failures and they don’t want that. Now, can I be let off the hook? I’m knackered. I need some shut-eye. It’s been a hell of a week.’

‘Sorry,’ Naomi said, ‘I’ve not even asked you how you are.’

‘It’s OK.’ Connie chuckled. ‘I’ve got a few days’ leave, so let me know when you’re settled and I’ll pop down to visit.’

‘That sounds great.’

Naomi said goodnight before ending the call. That was the end of her sister’s favours when it came to the police. But she had one more trick up her sleeve.

The house came partly furnished. Everything the police investigated for evidence had been returned and stored in the loft. It had been kept there all these years in case the family returned home. Naomi had bought the house ‘as is’, meaning she’d paid over the odds for the furniture and fittings, including what was stored in the loft.

‘There won’t be much,’ the estate agent had warned her. ‘Just some old books, records and clothes. Nothing of value, no plans or suicide notes, if that’s what you’re looking for.’

It was Naomi’s guilty secret: the fact she’d paid thousands of pounds extra so she could keep a load of old junk. Or rather, Ed had. She pursed her lips as she recalled her justifications. The ones that helped her sleep at night. This case had her firmly in its grip and she could not – would not – let it go.








CHAPTER FOUR


THE VILLAGERS

The gathering was small and informal. The lights of Lloyd Thomas’s cottage were dim. There were no children sleeping in this house; no innocent ears to listen in. The ten people in the room spoke for all the villagers, and word would seep back to those who mattered quickly enough. Lloyd stood at the head of the living room, arms folded, surveying the small crowd. The usual thoughts lurked in his mind. Could everyone here be trusted? He’d grown up with these people; they were family. But could they keep the secret that had haunted him for a decade? He cast his eyes to the floor, his gaze falling on Bonnie, the Harpers’ once-loved golden retriever, as she basked before the open fire. Outside the wind gusted, but here, in the sanctuary of Lloyd’s three-bedroom cottage, the old girl was safe and warm. It was the very least she deserved. He’d had his fair share of ghouls offering to rehome her over the years.

His thoughts soured at the memory. As if they could look into her amber eyes and prise the truth out of her. The newspapers had sold many copies off the back of the headlines promising to reveal the only ‘living witness’ to the family’s disappearance. They weren’t informed until they turned the page that it was the family dog. Her once-golden coat was almost white now, and age had taken its toll on her limbs. But her tail still thumped enthusiastically against the wooden floor as he bent to stroke her head.

‘How you doing, girl?’ he asked, dropping his hand so she could give it a lick. Reverend Humphries brought her to every meeting, and she was always welcome in his home. At least she’d see out the rest of her days in relative peace.

It must be nice, he thought, not to feel burdened by such a terrible truth.

Cups of tea clinked against saucers as his guests were suitably refreshed, and soon all eyes turned to him. Lloyd stretched to his six-foot-six height, raising a hand to still the ripple of murmurs in the room.

‘Are we all on the same page?’

It was a question he asked at the beginning of every meeting of this kind. His voice was stern. He took no prisoners. He couldn’t afford to. His face as hard as granite, he stared down his guests.

‘Because if anyone doesn’t want to be here, now’s the time to go.’

The oversized clock on the wall kept time as he awaited a response. His friends and neighbours shuffled, heads low, hands wrapped around their Denby cups. The thick curtains on the windows were closed, the corner lamps casting the space in soft light. Here, with the fire warming the backs of his legs, Lloyd was the king of his domain.

He shot a look at his wife, Joanne. Like him, she had prematurely aged over the last ten years. The extra pounds she had gained gave her a homely look, and the way she chatted to customers in her coffee shop you would almost think she was content. But there was a deadness in her eyes, should you dare to look closer. He watched her gaze dance over her visitors, her eyes narrowing a fraction of an inch, almost scanning their thoughts. She had known them long enough to read any signs of discontent. She was his barometer. What she didn’t know, she made it her business to find out. She smiled, and he relaxed. For now, all was well with the world.

‘All’s fine here, Sarge.’ Andrew Bambridge’s low, deep voice was met with a series of nods.

Lloyd felt the usual satisfaction at the mention of his role. He worked with Bambridge back at the station, and there was strength in numbers at meetings such as these. If Bambridge wanted to address him as Sergeant in his house, then so be it. When you shared a secret as big as this, everybody needed to be kept in line.

Lloyd cleared his throat as he prepared to address the people in the room. He was ninety-nine per cent sure he could trust them, but there was always that one per cent. That tiny, lingering doubt that kept him awake at night. He was in too deep to back down now. This wasn’t a village meeting. This was a briefing.

‘Here’s what we know,’ he said, giving Joanne the nod to activate the projector that was linked to his MacBook. An innocuous-looking Instagram account flashed up on the screen. ‘Naomi Bakes Cakes’ was designed in appealing blue and pink pastels, displaying an array of artfully designed baked goods. A ‘Coming Soon!’ image was displayed on the site, along with promises of her delicious wares. He clicked on the picture of the woman who owned the account. Her smile was warm and friendly, her curly brunette hair framing her face. ‘Her name is Naomi Ward, she’s newly married to Edward Ward and they have a daughter, Morgan, aged . . .’ Lloyd clicked off the Instagram account to the Facebook profile of a scowling teen. Her black hair was cut in layers, and she stared through her choppy black fringe. It was a recently uploaded photo, as her hair had been auburn the day before. ‘Sixteen,’ he said, after a pause. ‘Old enough to ask questions.’

‘What age was her mum when she had her? Ten?’ Bambridge replied, as a ripple of murmurs went around the room.

‘She’s her stepmother,’ Lloyd said, devoid of emotion. ‘There’s twenty years between her and her new husband. She’s been saddled with Morgan because her mother’s ill.’

He didn’t have to dig for the information. It was freely available online. A couple of Ed’s fan pages told him the basics, while Morgan’s Facebook account filled him in on the rest.

Mike Humphries, the local vicar, raised a meek hand. An overweight man, he didn’t wear his dog collar to village meetings, favouring his tank top and corduroy trousers. ‘Isn’t it a bit early to be planning a witch hunt? This is all very concerning . . . very concerning indeed.’

Lloyd’s jaw pressed down on his back molars. Initially, Reverend Humphries had taken some persuading to keep a lid on it all. But every man has his price, even the local vicar. When offered what he wanted, Humphries came to terms with their actions, and his veiled justifications soothed his flock’s consciences as he preached from the pulpit. These indirect communications were what kept their faith strong. But what about the next generation – could they be trusted?

Mike’s daughter Dawn was the youngest person there, but when it came to protecting their village she was fully on board. ‘Lloyd never mentioned any witch hunt, Dad, he’s just stating the facts.’

Lloyd threw her an appreciative smile. She was one of the few people in the village he had any real time for.

‘Ooh.’ Janet Finch, his neighbour of thirty years, broke the silence as she peered at the projector screen. ‘She’s one of those emos, isn’t she?’

‘What’s an emo?’ sixty-five-year-old Lisa Stevens said, as if Morgan was some kind of dangerous creature to be avoided at all costs.

‘It means she’s a teenager,’ Lloyd said dismissively.

‘I’ll make friends with her,’ Dawn said. ‘Find out what’s going on.’ She folded her arms across her dungarees as she leaned against the wall.

‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ Lloyd said. But as soon as he met Dawn’s gaze, he knew he had lost the battle. Her blue eyes were bright, her face fixed in determination. There would be no changing her mind. ‘All right,’ he said, admiring her drive. She wasn’t waiting for his approval, but he gave it anyway. ‘You know the drill. If outsiders start asking awkward questions, act dumb.’ Dawn was far from stupid. She had always been a curious soul. But sometimes inquisitive people got their fingers burnt.

Turning back to his laptop, he clicked on an image of Ed that he had taken from the internet. Edward Ward was a stout man of broad build who had a kind face.

‘He’s a Scottish film director.’ Lloyd raised his voice over the low chatter in the room. ‘But he mostly works in the US. It’s an old picture as he likes to stay out of the press.’ Lloyd paused to read the faces of the people before him. ‘Don’t get caught taking photos. Remember what happened the last time.’ He took in their guilty expressions as he recalled a time when one of the villagers had been confronted, camera in hand. ‘We don’t want a repeat of that.’

‘But we need to know who we’re dealing with . . .’ Wilfred, the village doctor, jabbed the air with a nicotine-stained finger. ‘These outsiders . . . they need to learn. They’re not welcome here. None of them are.’ His face darkened as the room temperature seemed to drop by several degrees.

‘Maybe so,’ Mike said, raising his hand like a four-year-old in class. ‘But their money will help our small economy. The church is in dire need of repairs, as is the school roof. This family aren’t badly off. The village needs an infusion of fresh blood.’

But Lloyd knew these were just platitudes. Mike was telling them what they wanted to hear. That way, they could believe in good conscience that he was a God-fearing man. At least Lloyd was upfront about it all. He didn’t want this family anywhere near his village. If he could put a force field around Nighbrook, he would.

‘You all know the drill,’ he continued. ‘Don’t be too familiar. Keep a close eye without being intrusive. Report back if they start asking questions, but don’t invade their personal space.’

‘And if they don’t keep their noses out?’ Reverend Humphries looked at him in earnest.

‘Well, then . . .’ A long sigh trailed from Lloyd’s lips. ‘We know what we have to do.’








CHAPTER FIVE


Naomi groaned as their four-by-four hit another bump in the road. The journey from London to the New Forest seemed to last forever, and they had kept the pit-stops to a minimum. But unlike Ed, Naomi had the kidneys of a gnat. She lowered the car window a few inches, enjoying the feel of the dwindling January sun on her face. Already, the air smelt cleaner. They’d had a late start and soon it would be twilight, so she took in as much of her surroundings as she could. As they drove deeper into the heart of the countryside, she savoured the sight of the towering trees, exhaling a sigh of contentment as she caught sight of mud-caked horses roaming the land.

‘Did you see the ponies, aren’t they cute? They’re owned by the locals but they’re allowed to roam free. It’s a far cry from London, eh?’ Turning to her stepdaughter, Naomi’s smile faded as she was met with yet another dead-eyed roll. Morgan’s headphones were firmly planted on her head, despite her iPhone battery dying an hour ago. She stared morosely out of the window as they drove through the village.

They could have taken a shortcut straight to their new home, but Naomi wanted Morgan to see the place first. ‘They hold a youth club in the village hall once a week,’ she said, pointing to a pebble-dashed building with colourful posters hanging in the window.

Her gaze fell on a man washing his car on the patch of green outside. His eyes were small and beady, and goosebumps rose on Naomi’s flesh as he glared at their car. The man was reed-thin, his clothes hanging off his bony frame. Peeping through the rear-view mirror, she glanced at his haunting form. He stood open-mouthed, as if seeing strangers was a novelty. Come to think of it, Naomi thought, the road is very quiet.

‘Look at all the traditional shops, aren’t they lovely?’ she said, trying to garner some enthusiasm from her back-seat passenger.

There was no Tesco’s or Sainsbury’s here. No Boots or H&M. Most of the shops seemed to be named after the people who ran them. Naomi’s eyes trailed over Bareham’s butchers, Keeble’s flower shop, Rutherford’s newsagents and Jamieson’s motorbike shop. She’d heard about some of the stuff Morgan used to get up to in the Scottish village where she lived. While Harmony may have been happy to turn a blind eye to drinking and bouts of shoplifting, that wasn’t going to be the case here.

‘There’s a nice coffee shop,’ she continued, pointing to JoJo’s Coffee & Cakes. ‘I sent her a price list. She said she’d be interested in buying some of my muffins and cakes.’

There was another reason why Naomi had made contact with Joanne Thomas, the owner of JoJo’s Coffee & Cakes – she was the one who had called the police when the Harper family disappeared. But Ed didn’t need to know that – not yet.

‘That was quick work.’ Ed pressed his brakes to allow a pedestrian to cross the road. He raised his hand to wave, but the bent-up pensioner delivered a steely glare. ‘Clearly not a fan,’ Ed chuckled before moving on.

Outwardly, the village of Nighbrook looked pretty, with clean streets and potted plants outside each shop. There was no graffiti, and no homeless stragglers down on their luck. Each building was neatly whitewashed, its windows spotlessly clean. But while it was pretty on the outside, the vibes from the villagers made Naomi shift in her seat. She hadn’t stopped to explore when she’d been here last. She was too taken with Ivy Cottage to pay any heed. But now, in the glare of the dying January sunshine, something seemed off.

Ed’s voice grew to a crescendo as he sang along to an old Madness song about ‘our house’ on the radio. If there was something to worry about, he hadn’t picked up on it. She joined in with the tune, determined to lift her spirits. She was being silly, that was all. What she knew about the village coloured her perspective. That was why its inhabitants were so guarded. Years had passed since the Harper family’s disappearance. The villagers would accept her in time. Especially when I solve the mystery, she thought, enjoying the singalong as Ed followed the satnav down the winding road.

‘We’re almost there,’ he said cheerfully, after Naomi instructed him to turn left. By now, the satnav had lost signal due to the looming trees overhead. The intermittent Wi-Fi was something she had yet to broach with Morgan. Not today, though. The girl despised her enough as it was. She could feel her gaze drilling into the back of her head. Naomi’s eyes flicked to the rear-view mirror, which confirmed Morgan’s narrow-eyed stare. The strength of the girl’s hatred unnerved her. The nearer they got to Ivy Cottage, the more it intensified.

But it wasn’t without reason. Morgan’s mum Harmony had gone on holiday and had never come back – at least, not as herself. She had always been too much of a free spirit to give her daughter a proper home. Overnight, Naomi was a stepmother to a teenage girl. If looks could kill, though . . . she’d be lying in a morgue with a tag around her toe.

She pushed her reservations aside as they entered the heart of the forest that surrounded their new home. Tall trees shadowed their windscreen, and Naomi rolled down her window, inhaling a lungful of sweet forest air. She had never seen so many trees in one place. They seemed to go on for miles. Her nerves bubbled up with anticipation as they bumped down the narrow path. Ed had been in New York when she put the offer in on the cottage. He’d trusted her more than she deserved.

Morgan hadn’t looked at the listing, claiming she wanted it to be a surprise. Her heart was with her mother in Scotland, and they would visit the private clinic when they could. Naomi held her breath as she waited for Ivy Cottage to come into view. It sat in a quarter-acre plot, completely enveloped by trees. Sensing darkness, the car automatically switched the dimmers on. She prepared herself for an outburst from the back seat. Here, in the depths of the forest, it was twilight all the time. But if it was this dark now, what was it like at night?

‘Hey, Morgan, check it out,’ Ed said, manoeuvring their car through the rotting wooden gates that led them to the private drive.

The bungalow was the antithesis of Naomi’s flat in London, nestled in the centre of the forest and bordered by thick overgrown brambles. She imagined picking blackberries for her pies and allowing them to cool on the window sill. She had thrown herself into baking since taking a break from journalism, but her flat’s compact galley kitchen did not afford much space to work in. It would be a joy to work in a proper kitchen, with enough room to bake all day long. She gazed upwards at the swaying branches, watching shadows flit and dart as the squirrels and birds were disturbed.

‘Oh,’ Ed said, leaning forward over the steering wheel for a better view.

‘Is that a good “oh” or a bad “oh”?’ Naomi monitored his face for signs of disappointment.

The online pictures had been flattering. In reality, the four-bedroom bungalow had fallen into disrepair. The cottage had grown damp from being unoccupied, and the roof slates were green with moss. The pretty flowers that once climbed the walls were now choked with thick ivy on the frontage of the home. The driveway was gouged with potholes, and the windows were smeared with dust.

‘It’s a surprised “oh”.’ Ed eyed her uncertainly. ‘The place needs work . . . but it’s nothing that can’t be fixed.’

You haven’t seen the inside yet, Naomi thought, chewing on her bottom lip.

It was only a matter of time before he queried her purchase of Ivy Cottage, when neighbouring villages had much nicer homes for sale. By the look of what she’d seen in the village, they were a lot more welcoming too.

Naomi unbuckled her seatbelt as Ed chose a parking spot. It wasn’t as if they were short of money – he’d insisted on paying for the lot.

‘I wanted a project that we could work on – as a family,’ she said, deciding to answer the question before it was asked. ‘Imagine the satisfaction we’ll get out of it when we’re done.’ She turned to Morgan, not quite meeting her gaze. ‘You can take some before and after photos. Decorate your own room. They love all that stuff on Instagram.’

But in reality, Naomi had been drawn here by dark curiosity. She wouldn’t rest until she discovered what happened to the Harpers. Somebody knew something. People didn’t just disappear into thin air. It had been Ed’s idea to move to the countryside. This was her compromise. Without the bright lights of the city to distract her, she would go around the bend. Her interest in the case would keep her occupied. She exchanged a glance with her husband as Morgan offered no response.

‘That’s a great idea, love.’ Ed filled the silence. ‘I’m sure we’ll do a fine job.’

He extinguished the car engine and activated the handbrake.

Dipping her head, Naomi rooted in her bag for the house keys. She wasn’t going to let Morgan dampen her day. A tingle of excitement shot through her as she clutched the squirrel-shaped keyring expectantly in her hand. She had planned everything with precision. The moving lorry would be here in the morning. Tonight, they would prepare space for their furniture. She hadn’t been able to wait another night. Sleeping bags, towels and blankets had been crammed into their car, along with suitcases of clothes and the folder containing all the evidence she had gained on the Harper case to date. She wasn’t just interested in this case. She was obsessed.

‘Just think.’ She turned to Morgan. ‘We can get a dog. Maybe a cat too!’ She would have promised her a unicorn if it meant winning her around.

‘Sounds great,’ Morgan said flatly. Pulling open her passenger door, she skulked out of the car and stepped on to the patchy gravel drive.

‘Give her time,’ Ed said softly, his flesh warm as he placed his hand over Naomi’s. ‘She’s had a lot of upheaval.’

‘I know. She’s trying.’ Naomi gave her husband a weak smile.

Ed snorted in response. ‘Honey, I’ve worked with enough actors to know when I’m being played. She’s biding her time, hoping things will change. But the sooner she comes to terms with things, the better. Her mum’s not capable of parenting her.’

It warmed Naomi that Ed could see through his daughter’s act.

‘So . . . do you want me to carry you over the threshold?’ he said, as they climbed out of the car.

‘Don’t you dare,’ Naomi replied, picking out the right key to open their new front door.

The bunch fell from her hands as an athletic figure suddenly appeared from the side of the house.

‘Sorry,’ he said, extending a hand. ‘I’m John . . . John the handyman. I was just delivering a flyer through your letterbox.’

Naomi tried not to stare. He was what her sister would call ‘easy on the eye’, with defined cheekbones, ice-blue eyes and a mop of sandy-blond hair.

‘Good to meet you, John, I’m sure we’ll have plenty for you to do.’ Ed grinned, shaking him by the hand.

‘Are you from Nighbrook?’ Naomi said, hoping they had met their first neighbour.

‘God, no.’ John smiled. ‘I’d steer well clear of that place if I were you.’ He raised his hand as he said goodbye. ‘I’ll leave you to it. You’ve got my number, anything you need, just give me a bell.’

‘What was that about?’ Ed said, watching him steadily amble up the path.

‘I’ve no idea.’ Naomi laughed nervously. It wasn’t the best of starts.

But she didn’t have time to dwell on it as Ed scooped her up in his arms. ‘It’s time, Sassenach. Get yourself in there and do my bidding.’

‘Put me down.’ Naomi giggled. Taking comfort in Ed’s strong arms, she relented as he stole a kiss.

Their moment of intimacy was broken as Morgan tutted in ill-concealed disgust. ‘Get a room, will you?’

‘That’s what we’re trying to do.’ Naomi laughed.

Still in her husband’s embrace, she was trying to open the door. At last it creaked open, and Ed gently deposited her on the floor. She tried not to cough as the cloying smell of damp hit the back of her throat. A stream of light filtered in through the hall from the open living room door, highlighting the dust particles shifting beneath their feet.

‘This place needs a good airing,’ Naomi said, her voice echoing around the space.

But her husband’s eyes were on Morgan as she sought out her bedroom.

‘Yours is on the right,’ Naomi called after her. ‘Ours is on the left.’

She was grateful that the layout offered them some privacy, at least.

The wooden floor creaked under Ed’s heavy feet as he surveyed each room. Naomi followed him down the long, wide corridor which led them to the rest of the house. She’d never lived in a bungalow before. It felt strange, having all the rooms on the same floor. The kitchen was straight ahead, its door closed. Another door led them to the expansive living room and there was a bedroom to the right. On the left was the master bedroom, with a small double bedroom next to it. She had earmarked the fourth bedroom as a study, a place where she could research the Harper case. The bathroom was compact, but they had room to extend. It was modest, given Ed’s income, but had potential to grow. Naomi could imagine raising a baby of their own here one day. Perhaps that was what they needed to make their unit complete.

‘I’ll grab the suitcases,’ Ed said, after his brief tour of the house.

‘Wait,’ Naomi said, reaching for his arm. ‘What’s the verdict?’

‘You did good,’ he said, still smiling. ‘We’ll be happy here.’

Naomi exhaled a sigh of relief. Her husband had grown up in the wilds of Scotland. He could see beyond the cobwebs and dust. He’d appreciate the peace, if nothing else.

‘I’ll see if I can find a kettle,’ she said. ‘There’re logs in the hearth, we can light a fire, then make space for our furniture.’

‘Aye, I’m fair gasping for a cuppa, but stay where you are until I get back.’ Ed gave her a wink before leaving to get the bags. Naomi was used to his little surprises.

What had he planned now?

She cast her eyes around the partly furnished room, fighting back a shudder. The room was darker than it should have been for early evening, and the low ceilings and wooden beams gave it a closed-in feel. The walls would need decorating as the paint was beginning to peel, but the wooden floors were original so they could stay. Lost in thought, she jumped at the sight of Morgan standing in the doorway, arms folded, features tight. Her ebony hair and black lipstick made her skin appear chalk-white.

‘There’s no Wi-Fi and my phone signal’s shit.’ She pouted, speaking in a voice which suggested that Naomi had committed a criminal act.

‘It’ll all be sorted by tomorrow,’ Naomi replied, letting the swear word go. ‘You can manage one night without it, can’t you?’ She had gone to great pains to ensure it would be in place the next day, along with satellite TV. But Morgan had just moved into her new home – surely social media could wait for a bit?

The keys in her hand jingled as she sorted through the bunch. ‘I’ve got spares here, if you want them. But don’t go wandering off on your own. I don’t want you getting lost in the woods. It’s a labyrinth out there. Wait until we know our way around.’

Naomi pulled off a ring with two keys and handed them over. She knew her opinion had little importance to the girl before her. ‘Morgan, did you hear what I said?’ she added as she headed towards the front door. ‘Your dad wants you to stick around, help us unpack. We can explore the village tomorrow. I’ll have sorted the Wi-Fi by then.’

The mention of her father made Morgan stop in her tracks. She would not risk pissing him off – at least, not yet.

‘Fine,’ Morgan said between clenched teeth, as her father carried in their sleeping bags. As if someone had flicked a switch, a smile rose to her face. ‘I’ve downloaded a movie on to my laptop. We can watch it together if you like.’

‘That’s a bonnie idea,’ Ed said, dropping his haul to the floor. ‘We’ll get the fire going, have a wee drink to celebrate.’ He raised a bottle of champagne from one of the bags he’d just carried in. ‘And bucks fizz for you,’ he said to Morgan. ‘Don’t make a face. You shouldn’t be drinking at all.’ He pointed to a broom in the corner of the room. ‘You can sweep the floor,’ Ed continued. ‘We’ll sleep in front of the fireplace tonight. It’ll be dead cosy.’

Naomi gazed at her husband in appreciation. It would be better when their furniture arrived, and the renovation was under way.

But her entry to her new home wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined it as Morgan stomped back to her chosen room. Outside, the sky darkened, casting their cottage in further gloom. Switching on the light, Naomi did her best to ignore the cobwebs overhead. She could have organised some cleaners, but she had wanted to examine every inch of the house herself for evidence. She was itching to get into the study. To open her folders and journals and make some notes on the house. But her computer was on the moving van and for tonight at least, the case would have to wait.

‘I’ll grab some glasses,’ she said, before heading out to the car. Just a few seconds. That was all she needed to clear her thoughts. She paused on the doorstep, taking a deep breath. The view was so different to that of her former abode. The only break in the trees was the narrow driveway that led them here. It felt claustrophobic, this small patch of clearing in the middle of the forest. As for the wildlife . . . she could feel all sorts of eyes upon her. She knew that deer often ran through the woods, and many varieties of birds made their homes in the trees. She had been warned not to feed the squirrels, as leftover food could bring in rats. Already, she felt like an intruder. Was it possible to make the cottage a home? She thought about the family who had once lived here. Where were the Harpers now?

A branch cracked underfoot. It drew her glance to a gap in the trees at the side of the house. She peered into the distance as a shadow dipped down. It was too big to be an animal. That movement was made on two legs. But what would someone be doing out here? She held her breath, forgetting about the glasses as she focused on the movement between the trees.

‘You all right?’ Ed followed her gaze as he joined her on the steps.

‘I saw someone,’ she whispered, pointing. ‘Over there.’

But Ed failed to mirror her concern. ‘Probably a deer.’ He grinned. ‘You’re not in the city any more. You’ll get used to it in time.’

A flurry of rooks spun in the air above them, their rasping caws echoing their discontent as they vacated their nests in the trees. Ed placed his arm around Naomi’s shoulder, drawing her in for a hug. He peered upwards at the greying clouds, pregnant with rain. ‘I smell a downpour. We’d better get our stuff in.’

Taking a box each, Naomi followed her husband inside, turning to close the cottage door. She had seen someone. She was sure of it. But their nearest neighbours were over a mile away.

She froze as a piercing scream echoed down the corridor. It was Morgan. Judging by the sound, something was horribly wrong.








CHAPTER SIX


Lloyd darted behind the tree, swearing beneath his breath. All the lectures he had given his neighbours about playing it cool and he’d almost been caught himself. He hadn’t realised that he could be seen until Naomi froze in her tracks. He knew these woods well, and the trees provided decent camouflage. From that distance, she would have only seen a blur. The forest was teeming with wildlife and city dwellers tended to be jumpy, unaccustomed to being surveyed by so many curious eyes. It would take time for her to get used to the shadows cast – that’s if she hung around for long enough. Thanks to her husband, she’d dismissed his presence as a trick of the light. Ironically, if she had reported a prowler, either he or PC Bambridge would be the first to attend.

He stared at the woodland cottage and the glow of the light emanating from within. One more visit, he’d told himself, although he knew what this place did to him. It ignited a fire quenched only by a shot of his favourite single malt. He swallowed back the tightness in his throat. Who was he kidding? Any whisky would suffice. Anything alcoholic, in fact. His tongue darted between his lips as he imagined the honey-coloured liquid sliding down. He exhaled a long, dry breath. He couldn’t go back there. He could never go back there. Whisky brought his demons out to play.

He pressed his hand against the moss-covered tree, trying to keep one step ahead of the cravings.

‘One drink is too many, and a thousand is never enough,’ he muttered beneath his breath, as he convinced himself he was on the right path.

He needed to go to a meeting, but he’d stopped taking calls from his sponsor when he heard that Ivy Cottage had sold. He could explain many battles when it came to his alcoholism, but not this one. Above him, branches rustled gently, the soft winter breeze cooling the sheen of sweat that had broken out on his skin. Inhaling the earthy smell of the forest, he allowed past and present to intermingle as a sense of déjà vu swept over him.

It was strange to have another family of three in Ivy Cottage. What had happened here was a test of his morality that he had certainly failed. He thought of Joanne’s father in the care home, whose mind was locked in the past. What if that fate awaited him? Trapped in one awful moment, reliving what happened in Ivy Cottage over and over again? Would care home staff get suspicious? Would questions be asked? Taking a sharp breath, he reined in his fear. He would never let that happen. He would blow his own damned brains out first. He had made his mind up years ago: this was a secret he was taking to the grave.

As he stepped out from behind the tree, a cloud of bats swooped above him in a flutter of ragged wings. But Lloyd’s focus was solely on the occupants of the house. A small pair of binoculars were tucked into his outside pocket and his torch bumped against his hip, buckled into his utility belt. But it was the firm weight of his Smith and Wesson revolver that felt like an old friend. He didn’t go anywhere without it, because you never knew when people could turn. The pockets of his jacket had been stitched in to carry the handgun revolver, and it sat snugly next to his heart. He’d grown so accustomed to the extra weight that it felt strange to move without it.

He approached quietly and slowly, fixing his gaze on the small cottage living-room window as he approached. His pulse was picking up pace. It had been almost a year since tenants occupied the place. A few artists and writerly types had seen fit to use it as a retreat, but tenants had dried up as it fell into disrepair. He thought that was the end of it, and he’d learned to breathe easy again. The nightmares began to evaporate. He could go for hours without thinking of booze. That was until the place was put up for sale. And now here he was, back at his old haunt, a prisoner of the past.

He remembered the first time he saw Grace. A spate of aggravated burglaries in nearby towns had driven him deep into the woods. He’d been searching for a hooded suspect who was said to have been sleeping rough. But in reality, he’d been grateful for the excuse to spend some time on his own. Lloyd hadn’t known about the Harpers. Ten years ago, the community was different to what it was now.

He could still recall the first time clearly: it was just gone 1 a.m. The moon was full in the sky, negating the need for torchlight, the air warm enough to make him sweat. Stumbling over a tree root, he’d negotiated the rarely used path. His gun was jammed up against his ribcage, encased tightly in his jacket. He didn’t have authorisation to draw it on people. He wasn’t a firearms officer, after all. But only an hour before, he’d put down a muntjac deer after it veered out in front of a car. Not that he’d taken any joy from it. But no innocent creature should be left to suffer on the side of the road. And if the prowler he was chasing jumped out on him? Then he’d give it to him between the eyes. When it came to matters of life and death, it was no holds barred.

It was the singing that had first caught his attention – a soft, cheerful tune, interspersed with whispers and chuckles from a youthful voice. Had he believed in woodland fairies, he could have put it down to that. Blinking, he’d adjusted his vision as he took in the sight. The young girl seemed like an angel, dancing on tiptoes, the material of her cotton nightdress billowing in the balmy air. Oblivious to his presence, she had been playing in the clearing beneath a shaft of moonlight. He stared in quiet awe, struck by the sight of her. She could not have been more than seven or eight. What was she doing out at this hour, alone? She didn’t appear scared – quite the opposite; she was completely enamoured by her surroundings.

He blinked, focusing on her image. How much had he drunk today? He took a step closer, entranced. Had he been fully lucid, he would have taken the little girl into his protection. But there was something about this situation that gave him pause. There was beauty to her movements, which were made without a care. This child was not neglected. She didn’t appear afraid. He watched her wander barefoot, the glint of the moon catching the blonde filaments in her hair. Taking another silent step, he strained to hear her voice. She was humming, the lilt of a song playing on her lips. He froze as she moved through the forest, as if he were watching some exotic creature venture into the night. Her steps were gazelle-like, her mouth falling open in awe as she gazed at the heavens, free from pollution and littered with stars.

Lloyd leaned against the tree as he recalled that night. Why hadn’t he made himself known? Because back then, he wasn’t entirely sure if the vision before him was real. He remembered checking his hands to see if they were steady, mentally calculating how many times he’d refilled his hip flask. He’d started at eleven that morning and had drunk steadily throughout the day. No more than usual, but enough to keep the shakes at bay. His small team of officers knew about his habits but seemed happy to turn a blind eye. Nobody volunteered to work in Nighbrook. They had been transferred to his department as a punishment for some misdemeanour or another, so they weren’t going to judge him for taking a nip from his flask.

That night, when Lloyd had shifted his gaze from the stars to the clearing, he’d been disappointed to see the girl had gone. Had she been a ghost? A trick of the light? Was the booze pickling his brain?

Returning to the present day, he lit a cigarette without thinking, quietly taking a drag. The tobacco glowed as he inhaled, a sizzling orange circle in the growing dark. Lifting his binoculars to his eyes, he shifted his gaze to Morgan’s bedroom, watching her expression as she positioned herself against the far corner of the bedroom wall. The dark smile gracing her face piqued Lloyd’s curiosity, and he watched with interest as she commanded her father’s attention. It was obvious from her body language that she was pulling his strings.

A grin tugged on the corner of Lloyd’s mouth. Devious. The kid might do his job for him. By the look of it, she’d have them packing their bags in no time. He dropped his binoculars as he caught a sudden movement from above: a flash of white growing large against the canvas of the night sky. Lloyd stiffened as the owl cut through the night, a mouse trapped in its killer talons. The bird was a beautiful hunter, rarely seen, but always watching, observing as others slept.

Lloyd stubbed out his cigarette with the heel of his boot and turned back towards the track to his Land Rover. The sight of the bird had near well given him a heart attack. Sleep would not come easily now. His hands would never wash clean. In his nightmares, he heard them calling for mercy. Calling for help. This was a mystery that would never be solved. He didn’t want to shed blood to protect it. But if he was forced to, he would.








CHAPTER SEVEN


Ten Years Previously

Her eyes curious, Grace peeped around the room. Night time was her time, and even at the tender age of seven she could comprehend that. She pushed her blankets off her knees, edging to the side of her mattress to slip on her shoes. She had been counting the minutes before she could go outside. Today, Mummy had been busy fitting thick curtains to the windows and draft excluders for the doors to keep outside air at bay. Daddy had helped with their furniture and fixed locks on the doors. But the windows weren’t nailed closed. Not yet.

She sucked on her bottom lip as she stared at the window. All she had to do was open the thick curtains and pull the latch across. But she was breaking all the rules. She shot her goldfish a guilty look. She was named Cleo, after the fish in the Disney movie Pinocchio: about the puppet who dreamed of being a real-life boy. A sigh left her lips. So much of her day was spent longing, hoping, dreaming, just like the Disney characters she watched on TV. Maybe Cleo could share in her adventure, too. She wrapped her fingers around the thick glass bowl, but it barely budged from the shelf.

‘I’ll tell you all about it when I get back,’ she whispered.

She remembered the time she had found Cleo floating on top of the water. She had cried for the loss of her fish as Cleo had been so floppy, but that evening Daddy had brought her a clear plastic bag of water with Cleo darting around inside. She had a black dot on her tail that hadn’t been there before, but Daddy said that was because she’d been on an adventure. She liked the idea of that. Now she was going on one too. Tomorrow, Mummy would hammer a nail into her window frame, and Grace would never get outside again. Would she see any bunnies tonight? The thought brought a flutter to her tummy. What if she got caught? Her parents’ snores droned from their room across the hall. Mummy and Daddy always slept through. There was no need to be afraid.

She climbed back on to her bed, which was pushed up against the window. Close enough to see the moon outside when she pulled the thick curtains across. She waited for another comforting round of snores before lifting the rusted latch. The window moved freely and her eyelids fluttered shut as she basked in the night air, escaping her confinement at last. Sliding outside, her bare feet finally touched the damp ground. The air tickled her ankles, the hem of her cotton nightdress just high enough that it didn’t get dirty or wet.

She stared around the woodland in wonder, taking short, tentative steps. She was so happy she could burst. ‘When you wish upon a star . . .’ The Disney song escaped her lips the second she was out of her parents’ earshot. Touching the trees, she lost herself in the textures of this forbidden outside world. Her previous countryside jaunts with her father felt like a lifetime ago. She’d loved learning the names of the birds and the difference between a rabbit and a hare. She remembered the pheasants, which spent more time on the ground than in the air, and the ducks that hid among the reeds on the pond. Like her, her daddy was happier when outdoors. But these days he spent all his time in offices and cars. His wellies had been swopped for leather shoes, his jeans and jumpers replaced by suits and ties. But she wouldn’t let this sadden her. Not tonight.

There was rustling in the forest undergrowth, and above her birds fluttered in their nests, disturbed by her night song. She stepped lightly around the twigs, taking care not to fall or scratch her feet. She couldn’t afford to. Just a few minutes was all she needed to give her the warm fuzzy feeling inside. As the night breeze caught her hair, she paused to stare at the dazzling wonder of stars in the sky. It was then, as she lowered her gaze, that she saw the shifting shape of a man behind the trees. It wasn’t Daddy; he was too tall. The man was watching her movements. Maybe he wanted to be friends, like the woodcutter in ‘Little Red Riding Hood’. Maybe he could help. But Mummy would not be happy if she knew she had left her room. Dipping her head, she ducked behind some undergrowth, quietly returning to her house. As she approached her window, she took one last fleeting look at her surroundings and inhaled a precious breath of outside air. Her heart was heavy as she crawled back inside, scuffing her knee on the wooden frame. Plump tears edged her eyelids as she wrestled the thick curtains shut. Her room was both her home and her prison. Would she ever see the outside world again?








CHAPTER EIGHT


Morgan’s scream had been delivered with such intensity that flashbacks of the Harper case had lit up Naomi’s mind. The bedroom door had rattled on its hinges as Ed burst inside, his head swivelling from left to right. Rushing in behind him, all Naomi had been able to think about was the shadow she had seen lurking in the woods. Was history repeating itself? The similarities between her family and the Harpers had not been lost on her.

‘It’s a monster!’

Morgan had cowered in the corner of the sparsely furnished room, her kohl-lined eyes wide with fear. Following the direction of her gaze, Naomi exhaled in relief as the reason for her stepdaughter’s outburst became apparent. It wasn’t someone from the woods frightening Morgan. It was nothing at all. Now, Ed was doing his best to pacify his daughter.

‘All that fuss for a wee spider,’ he said ruefully, gently capturing the eight-legged assailant in his capable hands. ‘Open the window, will you, love?’

Grimacing, Naomi gave her husband a wide berth and tugged on the old wooden frame. She wasn’t overly fond of spiders herself, but she appreciated Ed’s need to set them free.

‘You should have squished him,’ Morgan said matter-of-factly, checking to see that it was gone.

‘He was here before you.’ Ed closed the window, taking it all in his stride.

But Naomi’s heart was still clamouring in her chest. Folding her arms, she squared up to her stepdaughter. ‘I thought you were being murdered in here.’ It had been an Academy Award-winning performance and Naomi hoped it wasn’t a sign of things to come.

‘Sorry,’ Morgan replied in a sickly-sweet tone that suggested she was anything but. Naomi watched as Morgan traced a finger over the window sill, leaving finger marks in the dust. The nail holes in the window frame offered cause for concern. Naomi’s eyes widened as she read the word her stepdaughter had written: GONE.

Morgan’s head tilted to one side as she drew stick figures in the dust. A mum, a dad and what looked like a wheelchair.

Oh no, Naomi thought, a flush rising from her chest up to her throat. She knows.

Pulling a tissue from beneath her sleeve, Naomi wiped the drawings away. ‘Where has all this dust come from? This place needs a deep clean.’

She emitted an awkward laugh before scrunching up the tissue in the palm of her hand. Her skin was clammy, her armpits damp. It felt like she’d been caught in the act. How had Morgan found out so quickly? She caught the sly look of satisfaction on her stepdaughter’s face. It wouldn’t surprise her if she had orchestrated the whole spider thing just to get them in here. Naomi would not be held to ransom by a sixteen-year-old. She would tell Ed about the history of the house when the time was right – if Morgan didn’t spill the beans first.

‘Smells like dead bodies in here,’ Morgan said, wrinkling her nose.

The room did carry a sour stench, but the quip was close to the bone. Naomi held her breath as she waited for the other shoe to drop. For Morgan to tell her father that this was a house from which a family had disappeared into thin air. Morgan’s teeth flashed beneath her black lipstick as her smile widened. As she ran her hand over the old dressing table next to the window, she seemed to consider her next move.

‘It’s just musty.’ Oblivious to their stand-off, Ed’s words echoed in the room. ‘Want me to open the window, let some air in?’

‘No, thanks.’ His daughter smirked. ‘What with the monsters prowling around.’ She opened the old dresser table drawer, and seeing it was empty, slammed it shut.

‘This carpet will need replacing.’ Ed was staring at the outdated red swirl design. ‘As for the walls . . .’ he continued, tearing off a damp strip of woodchip paper, which revealed pink painted walls beneath. But neither Naomi nor Morgan was listening. A silent power struggle was taking place in the room. Because as fearless as Ed appeared to be, he would never have agreed to the purchase of a cottage where something so unspeakable had occurred. It was the one question he’d asked Naomi before they made an offer – had there ever been a burglary in the house? She hadn’t been lying when she’d said no. After all, no burglary had been reported in Ivy Cottage that they knew of. But she omitted to tell him it was potentially something far worse. It was a miracle he hadn’t heard about it, but he was in America when the Harpers disappeared. The story didn’t gain as much traction as it should have done, due to other events in the news.

It had taken time for Ed to trust Naomi with knowledge of the childhood events that had affected him so deeply. He didn’t share his family history with many people, and she understood why. He was only ten when their home had been broken into, not old enough to deal with the chain of events that led to his father’s death. His father’s heart attack had been put down to natural causes, but everyone knew the shock of the break-in had sent him to his grave. Ed had grown up quickly after that, his adulthood plagued with unreasonable guilt. How on earth could he have saved his family at the tender age of ten? Now Naomi had bought the one house that would have given him cause for concern.

‘Where are you going?’ Ed said as Morgan approached the door.

She walked with a bounce, her Dr Martens giving a spring to her step. ‘To get my stuff from the car.’

‘I’ll help you,’ Naomi replied, a little too quickly, before turning back to her husband. He was standing in the middle of the room, a bewildered look on his face. ‘Why don’t you light the fire?’ Naomi said, giving him something to do.

‘But we’ve not seen the rest of the house yet,’ Ed replied, watching them both head out.

‘I’ll be back in a sec.’ Naomi followed up with a whisper. ‘I don’t want her sneaking off.’ Darkness was closing in and from what Ed had told her, Morgan had a history of disappearing for hours at a time.

As she followed Morgan out to the car, she worked out what she was going to say. But how did you reason with a teenager that you barely knew? Naomi adjusted her eyesight to the fading light. There were no streetlights to guide her way, and night fell quickly here. She cast her eyes to the space where she’d seen the shadow earlier. But there was nothing but deepening gloom and the gentle swish of branches moving in the wind.

Morgan was waiting at the car, swinging the backpack in her hand.

‘Is there something you want to say to me?’ Naomi said, preferring a direct approach.

‘No. Is there something you want to say to my dad?’ Morgan shot her a look of contempt.

‘What do you mean?’ Naomi said, still clinging on to the tiny hope that Morgan was playing her bluff.

‘You lied to him.’ Morgan’s words were knife-sharp. ‘He asked you if this place had history and you said no.’

‘He asked if there’d been any burglaries.’

Morgan blurted a bitter laugh. ‘And here was I thinking you were Miss Prim and Proper.’ She cast her glance over the cottage behind them. ‘Then you bring us to the Blair Witch house.’ She was still smiling, obviously basking in the power she held over Naomi. ‘He’s gonna be mightily pissed off when he finds out.’ She nodded towards the window as her father gave them a wave. He grinned cheerily, obviously pleased that they seemed to be getting along.

Naomi smiled back, her expression at odds with her words as she tried to defend herself. ‘I was planning on telling him when the time is right. When did you find out?’

‘I heard you on the phone to the estate agents. You should be careful when I’m around.’

Naomi’s forehead furrowed. What a strange thing to say. As the wind began to play with her hair, she pulled a curly strand from her face.

‘Look,’ she reasoned. ‘It’s no big deal. I fell in love with Ivy Cottage long before I knew. I figured your dad would too. I’d been meaning to tell him and I . . .’

‘You fell in love with this shit-hole?’ Still swinging her backpack, Naomi rolled her eyes. ‘Plu-ease. Credit me with more sense.’

‘Fine!’ Naomi glanced towards the cottage. Inside, she could see a small orange flicker coming from the hearth. ‘We’ll tell your dad now.’

‘No rush.’ A smile still playing on her lips, Morgan slung her backpack over her shoulder. ‘He won’t hear it from me.’ But the look she gave relayed that she wouldn’t tell her father . . . as long as Naomi didn’t piss her off.

Her jaw set tight, Naomi slammed the trunk of the car. She tried to stem the growing seed of resentment. Reminded herself that this wasn’t Morgan’s fault. It had been her idea to buy the cottage. Morgan was only looking out for her dad.

Naomi watched Morgan return to the house. A creeping sensation of discomfort grew, as real as the ivy clinging to the walls of the cottage. The ivy leaves gave a collective rattle as another breeze swept over them. She threw one last glance over her shoulder into the depths of the woodlands before hurrying back inside. She’d need to get sensor floodlights, blinds for the windows, burglar alarms. Then she had the renovations to contend with once she’d picked the bones of the cottage clean. Her mental checklist of things to do was exhausting. But at least Ed had lit a fire, which had warmed the room. She fixed a smile on her face as Morgan unrolled her sleeping bag and plugged in her laptop to a socket that had seen better days. They would all sleep in the living room tonight. The previous tenant’s beds had been removed at Naomi’s request. She drew the line at sleeping on somebody else’s mattress.

‘Feels better already.’ Ed threw his arm over Naomi’s shoulder, a broad grin widening his face. ‘Come and show me the kitchen, I’ve not seen it yet.’

But she’d seen that look before. That twinkle in his eye. He had a secret to share. But unlike her, he was harbouring a good one. No doubt a kind gesture destined to make her smile. Taking a deep breath, she followed him through. But as he opened the door, she blinked beneath harsh spotlights that she didn’t remember being in the ceiling. The room had never been this bright before.

‘What . . . ?’ Her words falling away, she took in the shiny chrome, the granite kitchen counter, the new stone flooring underfoot.

This was not the kitchen she had viewed. This was not the Ivy Cottage she remembered. And it was certainly not the same room from which the Harper family had disappeared.

‘You’ve had it renovated,’ she said at last, cupping her mouth as she tried to conceal her disappointment. It was just how she had planned it. The Aga, the middle isle, even the pots and pans hanging overhead. ‘How?’ she uttered, tearing her gaze away. The whole room had a clean, newly painted smell.

‘The rest of the house will follow in time,’ Ed said, looking pleased with himself. ‘I got the ideas from your Pinterest board.’

‘It’s beautiful.’ Naomi cleared her throat. ‘I didn’t think you knew what Pinterest was.’ Her chest swelled with emotion. A part of her was thrilled to see her plans become a reality. The kitchen and all its gadgets would be perfect for setting up her new baking venture, which would also help her integrate into the community. But she was hit with a sense of mourning for what she had lost. This was the room from which the Harper family were believed to have disappeared. This had been her potential crime scene. She swiped away the tears gathering in her eyes. Tradesmen had destroyed every shred of evidence that had lain dormant over the years. ‘What have they done with the old kitchen? I didn’t see any skips on the way in.’ She was grasping at straws.

‘Brought it to the nearest dump, of course! What do you think they’d do with it?’ Ed laughed, clearly enjoying her reaction. ‘Morgan helped,’ he continued. This was him, in his element – receiving joy from making other people happy.

‘Morgan?’ Naomi quipped. ‘I don’t believe you.’ The words left her mouth before she could stop them. She slid her arm around Ed’s waist in a gesture of gratitude for all he had done. He didn’t know about her obsession or just how much this house meant to her.

‘Seriously, she showed me how to access Pinterest,’ Ed said, oblivious to her turmoil. ‘I wouldn’t have had a clue otherwise.’

‘Yeah, and you owe me a new laptop.’ Morgan’s voice rose from the doorway. As she stood with her legs crossed, her expression was impossible to read.

‘You didn’t bribe her with a laptop, did you?’ Naomi said, remembering the parenting manuals that warned against such behaviour.

A guilty smile crossed Ed’s lips. ‘She needed it for school.’

Naomi caught the satisfied look on Morgan’s face as she turned and walked away. Had she been helping or manipulating? She would never figure that girl out.

‘You really had me fooled,’ Naomi said, remembering Ed’s expression as the cottage came into view.

‘Got a few acting tips from my buddies.’ He winked as she took in the decor.

Stepping forward, she slid her hand over the swirl of grey and white granite worktop, which was cool to the touch. The original Aga was still in place, but next to it, a sophisticated self-cleaning oven. She opened the drawers, each one containing a gadget that was on her Pinterest wish list. As another drawer rolled on its runner, it revealed a Denby dinner set.

‘This must have cost you a fortune,’ she said. But the look on her husband’s face relayed that she was worth it. ‘How did you know the kitchen needed renovating?’ she asked, wondering if he was aware of the house’s history after all.

Susan Harper had been baking when she disappeared into thin air. Grace’s wheelchair had been found empty in the corner, and her father Martin had left his car keys on the kitchen side. Two cups of tea were found half-full, a teapot on the table.

Naomi stared at the granite counter, imagining that day. She had memorised the photos of the original scene, so she could overlay them on the new kitchen, still recreate the scene. Renovations had been on the cards, but she’d wanted to be here when they dug up the flooring and threw out the old cupboards.

She tuned back into her husband’s narrative. She still had the rest of the house to explore.

‘I made a call,’ Ed said. ‘I didn’t have a lot of time. I wanted to make up for not being here for the viewing. I wanted it to be nice for you.’

Naomi smiled. The kitchen renovations explained the layer of dust that had fallen in the rest of the house since she was last here.

‘It’s my first time to see it,’ Ed continued, his eyes roaming around the room. ‘I’m impressed. They did a good job.’ He rested his hand on the small of Naomi’s back. ‘I told them to leave the rest of the house as it was. I wanted it to be a surprise.’

It certainly was. The kitchen was amazing. She opened the American-style chrome fridge-freezer to find it jammed with food. In the cupboards were enough fresh ingredients to start a whole bakery.

‘You’ve thought of everything,’ Naomi said, wishing she could return such an extravagant gift. ‘You’ve not done the loft, have you?’ she said. ‘There’s some stuff up there . . . I was looking forward to rooting through it.’

‘God, no,’ Ed said. ‘Although why you want to sort through someone else’s crap, I don’t know.’ He looked at her intently. ‘You do like it, don’t you?’

‘Yes, of course, I love it!’ she said. ‘It just feels surreal, all my plans coming to life. I couldn’t have asked for a nicer kitchen.’ A thought occurred. ‘Just a minute.’ She strode to the living room and picked up her snow globe.

‘There,’ she said, placing it on the kitchen window sill. ‘Now it’s perfect.’

The pitter-patter of rain tapped on the newly painted kitchen windows. She should tell Ed about the history of the house. She took a breath to speak. ‘Look, I . . .’

Morgan’s footsteps approached. ‘The fire’s going out.’

‘Well, give it a poke.’ Naomi smiled, swerving the confession.

They needed this happy moment. The first night under their new roof. Perhaps she didn’t need to say anything. Ed didn’t need to know yet.








CHAPTER NINE


Morgan was no stranger to the countryside, having lived in Scotland with her mother for the last few years. She’d settled in to a wild and mountainous landscape with very few neighbours, and winters that could freeze the water in the taps. But now this mild, gloomy forest was draining the life from her. She glanced around the room, half-expecting an apparition of some kind to appear.

London had been a nice distraction, but all Morgan wanted was to go home. She could never live with the woman who had blown her family apart. It was why she was keen to share the newspaper she had found in her new bedroom. It seemed like an odd thing to have been left behind, given the house had just been sold. But any fuel for the fire of discontent was good for her.

‘Look what I found,’ she said, joining her father at the fireplace. His arms were wrapped around Naomi as she stared into the flames. She’d been slipping into these weird trances since she got here, standing and staring, as if inviting the past to take a step forward and reveal its secrets. ‘It’s a newspaper,’ Morgan continued. ‘I found it in the bottom dresser drawer.’

‘Leave it in my office,’ Naomi said softly, still dreamy-eyed. ‘I’m putting a scrapbook together with all the old stuff.’

Morgan cast an eye over her dad, who was wearing a similarly contented expression. If it were anyone else, she might feel like a gooseberry, coming between a newly married couple. But she didn’t ask for this. She should be sitting around the hearth in Scotland, where the air was rich with the smell of heather and the lilt of her mother’s singing floated in the air. A lump rose to Morgan’s throat at the thought of what she had lost. When her mother was lucid and present, she was wonderful company. Fifty per cent of her was better than nothing at all. But in her current state, Harmony had nothing to give.

Morgan glanced down at the newspaper and read the report. ‘Over the last five years, we’ve asked our readers to rate the friendliness aspect of places they have visited and the areas where they felt the least welcome. Were you assisted by a friendly local? Or did they ignore your requests for help? Was the local hospitality warm and welcoming, or did they leave you feeling cold? This is what our readers had to say about the unfriendliest places in the UK.’ Morgan gave Naomi a pointed look.

‘Number one on the list is Nighbrook. This New Forest village is one of several in the area, but the least friendly of all. It’s not your typical tourist village. It’s well off the beaten track, and unlike other towns with their bunting and afternoon teas. In Nighbrook, you’re more likely to be met with a scowl than a smile. That’s if you can find it. Nighbrook also has very poor signage and is hard to find on a satnav. No wonder it has been cited as the village that the world forgot. Yet not everyone had a bad word to say. Some said they respected the tight-knit community and that it seemed to be a place where locals knew each other by name and looked out for their own. But make sure you buy a map as you don’t want to ask for directions. The people here are tired and spiritless. It seems that . . .’ Her words faded.

‘Seems that what?’ Ed asked, disengaging himself from Naomi as his mobile began to ring.

‘Nothing, just more of the same. It goes on and on.’ Morgan handed the paper to Naomi, whose lips moved silently as she read the words. It seems that the Harper family’s disappearance left its mark on this village, and some would say the locals are unwelcoming due to the number of visitors that flooded the area after the incident occurred. Perhaps they just want to be left in peace, and for the most part, it seems they are.

Morgan read the rest of the article over Naomi’s shoulder. The report went on to talk about the beautiful scenery, the animals that roamed freely, the forests and brooks unspoilt by human hand.

Sighing, Naomi folded the newspaper in half as Ed turned away to talk on the phone. ‘This paper’s five years old. Where did you get it?’

‘Like I said, in my room,’ Morgan replied, taking pleasure in seeing her stepmother’s smile fade. This time, she wasn’t lying, but she had been pleased with her find.

‘It must have belonged to one of the tenants,’ Naomi said, distractedly. ‘I don’t know why they hung on to it for so long.’

‘Sorry,’ Ed said, after coming off the phone. He shifted uneasily from foot to foot. ‘Nomes, can I have a quick word?’ He jabbed his head towards the bedroom.

‘Oh?’ Naomi’s brows shot up. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Just work.’ Ed looked from Morgan to Naomi. ‘Can you, eh . . .’ He scratched the back of his head. Lying did not come easily to her father, and Morgan immediately knew that this problem was closer to home.

He turned his attention to Morgan. ‘Nothin’ to worry about. Give the fire a wee poke, will you, love? Otherwise it’ll go out.’

‘Sure,’ she said, bending to pick up the poker as they left.

A spider scuttled out of the hearth, zigzagging to a colder spot in the room. Above her, dusty cobwebs hung low. Seriously, what had possessed them to bring her to this place? Taking a calming breath, Morgan inhaled the sweet woody smell of timber burning down. It was an improvement on the damp, at least. After waiting for a moment, she followed them out of the living room and into the dim hall. Holding her breath, she pressed her ear against the chipped paint of her father’s bedroom door.

‘It’s Harmony,’ she heard him say. ‘She’s gone. Did a runner from the private clinic.’

Morgan grimaced as she heard the news. Why was he keeping this from her? Wrapping her fingers around the doorknob, she was about to burst in when an inner voice spoke. Wait, it said, at the back of her mind. It was Taz, or at least, it was her imagining what he would say. Wait and see what this is all about.

‘She’s gone?’ Naomi’s voice echoed around the sparsely furnished bedroom. ‘Where?’

‘If I knew that, I wouldn’t be panicking.’ He sighed in exasperation. ‘She left without taking her medication. She’s not well.’ Heavy footsteps shuffled back and forth, and Morgan guessed her father was pacing the room.

‘What about that boyfriend of hers, can’t he help?’ Naomi asked.

Morgan’s fists tightened. Trust Naomi to say that. Apart from Morgan, her mum was alone in the world.

‘They broke up, remember?’ Ed replied in a low voice. ‘I might have to go up there . . . check her old haunts.’

‘What about us?’ Naomi replied. ‘The furniture’s coming tomorrow, and I . . . well, I don’t want to be left here alone.’

Morgan listened as her father paused. He wasn’t going to change his mind, was he?

‘Nothing’s definite yet. Besides, the moving firm will sort out the furniture and unpack the boxes . . . You’re not frightened, are you?’ Ed teased. ‘Is that what it is? My city girl is scared of the dark.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ A smile carried on Naomi’s voice. ‘Besides, I can call my sister if I want company.’

‘So, what’s the problem?’ Ed countered.

Naomi answered instantly. ‘It feels like you’re running out on me. I don’t want you to go.’

Morgan sneered at the sound of Naomi’s babyish voice – the one she used when things weren’t going her way. Strong women shouldn’t need to resort to talking like children to get what they wanted in life.

‘Aww, sweetie, c’mon,’ Ed replied. ‘I don’t want to go. It’s just, I’m worried about what she’ll do. I’ve taken Morgan and now she’s got nobody. You know how she gets.’

‘Oh, I know what she’s capable of, which is why it’s a bad idea,’ Naomi said in hushed tones. ‘What if she hurts you?’

Morgan leaned in closer as she tried to decipher her stepmother’s words. What was she talking about? Her mum had been the victim of their broken relationship. She hadn’t hurt anyone but herself. Inhaling a shallow breath, she pressed a hand against the ridges in the door as she listened in.

‘Water under the bridge,’ Ed said. ‘And besides, I’m all she has.’

‘And whose fault is that?’ Devoid of sympathy, Naomi’s voice rose in the room. ‘She’s alienated herself from everyone she’s known.’

‘I know . . . and you’re right, she has. But I won’t forgive myself if she does something stupid.’ Morgan heard the sound of a zip being drawn across a bag. Should she confront them? She listened as her dad delivered platitudes. ‘I won’t go unless I have to. She might turn up tomorrow.’

‘You don’t think that any more than I do.’ Naomi sighed. ‘Otherwise, you wouldn’t be getting your overnight bag ready.’ Her words were tight with anxiety.

‘This will be the last time, I promise,’ Ed said. ‘I’ll persuade her to talk to her family. It’s about time she asked for help.’

Good luck with that, Morgan thought. Harmony’s side of the family had given up on her years ago. Harmony was wild and unpredictable and hadn’t cared who she hurt when she was young. But she had matured with age. Her benders were less frequent now. She’d once told Morgan that she and Ed were the only two people in the world that she loved. She’d made that particular declaration when she returned home one night, after being gone for three days. Ed had been in Canada, filming on location. Morgan was just six years old. The memory bit deep, bringing a lump to her throat. Looking back now, she could see how irresponsible her mother had been.

‘What are you telling Morgan?’

Morgan stepped back as Naomi’s voice came inches from the door. She didn’t need to hear the answer. She would find out soon enough. Stealing herself away, Morgan padded down the hall to the living room, the soles of her feet cold against the wooden floor. Her thoughts raced around her head. Knowing her dad, he would blurt out a sanitised version of the truth. Saying it was a work call was just his way of getting Naomi alone.

But why should Little Miss Perfect have any say when it came to her mother? Her parents had met when they were just teenagers, when Harmony was living rough after being kicked out of the family home. Morgan thought of Ed’s mother, Nellie, with her fleshy pink cheeks and a hug so warm you’d never want to leave her arms. She had been a huge influence on Harmony’s life, providing her with the love and stability she had grown up without. Nellie had been taken all too soon, and Morgan missed her grandmother every day.

‘Shit,’ she uttered, as she noticed the fire petering out. Grabbing a firelighter from the packet, she quickly threw one in with some kindling and a couple of logs for good measure. Within seconds, it was blazing again. When you were left alone in the harsh Scottish winters, knowing how to light a fire was a matter of survival. If only Nellie had lived nearby, instead of an hour’s drive away. She would have been horrified had she known about Morgan’s upbringing. Morgan sniffed her hands, the signature smell of firelighter invoking painful memories of the past. And now her life was crumbling around her. Naomi was young. Soon she would want a baby, and Morgan would be shoved out in the cold. The lilt of voices rose from the hall. She settled down in front of the fire as if she had been there all along.

A wry smile crossed her lips as she recalled Naomi’s face when she learned how Morgan had shared her Pinterest board. She’d done it to mess with her head. If Morgan was an out-and-out bitch, then she wouldn’t have her father’s loyalty. She knew about Naomi’s obsession with Ivy Cottage. Her stepmother had accumulated enough clippings to testify to that. She must have been so excited to return to the potential scene of the crime – which was now unrecognisable from original news reports. The stick figures she’d drawn in the dust had been genius. She sniggered to herself as she laid her sleeping bag on the ground. You should be careful when I’m around, she had warned, after seeing Naomi’s obvious remorse. But the mood her dad was in, he was likely to forgive her if she blurted out the truth tonight. She couldn’t have that.

The living room door creaked open. Naomi looked slightly peeved as she entered the room with Ed.

‘It’s Mum, isn’t it?’ Morgan said, looking suitably worried.

Her father rubbed his hands in front of the fire before crouching down to her level. ‘She left the private clinic without telling anyone. If I don’t hear from her by tomorrow, I’ll go up there to see if she’s OK.’

‘Oh.’ Morgan did her best to sound surprised. ‘She’s not answering her phone?’

‘No,’ Ed replied, but Morgan already knew that when her mum went AWOL, she wasn’t contactable by any means. Ed didn’t know about her past disappearances. Morgan was too loyal to her mother and too scared that Social Services would take her away. Harmony would turn up when she was ready to be found. ‘Can you stay here with Naomi if I have to go? Help her settle in?’ He leaned forward conspiratorially, whispering as he winked. ‘She’s not used to the country. I think she’s scared of the dark.’

‘Don’t worry, Dad.’ Morgan squeezed her father’s hand. ‘I’ll take care of her.’

And she would. With her dad out of the picture, there would be nothing stopping her.








CHAPTER TEN


Lloyd relaxed into his wingback chair, one eye on his wife as he polished the barrel of his rifle, which was placed between the fork of his legs. He knew Joanne hated his guns, but they were as much a part of his home as he was. Firepower was nothing to be ashamed of. It kept people in line.

‘You paid a visit to the house?’ Joanne said, asking what had been most likely playing on her mind all day. She dipped her hand into a bag of boiled sweets that was nestling on her lap.

‘Kinda,’ Lloyd said in a non-committal drawl. He wasn’t going to tell her that he’d been lurking in the trees like some kind of peeping Tom.

‘They’ve moved in then?’ Joanne rolled the sweet around in her mouth. ‘Is everything OK?’

Lloyd’s grip on the rifle tightened. He didn’t like it when she asked questions. He told Joanne a long time ago that she didn’t need to worry every hour of the day. She could trust that everything was in hand. Yet she stared at him with searching eyes, like a puppy waiting for its owner to toss a ball.

‘Their furniture comes tomorrow,’ he said reluctantly. ‘They came a day early to prepare. You’ll meet them soon enough.’

He’d only been able to pick up snippets of conversation as he skirted around the house. Of course, he had a key. But he’d seen enough in the half hour he’d spent outside. The daughter had an attitude. Her stepmother was from the city and as jumpy as hell. As for the dad, he was a lump of a man, but unfit by the look of it. Lloyd could take him in a fight. Not that he would need to get physical. Cops might not carry guns, but out here in the wilderness he could justify a pistol to help put any fresh roadkill out of its misery. Not that anyone would know. On the days he carried his hunting rifle, nobody said a word. As for his senior officers . . . they kept in touch via police radio airways and email. Nobody bothered with the small Nighbrook police station, which sat on the edge of the woods. Besides, Lloyd had a feeling Ed would be spending time away from home, just as Grace’s father had done. It was uncanny, the similarities. A family of three with a stay-at-home mum and a dad who worked away. Up until now the few people who had rented Ivy Cottage were drifters, or artistic types – the sort of folk predisposed to pick up on its negative vibes. After a week under its roof, they packed their bags and left. But over the years the house had fallen into disrepair, and rather than keep up with the maintenance, the owner had sold the place.

Methodically, he rubbed the silicone cloth over the barrel of his revolver rifle, savouring the oily, metallic smell. The gun was one of several in his treasured collection, all legally owned. From his muzzle-loading pistol to his pump-action rifle, each firearm was meticulously cleaned. He couldn’t understand how anyone could sleep at night without protection of some kind. Of course, he had to be careful they didn’t get into the wrong hands. His gun case had a passcode, and nobody knew about the pistol kept in the folds of his mattress. If he was found to have issues with alcohol or mental health, his guns could be seized. But that hadn’t been the case with his father. His face darkened as he recalled his ten-year-old self opening his front door to the police. The blood making trails down the living room wallpaper. Bits of his father’s brain in his hair. Accidents happen. Or at least, that’s what he’d told the police.

Lloyd paused to sweep a hand over his hair, suddenly feeling the need to shower. To scrub his skin clean. He remembered the swirl of pink flushing down the plughole as he’d washed his father’s blood away. But he wasn’t that little boy any more. He’d grown up really fast when his dad died. Overnight, he’d become the man of the house. He decided then, at the age of ten, that he would join the police himself. He’d liked the idea of administering justice. Of being on the right side of the law. He’d seen the relief in his mother’s eyes when she came home from the hospital. Her bruises had healed, but the mental scars from her beatings never really left. Nobody was sorry when they buried that bastard in the ground. When Lloyd’s explanation of events was given, nobody questioned it. You shouldn’t clean your gun when drunk, especially when it was loaded. But his father wasn’t to know about the bullets in the chambers. That’s what he liked about living in a small village. Law enforcement was embedded in the heart of the community. You knew each member of the herd by name. You knew who to watch and what to let slide.

His eyes cut to his wife, who quickly fixed a smile. It took longer to disguise the fear behind her eyes. He wasn’t his father; he’d never hurt her. Not when he was sober . . . not when he was himself. But there was a demon buried deep inside him, and it had one hell of a thirst. He recognised he had issues with alcohol, and he dealt with it. He’d stopped drinking when his blackouts became a problem. But people still needed to be kept in line. The last person who questioned his motives ended up six feet under the ground.

‘Cup of tea?’ Joanne set her bag of sweets aside. ‘I’ve got some nice shortbread biscuits I brought home from work.’ She wrung her hands as her anxiety bit. In this neck of the woods, fear came with sharp teeth.

‘Sure, why not,’ Lloyd replied, laying the silicone cloth to one side. After muting the television, Joanne threw him one last cautionary glance before heading into the kitchen. The tension in the air was palpable. It made him want to start drinking again. He licked the dryness from his lips, almost tasting the sweet, spicy notes of a glass of Jameson’s whiskey as it quenched the fire in his throat. Now their son had grown up and left it was just him and Joanne, and a lifetime of dwelling on the past. He’d never asked Joanne about it directly, but it was obvious that she was haunted by restless ghosts too.

On full, dark nights when sleep was a stranger he’d go outside and stare up at the sky, fantasising about going back in time to Ivy Cottage and undoing it all. This time, he would be cast as the hero. The community would adore rather than fear him. But a hero’s journey is quickly forgotten. Nothing stuck steadfast in your mind more than pure, unadulterated fear. Joanne was not to blame, but she shouldered it just the same. And it was the same blame that kept the rest of the villagers in line. Tonight, the presence of Grace’s family was strong. An echo of the past so tangible that you could almost reach out and touch it. Their lavender skin, their open, unseeing eyes. These faces would burn in his memory until the day he died.

He smiled in gratitude as Joanne handed him the mug of hot, steaming tea, her eyes puffy from the tears she’d kept hidden from view. Old wounds were being opened and not everyone would understand. The clock on the wall ticked loudly as it counted the seconds away. He and the rest of his villagers did not live life by default. Each facet of their lifestyle was carefully constructed, guarded and watched. You either became part of that ethos or you got the hell away. People passing through felt the unwelcome chill. Nobody dwelled long in their village. The occupants of Ivy Cottage would either fit in with their ethos or come to regret ever setting eyes on the place. He picked up his gun and squinted through the viewfinder, enjoying the feel of steel in his grip. Either way was good for him.








CHAPTER ELEVEN


Ten Years Previously

Grace tiptoed down the hall, holding her breath as she passed her parents’ bedroom. Her footsteps were tentative as she worked her way to the back door. Stepping lightly over the cold wooden floor, she slid through the door to the kitchen, wondering if she would bump into the other creatures occupying their home. Like her, they were nocturnal. The mice that crept, hoovering up the crumbs left behind during the day. The spiders who weaved their webs in the beams overhead. The giant white owl who nestled on a tree branch outside her window. His cries worked their way into her dreams on the rare nights she slept.

She longed for a normal life. For schoolfriends, homework, chores and football. Everything she once complained about she now missed most of all. Would she ever get it back? Her skin was still peeling from her last outbreak. Mummy said it was caused by a beam of light hitting her arm. But when her mother slept through the night, it brought peace for them both. The ceramic clock ticked on the sideboard, reminding her that precious minutes were passing. Her pulse quickened as she thought about the consequences if she was caught sneaking out. If Mummy found her there would be hell to pay. Biting hard on her bottom lip, she tugged at the locks on the door. This was the dangerous part. Once she got outside, her heart could resume a normal rhythm and she could breathe freely again. She turned the key in the lock in slow time, listening for every sound. And then she was out. Closing her eyes, she inhaled a lungful of cool, clean night air. There were no harsh disinfectants, no strange cleaning fluids or anti-bacterial wipes. No Mummy hovering over her, watching her every move, her face ragged with anxiety. She slid the key into her dressing gown pocket as she gently clicked the back door shut. Her eyes twinkled as brightly as the stars overhead as she relished the freedom of the outdoors. Unlike the harsh glare of the sun, the night loved her. The dark clouds swept across the moon and the soft grass cushioned her feet. She ran through the trees, giggling with delight. Tonight, she had no audience. Tonight, she was free.








CHAPTER TWELVE


The air felt colder than when they had moved in just a few days ago. Naomi hadn’t meant to leave it this long to explore Nighbrook, but she had wanted to spend every minute with Ed before he left. In the end, she’d told him to go because he had barely slept a wink since hearing that Harmony had disappeared. A storm was on its way to Scotland. Better he leave now and be home before he found himself snowed in. At least the cottage was more homely, with their pictures and furniture set up. But it was the noises that unsettled her. Tapping on the walls. Footsteps dragging outside. The woodlands had them fully surrounded, and the screeches and howls that emanated from it woke her in the dead of night.

Ed laughed away her concerns. The house had been damp and unoccupied. It was getting used to the heat being switched back on. The footsteps belonged to one of the many deer roaming around outside. As for the screaming – there was nothing more unsettling than the humanlike cry of a fox in the dead of night. But had he known the house’s history, he might have been less relaxed.

Every day since they’d moved in, Naomi had questioned her sanity. But surely, lightning wouldn’t strike twice in the same place? Goosebumps prickled the flesh on her arms. She hoped that Harmony would be found quickly, so Ed could come home. It left her with an odd, nervous feeling to contemplate that this would be her first night alone with Morgan. She hadn’t told Ed about her favourite dress, which had been ruined by some melted prawns. They’d been left so neatly between the folds of her clothes. She would not give Morgan the satisfaction of exploding. She would make it hard for Morgan to fight with her. She would remain calm and compassionate, the total opposite of the woman who had brought Morgan up. There had been other things too. Tacks that Naomi had left in her dresser drawer were found pointed up on her bedroom floor. Her bottles of shampoo and conditioner had disappeared from her bathroom cupboard only to be found empty, their contents deposited in the sink. As for the furniture that kept getting moved around . . . Naomi simply said nothing and placed it back. Morgan would get tired of her childish tricks soon enough, and a trip to the village would cheer them both up.

In Nighbrook Morgan walked with her usual bounce ahead of her, her black wavy hair halfway down her back. The dress seemed more suited to a funeral, her Dr Martens giving her an extra inch of height. Heads turned in doorways as she and Naomi negotiated the cobbled streets. It felt like they had stepped back in time.

The village contained a handful of independent shops that appeared to have taken root. There was no giant Tesco’s, no McDonald’s or takeaway. You had to drive to a neighbouring town for those. It wouldn’t do them any harm to live without takeaway food for a while. Naomi glanced down at the wicker basket resting on her arm. It had been a present from her sister and was perfect for holding her baked goods. In the heart of a village surrounded by woods, she felt like Little Red Riding Hood. But even a traditional village such as this was no stranger to social media, and thanks to communications through Facebook, Naomi knew exactly where to go.

JoJo’s Coffee & Cakes Café was the hub of the community. Naomi had dreamt about living in a little place like this and being accepted into the fold, which was why it was important not to step on anyone’s toes. She cast a cautious eye over Morgan, who was waving at anyone who dared to stare. These days, Morgan had just two settings: bad-tempered or disturbingly cheerful and up to no good. But even when she smiled, there was a darkness behind her eyes that never left.

‘Be nice,’ Naomi said, catching up with her.

‘I’m always nice,’ Morgan replied, a wicked smile on her face.

‘I have a designer dress stinking of prawns that says otherwise,’ Naomi said.

Morgan pursed her lips, failing to contain her glee.

‘Just . . .’ Naomi sighed. ‘Well, if you can’t say anything nice, then don’t say anything at all.’ It was the best she could come up with.

She cast an eye over the people huddled over the few well-spaced tables. There were a couple of elderly gentlemen, one quite flamboyant – possibly a couple, watching them closely. Then there were two teenagers with milkshakes, their elbows on the chequered tablecloth as they shared a slice of cake. Naomi’s glance went to the mum with a sleeping infant on a sofa to the left, seemingly enjoying some down time. And behind the counter, a wide-hipped homely woman was looking at her expectantly.

‘Hi,’ Naomi said as she approached. ‘Are you Joanne? I’m Naomi Ward, I’ve just moved into Ivy Cottage. I spoke to you on Facebook about my cakes.’

‘I know who you are, dear,’ the woman said with a smile as she glanced at them both. ‘And this is Morgan, I presume?’

Naomi stared in surprise. She had lived at her London address for ten years and had barely known her next-door neighbours. How had Joanne known Morgan’s name?

‘I’m not psychic.’ Joanne chuckled. ‘I’m friends with the estate agent.’

‘Oh.’ Naomi flushed. So much for client confidentiality. But then, this wasn’t London. In such a small place, local gossip was inevitable. ‘I brought some sample cakes.’

She pulled the tea towel back from her basket to reveal her baked goods. A carrot cake. Chocolate fudge cake and some millionaire’s shortbread. Nothing too fancy, just staple favourites that wouldn’t look out of place in the café. ‘You’re welcome to test them out.’

Naomi rested her basket on the countertop as Joanne inspected the cakes. ‘I usually do it all myself, but it’s getting too much for me,’ she said, dipping her hand into the basket and picking out a cling-wrapped slice of shortbread. ‘May I?’

‘Of course.’ Naomi smiled. ‘It’s all yours.’

Closing her eyes, Joanne bit into it, murmuring in contentment. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin from the dispenser on the counter before clearing her throat. ‘Melts on your tongue. But I’m not having you giving away all your hard work. Sit, I’ll bring you a coffee and we can talk terms. You look like a latte girl to me.’ She turned her attention to Morgan. ‘And what about you, young woman? Chocolate milkshake?’

‘My favourite,’ Morgan said, smiling graciously.

‘A latte would be lovely, thanks,’ Naomi added, grateful for her acceptance. Joanne reminded her of her mum – warm and comforting. There hadn’t been a day since her passing that Naomi hadn’t thought of her.

Taking a seat in the corner, her eyes danced around the room. The teens had left, but the two gentlemen in the corner were clearly talking about her and Morgan. She sat in silence, not wanting to burst the bubble by saying anything. So far, Morgan had been on her best behaviour. She only hoped it would last the length of their visit.

Within minutes, Joanne had joined them, shaking her head as she caught the two men staring at them both.

‘Don’t mind Ronnie and Wilfred,’ she said. ‘You’re quite a novelty because you’re new. But they’ll move on to something else soon enough.’

Naomi caught their narrow-eyed glares and recognised the taller of the two as the man who’d been washing his car on the day they’d driven past. His lips drew back in a grimace, revealing yellowing tombstone teeth.

‘So, what do you think of it so far?’ Joanne said to Morgan, as she rested their drinks and some brownies on their table.

Naomi gave Morgan a pleading look as she waited for her to reply.

‘It’s . . . nice,’ Morgan said, donning a saccharine smile.

Joanne chuckled as she took a seat across from them. ‘You don’t need to lie to me, love, it’s a big change after coming from the city. But there are things to do if you make the effort.’

‘She’s tired, aren’t you?’ Naomi jumped in. Morgan could be as rude as she wanted to her, but she needed to blend in with the locals. And although her smile was sweet, her tone had an underlying current that Naomi didn’t like. ‘We’re still unpacking boxes. The movers were very helpful, but there’s still so much to do.’

‘I can imagine,’ Joanne said, her eyes still on Morgan. ‘And it’s no fun being in a strange place with no friends, is it, dear? I take it you don’t want to be here?’

Naomi was surprised by her directness.

‘It’s not that . . .’ Naomi began, until Morgan interrupted her.

‘No, I don’t,’ she replied, still smiling sweetly. ‘My real mum’s sick and, well . . . I didn’t get much of a say.’

Great, thought Naomi, her lips forming a thin white line. This was just what she needed. To be painted as the wicked stepmother within minutes of meeting the locals. She dipped her head to sip her latte, which contained the exact amount of sugar that she took.

‘Ah,’ Joanne said. ‘I knew you were too young to be her mum.’

The comment was probably well meaning, but stung just the same. Naomi did her best with Morgan. She’d ensured she was fed properly for a start, that she had everything she needed for school. She had even enquired about extra tuition to bring her up to speed.

Joanne’s eyes trailed over to the table where a young woman was taking orders. ‘Dawn,’ she called, waving her over. ‘You’re due a break. Why don’t you give Morgan a tour of the village?’

The girl was tall and pretty, and her smile revealed a perfect row of teeth.

‘Sure!’ she said, making Naomi wish Morgan had half her enthusiasm. But was it OK, leaving Morgan to roam around with someone she didn’t know?

‘Don’t worry,’ Joanne said, easing Naomi’s mind. ‘She’ll bring her back intact. Dawn’s the daughter of our local parish vicar. She’s a lovely girl.’

Morgan was already out of her chair, finishing off her brownie in one bite.

‘They may as well get some fresh air while they can,’ Joanne said. ‘Have you heard about Storm Hilda? She’ll be with us soon.’

Naomi had heard about the snowstorm, which was giving Scotland a hell of a battering. The last time she’d spoken to Ed, some roads were hit with snowdrifts but at least he’d made it to his hotel OK. As the girls said their hellos, Naomi guessed it wouldn’t do her any harm to give Morgan a little free rein.

‘I’m happy with the terms you sent me,’ Joanne said, snapping Naomi out of her thoughts. ‘I’ll email you my order later, on a two-week trial basis. We’ll see where we go from there.’

‘Lovely,’ Naomi said, beaming. It had taken time to improve her baking to a point where she felt confident selling her produce. This was her very first sale. It seemed she had been wrong about Nighbrook. The locals were far friendlier than she could have hoped for. Yet there was still a warning whisper deep in her psyche. Don’t forget about the Harpers.

‘Joanne,’ Naomi said, summoning up all her courage as the woman began to walk away. ‘Is there anything I need to know?’

A cloud crossed Joanne’s face. ‘As in?’

‘The Harpers,’ she blurted, a blush staining her cheeks.

Was it her imagination or had the café fallen quiet? She wrapped her fingers around her mug as all eyes fell on her.

‘Sorry, I’m not with you,’ Joanne said, rigid in her stance.

Instantly, Naomi regretted the question. ‘We’re living in their house . . . I . . . um . . . I was wondering if there was anything I need to worry about, you know . . . with them disappearing so suddenly.’

Joanne’s sparse brows turned downward in a frown. ‘But that was ten years ago.’ Her gaze flickered around the room before returning to Naomi, and her customers looked away. ‘You surely don’t think you’re in any danger . . . do you?’

Awkward laughter escaped Naomi’s lips. ‘No, sorry, of course not.’

What was she apologising for?

‘That’s all right then,’ Joanne said. ‘Because we’ve moved on since then. It’s best you do too.’

As the phone on the counter rang, Joanne turned and walked away. It seemed the subject of the Harpers was not a welcome one.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Morgan stepped out into the fresh air, pulling her hair back from her face as it was taken by an icy gust. It was a relief to escape Naomi for a while. Her constant pecking was driving her nuts. It was the middle of the day, but Naomi had still been reluctant to let her out on her own. What chance did she have of ever making friends, or getting a date, even? Not that it came easy. Which was why she was grateful that someone had taken an interest in her – even if she was the daughter of a vicar.

‘Got a light?’ Dawn said, pulling a bent-up cigarette from the inside pocket of her dungarees.

‘No . . . sorry,’ Morgan said, taken by surprise. She watched as Dawn patted her pockets, smiling in relief as she found a purple lighter.

‘I thought I’d lost this,’ she said, shoving the thin spear of a roll-up into her mouth. ‘Want one?’

‘Nah, I don’t smoke,’ Morgan said. A lifetime of breathing in her mother’s second-hand fumes had put her off.

‘Hang around here long enough and you will.’ Dawn winked. Her smile made her all the prettier, and Morgan felt her stomach liquify. She watched her take a practised drag on her cigarette and blow out a smoke ring. ‘I buy the tobacco from a mate and make my own. Everyone knows everyone around here. If I get it in the newsagent’s, it’ll get straight back to my dad.’

So that explained why Dawn had dragged Morgan down a quiet side road the second they got outside.

‘You’re hardly a kid,’ Morgan replied. They may have only just met, but already she felt at ease.

‘I know, right?’ Dawn flashed a grin. ‘But you can’t push back. You gotta play them at their own game.’ She eyed Morgan up and down. ‘Your nose ring is proper sick. My dad won’t let me have one. What’s your natural hair colour?’

‘Auburn.’ Morgan slid a dark strand of hair between her fingers. ‘It’s semi-permanent. I’ve been thinking about dyeing it back.’

‘Nice. I like redheads.’ Dawn threw her a cheeky smile.

She paused to take another drag of her cigarette and Morgan stared at her perfect cherry lips. They looked like they’d been painted by Botticelli. Her long brown hair shone with streaks of honey blonde and Morgan wondered if it was her natural colour trying to push through. Her own limp black hair seemed to fade by comparison. It was like comparing ‘The Birth of Venus’ to a ghost. A tumult of emotions stormed inside her, and she dragged her gaze away.

‘I know where we can score some weed if you’re interested,’ Dawn said, her voice low. ‘But you have to keep it to yourself.’

‘Really?’ Morgan asked. She had tried skunk before. Her mother was always saying how good it was for your health, but given how paranoid she’d become, Morgan wasn’t so sure. She didn’t like the smell – or the way her mother acted when she was on it. Nothing got done when her mum was stoned. ‘OK then,’ she continued, regardless. Dawn had surprised her. It seemed the vicar’s daughter wasn’t so innocent after all. ‘Does everyone here know your business then?’ She rubbed the back of her neck. She’d experienced a creepy sensation of being watched from the second she’d arrived.

Dawn exhaled a stream of smoke. ‘If you fart in the morning, everyone knows what it smelt like by lunchtime.’ She laughed. ‘But they give me some leeway ’cos I’m the vicar’s daughter. When I’m eighteen, they won’t see me for dust.’

Morgan nodded in understanding. At least if she was stuck here, she’d found a kindred soul. ‘I’ve been looking for a way out too.’ She kicked a stone. ‘But I’m trapped.’

‘Your dad’s minted, ain’t he?’ Dawn gave her a queer look. ‘You can do whatever you want.’

‘How did you know?’ Morgan said, following her as she turned left on to a narrow road. She didn’t know where she was going, only that they were at the back of the shops now. Overfilled bins lined the path, along with rusted bicycles, parked cars and damp boxes piled up for recycling. A rat scurried into the undergrowth as the pair of them approached.

Gazing up at a dirt-stained window, Morgan cast an eye over the half-torn lace curtain hanging limply from its hooks. This was the real face of the village. The locals’ smiles were as fake as their window dressings, like the butcher’s shop with the plastic legs of lamb hanging from hooks or the clothes shop with dresses pulled back with bulldog clips. She had noticed it all on the way in. But the thing she noticed the most was the glare of suspicion in the villagers’ eyes. Their movements had seemed almost robotic, as if they were playing out a badly acted coffee-shop scene. Even Joanne carried a hint of malice. Was Dawn any different?

‘We know everything,’ Dawn finally answered in a theatrical voice. Grinning, she looked Morgan up and down. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not after your money. I’ve got plans of my own.’

‘I never said you were,’ Morgan said. ‘It’s not as if I can get my hands on it.’ She negotiated a frozen puddle, briefly bumping hips with Dawn as she stepped aside.

‘So, what brought you to the arsehole of nowhere?’ Dawn asked as she balanced herself. ‘Is your dad making a movie out here?’

Morgan’s face tightened as she gave a brief shake of the head. ‘My stepmum wanted to move from the city. She thought it would be good for us.’

‘And you don’t?’

‘No flies on you, Sherlock.’ Morgan’s tone was flat. She didn’t want to talk about Naomi. The very thought of her put a dampener on things.

Dawn emitted a soft chuckle, stubbing out the cigarette with the heel of her boot. ‘You know about Ivy Cottage, don’t you? What happened there?’

‘If you’re talking about the Harpers then yeah, I do. That’s the real reason my crime-loving stepmum dragged us all here. Selfish cow.’ The words slipped so effortlessly from her lips, and her blush rose. So much for putting on a positive front.

‘C’mon.’ Dawn slipped her hand into Morgan’s. ‘I want to show you something.’

Taking a quick look over her shoulder, she darted down a side alleyway. Breaking into a trot, Morgan kept up with her, her heart beating double time. But it wasn’t from the exercise, it was from the warmth of Dawn’s hand.

‘Where are you taking me?’ Morgan said, losing sight of the village as they followed a path towards the church. But Dawn just flashed her a smile, her brunette ponytail bouncing as she jogged.

As they reached the churchyard, Dawn released her hand. Morgan followed her to a small memorial plaque that peeped up from the lawn. It was semi-hidden from view in the far corner of the graveyard, which bordered a stream. The sound of the babbling water brought a sense of peace to the place. Morgan forced herself to appear nonchalant as she traced her fingertips over the gold inscription in faded granite. Susan, Martin and Grace. Always in our thoughts.

‘It’s a memorial for the Harpers,’ Dawn explained, her hands deep in her dungaree pockets. ‘Very few people know it’s here. Now you share a secret with the rest of us.’

‘But they’re missing, aren’t they? Not dead.’ Morgan gazed around the graveyard. It was a well-cared-for place, surrounded by tidy hedge plants and bare rose bushes that were waiting for the sun.

‘It’s been ten years.’ Dawn arched a slim eyebrow. ‘Seems pretty likely they’re not coming back.’

‘What do you think happened to them?’ Morgan said, her heart returning to a regular beat. The palm of her hand still tingled from the sudden, unexpected contact.

‘Aw now,’ Dawn chuckled. ‘I’ll have to know you a bit better to tell you that.’ She slipped her hand back into Morgan’s as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

‘Where are you taking me now?’ Morgan was enjoying this new sense of wonderment. Perhaps it wasn’t so bad here after all.

‘For some proper milkshakes,’ Dawn said. ‘Not the powdered muck Joanne sells. You’re not allergic to nuts, are you? Because Gino makes peanut-butter shakes to die for.’ After offering a Polo to Morgan, she popped one in her mouth.

‘I love peanut butter. And Daim Bars . . . They make good milkshakes too.’ Morgan spoke with a little too much enthusiasm, and she reminded herself to play it cool. But her mind was whirling with possibilities. Up until now, she’d thought her crushes on girls were just part of growing up. Perhaps this was why her online relationship with Taz had never progressed into anything more. She never felt the same excitement when talking to boys. Was Dawn aware of the effect she was having on her? Was she playing up to it? Another thought entered her mind that made her snatch her hand away.

‘What’s up?’ Dawn said, coming to a halt.

‘Are you legit?’ Morgan said. ‘Because I’ve had plenty of people take the piss and they’ve all come to regret it.’

It was true. Morgan was what her father called a ‘scrapper’. She had learned how to defend herself from an early age.

‘Why do you think that?’ Dawn’s eyes searched her face.

‘Because you barely know me.’ Morgan swallowed, the words stuck in her throat. ‘People like you aren’t nice to people like me.’

‘People like me? Whoa, back up.’ Dawn raised a hand in the air. ‘Because you’re right, we don’t know each other. If you did, you wouldn’t say that.’

But Morgan wouldn’t allow herself to believe it. ‘You can’t be short of friends. I mean . . . look at you. Why would you want to hang out with me?’

Dawn responded with a smile. ‘Because you’re cool. You came here from London, didn’t you? Your dad is a legend. And this isn’t about him. I mean, you’re the most interesting person I’ve met in Nighbrook. You’ve lived in Scotland, London, America, you’ve seen the world. I’ve never been outside this shitty little village.’

‘Really?’ Morgan said, eyebrows raised.

‘People here don’t travel outside Nighbrook,’ Dawn continued. ‘It’s like we live in this little bubble and we’re not allowed to leave.’ She tilted her head to one side. ‘I want to hear all about America. There’s so much I want to know.’

‘And that’s it?’ Morgan said, slightly deflated.

Dawn touched Morgan’s hair, her palm coasting against her cheek. It flushed beneath the warmth of her hand.

‘That . . .’ Dawn said, taking a step closer, ‘is definitely not it.’

As Morgan stared into Dawn’s eyes, Morgan felt her stomach liquify.

‘Are we good?’ Dawn asked. ‘Because I don’t want to have my milkshake alone.’

‘We’re good,’ Morgan replied, slipping her hand back into Dawn’s.

‘Cool.’ Dawn’s voice lowered to a whisper. ‘Then you won’t mind sneaking out to see me tonight. Meet me at the graveyard, two am. It’ll be fun.’

‘That’s a bit late, isn’t it?’ Morgan groaned. ‘And it’s over a mile from my house.’

Dawn leaned in, her peppermint breath warm on Morgan’s face. ‘Please. It’s the only time I can sneak out without being seen. I’ll make it worth your while.’

‘All right then,’ Morgan said, reluctantly. She supposed she could charge her iPhone and use it as a torch.

Tugging on her hand, Dawn led her back towards the village.

‘Milkshakes are calling. My treat.’

Morgan allowed her to lead the way. For the first time in weeks, she felt happy. Who knew what tonight would bring?








CHAPTER FOURTEEN


THE VILLAGERS

Lloyd didn’t like holding another meeting so close to the last one. It didn’t do to raise a suspicion of any kind. But their ‘book club’ meetings were a cover for something more sinister. A darkness lurked behind their well-meaning platitudes as each of his neighbours gathered and exchanged small talk. They all had a reason to be here. They would give up their jobs, their friends, their freedom to protect what they knew. It had been that way ever since the Harpers’ disappearance, and Lloyd was proud to live in a village where not one person had ratted them out. He wondered how they would have fared without him to guide them through all the aspects of the investigation, and his coaching on the questions likely to be asked by the media or police.

It was his ability to keep his ear to the ground that had protected them all. But their community was so fragile. What did the future hold for the next generation? Would they rest quite so easily beneath the burden of the village secret? A cold chill enveloped him at the thought of being caught. He stood in his cosy home, the open fire gently crackling and the smell of oven-baked cookies hanging tantalisingly in the air. It was a chocolate-box cottage that harboured darkness beneath its roof. Joanne might look the grandmotherly type, but he knew she had trouble sleeping, as did he. A new family upset the dynamics and left everyone feeling unsettled. But Nighbrook was getting a reputation. Too many families had been driven out of the village. It was a reputation that they could do without, but the villagers had minds of their own. Someone was bound to disagree with their practices. It only took one person to raise a red flag.

‘You OK?’ Bambridge approached, swiping away the cookie crumbs lodged in his beard.

Lloyd rubbed the back of his neck as tension spread between his shoulder blades. There was a headache on the horizon, and he hoped they could get through this meeting with as little aggravation as possible.

‘It’s too soon to be having another village meeting,’ he grumbled, his voice gravelly.

‘Meeting? You mean I read Wuthering Heights for nothin’?’

Lloyd offered him a half-smile. The only thing Bambridge read these days was the menu. He had put on a hefty amount of weight in the years since the Harper family’s disappearance. He’d changed. They all had. They had forged bonds that others could not begin to comprehend. And now the burden had passed down to their children. But would they be as willing to protect Nighbrook? They needed to move on, and the only way was to begin to accept people into their community. He watched Reverend Humphries sidle in and unclip Bonnie from her lead. She made her way to the fireplace, her tail lolling from side to side. Life had not been easy for the vicar since his wife died – raising Dawn on his own and having the village secret to reconcile with his faith. No wonder the man was nearly bald. Lloyd watched him dither and apologise as he shifted to the front of the gathering.

Joanne cleared her throat as the last of the select band of villagers filtered in, tea and cookies in hand. ‘Thanks everyone for coming, a hundred per cent turn out again,’ she said, a hint of pride in her voice as she untied her apron from her waist.

‘We need to ease our foot off the throttle,’ Lloyd said, loud enough for everyone to hear. ‘Monthly meetings are enough, unless something happens.’ He could have told Joanne in private, but a little bit of public remonstration kept her in her place. Excited by the newcomers, she had called the meeting without his approval. The Harper business took up enough of his time as it was.

‘But we’ve had an update,’ Joanne said, looking put out at being publicly reprimanded.

Turning to Dawn, Joanne gave her the nod to speak. The young girl stepped forward, her fingers wrapped around her coffee cup.

‘I made friends with Morgan Ward,’ she said. ‘She told me her stepmother only bought the house because she’s interested in the Harpers.’

A ripple of murmurs spread throughout the room at the news.

Lloyd raised his hands to quieten them. ‘All right folks, simmer down. It’s a famous case,’ he said.

‘I spoke to Naomi, her stepmother, in the café today too,’ Joanne piped up. ‘She was asking questions about the Harpers.’

Lloyd’s face was stony. ‘They were bound to find out one way or another. We expected this.’

He knew he was wavering. Decisions did not come easily when he had nothing but a cup of tea to drive his thoughts. His gaze fell on the drinks cabinet. The one that Joanne kept locked.

‘She’s married to a movie producer. Do I need to point out the obvious?’ Joanne directed her question to the neighbours.

‘There’s more,’ Dawn piped up, her cheeks flushed. ‘Naomi’s famous for reporting cold crime cases. Morgan said she’s obsessed with the Harper case.’

‘Shit,’ Lloyd grumbled beneath his breath. This was all news to him. He’d come home to the meeting straight from work, having ignored Joanne’s calls to his mobile. ‘How did this happen? Why didn’t anyone know?’ He glanced around the room. All eyes were on him. His throat tightened as he tried to swallow. Another glance at the drinks cabinet. He knew where Joanne kept the key.

‘Her baking is a cover,’ Dawn added. ‘And Morgan only told me because . . . well . . .’ Her lips parted in a smile. ‘She’s got a bit of a crush on me.’

‘Now can you see?’ Joanne’s features were pinched as she met her husband’s gaze. ‘They can’t be trusted. They need to go.’ She pursed her lips as Lloyd glared in return. Nobody told him what to do when it came to the occupants of Ivy Cottage, least of all his wife.

Heads returned to Lloyd for guidance, but he was interrupted by Reverend Humphries talking to Dawn. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? You need to tread carefully there.’

Dawn rolled her eyes. ‘Dad, you’re a vicar – how do you expect me to talk about this stuff? Anyway, it’s not as if I feel the same.’

As the drama unfolded, Rose, a neighbour, spoke. ‘Morgan’s just a teenager. And her mum is bound to be curious, given they’re living in their house.’ Rose’s daughter was the local estate agent who had dealt with the sale of the cottage. Rose had her own mind, and she didn’t always agree, but she would be sure to say her piece. ‘We knew it would be a challenge, accepting new blood. But if we all calm down and act normally . . .’ She gave Joanne a pointed look. ‘Then it will blow over. They won’t find anything. No more than they found anything ten years ago. I say, let them be.’

‘It’s more than curiosity.’ Joanne sniffed. ‘With her being a journalist. She’s been down the library, hunting through all the local newspapers.’ Her cup rattled in its saucer as she laid it on the coffee table, her jangling nerves obvious. ‘She’s been asking about the Harpers’ relatives, and who the last people were to speak to them. I know her type. She won’t let go of it, not until she’s uncovered something.’

‘A journalist!’ one of the men from the back wailed theatrically. It was Ronnie, the man who had been sitting in JoJo’s Café with Wilfred, the village doctor, the day Naomi and her daughter walked in. ‘All this guff about bringing in new blood,’ he continued, directing his words at Rose. ‘Your daughter has brought a journalist and a movie producer into our village. Are you happy now?’

‘Now hang on a minute,’ Joanne said, as a sea of disgruntled mutterings rose in the room. Joanne was always quick to defend her old friend Rose.

Lloyd gently lay his hand on the curve of his wife’s back. It was a small gesture, unseen by the crowd. But it was telling her to quieten and allow him to step in.

‘She won’t find answers in the library, you know that,’ Lloyd said.

‘I don’t even know why she’s down there, not when she’s got the internet,’ someone from the back of the room pointed out. ‘You can see all the theories online. What’s the house gonna do for her? What difference does it make if she’s here?’

‘That’s right,’ another voice piped up. ‘If you drive them out, then she’ll get even more suspicious than she already is.’

‘Not if we do it now,’ Joanne said, ‘before she gets her teeth into it. Otherwise . . .’ Her words hung in the air and it seemed her thoughts were too dark to voice.

Lloyd’s frown deepened as he took in Joanne’s face. She had been desperate to rid the village of the family from the start. But just how far was she prepared to go to protect their secret? It was a question he had asked himself many times. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer.

He turned to Dawn. ‘How sure are you about all of this? Do you think the family are determined to find answers?’

‘Pretty sure.’ Dawn spoke with confidence. ‘I can easily find out more.’

‘I don’t like it.’ Reverend Humphries’s face was chalky-white. ‘This could turn sour. I don’t want you getting involved.’

Lloyd rubbed his chin. Dawn was young. The man was bound to be worried, given she was all he had left in the world.

‘She’s clueless, a complete nerd.’ Dawn laughed. ‘What’s she going to do, bore me to death? Besides . . .’ Her gaze roamed around the room. ‘It’s gonna look weird if I stop seeing her now.’ She walked towards the fireplace, bending to stroke Bonnie’s fur.

‘I say we have a show of hands,’ Joanna said. ‘Who wants to nip this in the bud and nudge this family out of the village?’

‘Wait,’ Mike said, clearly torn. ‘It’s too early to run them out.’

As he glanced around the room, Lloyd could see that opinion was split. The villagers would follow his lead, but he had to be seen to be balanced. Plus, he didn’t want to get the blame if it all went horribly wrong.

‘Then how about Dawn finds out a bit more?’ He turned to her. ‘That’s if you’re up for it?’ He knew no harm could come to her. On the contrary. Dawn was a firecracker.

‘Hell yeah!’ Dawn laughed. ‘This is the most exciting thing that’s happened all year.’

Lloyd nodded in acknowledgement. Dawn worried him at the best of times. But she could be trusted. Of that much, he was sure. ‘All right then, show of hands. Who wants her to find out more?’

Everyone’s hand except for that of Reverend Humphries went up.

‘Seems like we’re in agreement,’ Lloyd said. He looked at his wife, taking in her terse expression. ‘Joanne, is there something you want to say?’

‘I don’t see why we can’t make them a little uncomfortable while they’re here.’

‘Fine,’ Lloyd said, with a sense of finality. ‘Now, if we’ve covered everything?’ He was met with silence as he took in the villagers’ faces. ‘Good. Then you know what to do.’








CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Ten Years Previously

Grace peeked through her bedroom door as voices rose from the living room. Mummy and Daddy were arguing again. She had heard the crack of Daddy’s gun as he was hunting in the woodlands and hoped he hadn’t shot any deer. Then again, he couldn’t have, given he’d come home in such a bad mood. Harsh whispers rose from the confines of the living room. It was nothing new.

She tugged on the bandage covering her left arm. The itching was intense now, her scratching bringing a short bout of satisfaction before feeling like someone had raked a hot poker down the length of her arm. On the days when she wanted to claw her face, her mummy fastened mittens to her hands, taping them off at the wrists.

‘You’ll thank me one day,’ she’d say as Grace howled in pain. ‘You don’t want scars on your pretty face.’

At least her daddy had made her room nice. She loved the TV in the corner of her bedroom that he had fitted to the wall. Every time he came home from work, he brought her either a Disney movie or a toy. Her collection of DVDs was stacked in a rack in the corner and was almost as tall as her. She loved the quilt Mummy had made her, and the pastel-pink paint on her wall. She’d even put fairy lights up over her bed. This was the house Mummy grew up in, and she was sleeping in Mummy’s old room. But Grace had never met her grandparents, and she had seen her aunt Petunia only twice. She was a thin, beady-eyed woman who coughed a lot and smelt of cigarette smoke.

‘Do you have to go away again so soon?’ Her mummy spoke to her father in the doorway. ‘We’ve only just got here.’

Peeping through the crack in the door, Grace watched her daddy run a hand through his wavy brown hair. ‘It’s not as if you don’t know the place,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d be happy, being back home.’

‘But I don’t remember any of these people.’ Her mother raised her hands in the air. ‘Besides, it’s not as if I can go into the village, not with Grace.’

Grace pulled back behind the doorway. Her mummy didn’t like it when she spied.

‘Look.’ Her father’s voice was softer now. ‘I’ll be back before you know it. You knew when I took the job that I’d be spending time away from home.’

‘I know that, but . . .’ her mother began to say.

‘What do you want me to tell them?’ Grace’s father interrupted. ‘That I can’t go to work because my wife wants me home? Take your anti-depressants. They’ll make you feel better. I’ll only be gone a couple of days.’

Grace returned to the schoolwork her mummy had tasked her with. Soon Daddy would leave, and Mummy would turn her attentions to her. The thought made her stomach heave.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Naomi picked up the snow globe and gave it a shake before placing it back on the window sill. But as much as she loved the ornament, it didn’t make the house feel any cosier. There was something about the kitchen that didn’t sit right. Perhaps it was the smell of fresh paint, or the tough time Naomi was having accepting that a vital part of the crime scene had been thrown into a skip. Even the will to bake had deserted her. Joanne had yet to email her order, but she should have something prepared. Baking had been a nice distraction over the course of the last year. She had plans for her small start-up business and hoped to supply some of the coffee shops in the larger surrounding towns. She opened and closed the cupboard, her shoulders jerking upwards at the sudden ring of her phone.

It was Ed. She took a second to catch her breath before answering.

‘Hey, you,’ Ed said, his breath ruffling the line.

‘How is everything?’ Naomi asked. ‘I hear the weather is pretty rough.’

‘Aye, it’s pure Baltic.’ The sound of his voice warmed her. Even when ensconced in the wilds of Scotland, he still found time to call.

‘Still no luck finding Harmony?’

‘I’ve been to her local police station, trying to get them to take her disappearance seriously. Now I’m driving around all her old haunts.’

‘Well, be careful. You know what she’s like.’

‘I’ve got a surprise for you.’ As he changed the subject, a smile carried on his words.

‘What is it?’ she said.

She was dreading another night alone with Morgan in a cottage that felt like someone else’s home. She hadn’t expected it to feel like this. She’d been waiting to get her teeth into the investigation into the Harper family’s disappearance, starting with searching the loft. But she could not shake off feeling like an intruder. As if someone could walk in at any second and ask what she was doing in their house. Her eyes wandered around the room, to the corners of the ceiling. Perhaps they were already here. But there was no way Naomi could share her concerns with Ed. He’d had his hands full trying to track down his flighty ex-wife. She tuned back into his narrative, keeping her worries at bay.

‘I figured you could do with a wee bit of adult company . . .’ Ed’s words ended with a yawn.

‘Oh God,’ Naomi interrupted, feeling a rising sense of dread. ‘Who have you invited over?’ She ran her hand over the clean kitchen surfaces, capable of accommodating so many cakes.

‘John, the handyman,’ Ed replied gleefully. ‘Should be knocking on your door any minute now.’

‘What?’ Naomi shrieked. ‘I don’t even know him!’

‘I thought you’d welcome a visit from such a handsome chap. He has a look of Jude Law about him, don’t you think?’

‘Tell me you’re joking,’ Naomi urged, as her husband teased.

‘I’m kidding . . .’ Ed was belly-laughing now. ‘I gave Connie a call. She’s on her way.’

‘You sod.’ Naomi felt a sudden wave of relief. A reunion with her sister was welcome. ‘And before you ask,’ she continued, ‘Morgan and I are getting on great.’ She began toying with the chain around her neck. ‘She’s even made a new friend – Dawn.’

Naomi relayed their trip to the village, and how friendly everyone had been. Their conversation ended on a positive note as Ed promised to come home soon. She had barely slid her phone into her pocket before it rang again.

‘You must miss me,’ she chuckled, not bothering to check the display.

‘Oh, hello dear, erm . . . I just wanted a word.’

Inhaling a quick breath, Naomi composed herself.

‘Joanne, sorry,’ she said. ‘I thought you were my husband.’ Her thoughts raced forward to the cakes Joanne would ask her to bake. She opened a cupboard, her phone resting between chin and shoulder as she pulled out a bag of flour from the back. ‘Would you like to place an order? I’ve got most of the ingredients I need . . .’

‘Heavens no, we won’t be ordering any cakes.’

‘Oh,’ Naomi said, dropping the bag of flour on the side with a thump. ‘If you don’t like the flavour—’

‘It’s not the flavour,’ Joanne interrupted, her voice cold. ‘It’s the ingredients.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m not with you.’ Naomi’s brow furrowed. ‘I use only the best organic ingredients and I—’

‘There were maggots in your cake. Caused quite a stir when I served up a piece to one of my customers. I’ll be lucky if he ever comes back.’

‘Maggots?’ Naomi’s hand fell to her chest. ‘There can’t be . . .’ But a feeling deep in the pit of her gut told her there could. Her hand tightened into a fist. Morgan. She had gone too far this time. ‘Are you sure it was my cake?’ she said, trying to contain the situation. She imagined the uproar. Her business being tarnished before it got off the ground.

‘Mercifully, they were dead,’ Joanne responded, ignoring the question. ‘I asked my customers not to take pictures but . . . well, you know what people are like. I think it’s best you steer clear, you don’t want them going online.’

‘No,’ Naomi gasped, tears welling in her eyes. ‘There’s been a mistake. Those cakes were per . . . perfect.’ Her tongue tripped over her words as she stood, horrified. She turned to the window but could see nothing but grey sleet. Darkness was drawing in, reflecting her mood.

‘I hope you’re not suggesting I had anything to do with this,’ Joanne said haughtily. ‘I run a clean establishment. Those maggots were embedded in the centre of your cake.’

‘No, of course not. I just meant that . . .’ Naomi sighed. She didn’t know what she meant. She was at a loss for words.

‘It’s the talk of the village,’ Joanne continued. ‘So, it’s best if you stay away. I don’t want people to think you’re supplying the café.’

Her words were followed by a dead ringtone as she abruptly ended the call.

So that was it. She wasn’t waiting to hear Naomi’s side of the story.

She didn’t trust herself to have this out with Morgan – not yet. The last thing she needed was an atmosphere when Connie came to her door. She scrolled through her social media, thankful that at least no photos had been tagged to her Facebook page. Her frown deepened as she thought it through. How could Morgan physically put maggots inside her cake? The answer immediately sprang to mind. The same way she put the prawns in your clothes. No wonder she was smirking to herself. Naomi’s thoughts turned over like dark, shiny pebbles. Her outing with Dawn had brightened Morgan’s mood, but it didn’t change the resentment that she clearly felt. She would confront Morgan later, when it was just the two of them. The thought left Naomi uneasy in her skin. If Morgan was capable of ruining her business, what else was she planning for her?








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


As she wandered into her home office, Naomi took in the fruits of her investigation to date. She hadn’t stopped to think what she would do if she solved the Harper case. Driven by compulsion, she had moved here to infiltrate the village and live life in the Harpers’ shoes. Given the case had bothered her for years, it wouldn’t be solved overnight. She imagined herself in five, maybe ten years, sitting at her desk, puzzling over the family’s last movements. Was that the life she wanted? But when doubts crept in she imagined herself solving the puzzle and putting the mystery of the Harpers’ whereabouts to rest. She was in a unique position and so far, she sensed Nighbrook’s occupants had much to hide. Joanne was nice to her face, introducing Morgan to a new friend. But was she thinking that it was best to keep your enemies close?

Naomi’s gaze roamed across the first of three corkboards hung on the walls. Red strings originated from the centre with pins holding the information she had gained about the Harper family to date. The second board contained the history of Ivy Cottage and the village of Nighbrook: when the cottage was built, who stayed here and details about the village; business owners, services offered and any residents of note. Relationships were key, but they had been harder to pry open. Already, she was gaining more insights than she had from surfing online. The third board featured what she called her third ‘p’ of people, places and now plot: theories as to why anyone would want to hurt the Harpers or make them disappear. This included any elaborate theories that she had found and she had printed off each one. From alien abductions to cult membership, every Reddit theory or any Facebook group ramblings were there.

A pair of headlights flashed down her winding driveway, and Naomi collected her thoughts. Stepping out into the corridor, Naomi turned the key in the lock before pocketing it. Connie didn’t need to see any of this – not yet.

‘Hey, you!’ Naomi threw her arms open to her sister as she greeted her on the front doorstep. It felt so good to see Connie. It had been too long.

‘Happy new home!’ Placing her bags on the ground, Connie opened her arms to accept her hug. Naomi closed her eyes as she inhaled the sweet scent of Obsession – her sister’s favourite perfume.

‘It’s so lovely to see you,’ Naomi said, stepping back to look at her. ‘You look amazing. Have you lost weight? Or is it a new fella?’

‘We can talk about me later,’ Connie replied, swishing her blonde hair off her face. ‘I want to see this house of yours! Here . . .’ She bent to retrieve a bag. ‘Champagne and chocolates. Who wants boring house plants when you can have booze?’

‘Ooh, it’s the good stuff, you shouldn’t have!’ Naomi said, peeking into the bag as she took it from her grip. ‘Come in, we’ll get it open.’ She led her sister through the hall into the belly of the kitchen, which seemed like the best place to start.

‘Wow,’ Connie said, as she took in the refurbished space. ‘I wasn’t expecting this!’

‘Neither was I.’ Naomi’s head swivelled towards the fridge as it slammed shut. The sight of Morgan’s scowling face put a pin to her bubble of joy. Morgan gave them both a pained look as she balanced a tub of ice cream and the makings of a turkey sandwich in her hands.

‘You’re not taking that to your room, are you?’ Naomi said. ‘You should eat it in the kitchen . . .’

‘Plu-lease.’ Morgan rolled her eyes. ‘The place is a shit-hole. I’m hardly going to make it any worse than it already is.’ She didn’t wait for a response as she walked past, pausing only to give Connie a withering glance.

A flush of embarrassment drove colour to Naomi’s cheeks. ‘I . . .’ She turned back to her sister. ‘Sorry . . . I was going to introduce you but . . .’ She looked after Morgan, who had already left. ‘Guess there’s not much point.’ Given Naomi and Ed married during a secret ceremony, Connie and Morgan had never met.

Connie’s face grew taut as she shrugged off her coat. ‘Who does she think she is?’

‘It’s OK, honestly.’ Naomi knew her sister would always defend her. ‘She’s playing up because her mum has gone. She blames me for everything.’

But Connie was unsympathetic. ‘She blames you? After everything her mum did?’

‘She doesn’t know,’ Naomi said. ‘And that’s the way I want it to stay. Please. Let’s leave it, eh?’ Taking two slim flutes from the glass case in the kitchen, she gave her sister a pleading look.

Sighing, Connie accepted her glass of champagne, her eyes dancing around the room. ‘So, this is where it all happened then. I knew you were obsessed, but I never thought you’d buy the place.’

Dipping her head, Naomi sipped her champagne. This was the reason she hadn’t invited Connie herself. Her big sister wasn’t shy about expressing her concerns.

‘It just happened.’ Naomi spoke in a quiet voice as she cradled her glass. The drumming beat of heavy metal music reverberated from Morgan’s room.

‘And how does your new husband feel about this?’ Connie knew about Ed’s history, and what had happened with his dad when he was young.

Grabbing the bottle from the counter, Naomi led her sister into the living room. ‘I’ll tell you all about it. But be prepared. Ed only had time to get the kitchen renovated. The rest of the place needs work.’

‘Jeez, you’re not kidding,’ Connie said, as they settled on the sofa for a chat.

Naomi loved her bright yellow settee, but it looked painfully out of place in such an old-fashioned house.

‘Where are the giant spiders to go with those cobwebs?’ Connie pointed at the beams in the ceilings. Naomi didn’t have the heart to tell her she’d cleared the webs away yesterday, but they had soon reappeared.

Her legs warmed by the open fire, Naomi prepared to tell her sister the truth. ‘Ed doesn’t know about the Harpers.’

Connie stared at her sister, giving her the look. ‘It’ll all end in—’

‘Tears. Yes, I know,’ Naomi interrupted. It was their mother’s saying – one of many Connie started using after she passed away. As for the look . . . she wasn’t sure where that originated from, but she imagined Connie used it a lot in the police force.

‘I mean, seriously,’ Connie continued. ‘You had a nice little flat in London. You were right in the middle of the action. What possessed you to buy this place?’

Naomi looked at her sister, crestfallen. ‘Do you hate it that much? It’ll be lovely when it’s renovated. They’re coming back to finish it next month.’

‘It’s fine . . . if you like tea cosies and Murder She Wrote on the TV. But it’s not you, is it?’ Connie met her gaze. ‘And as for the stepdaughter from hell . . . You’re too young to be dealing with that.’

‘Shh,’ Naomi said. ‘She’ll hear you.’

‘Over that racket? Behave!’ Connie swigged back the last of her champagne and held her empty flute out for more. ‘I’m worried about you. This house . . . you’ll lose yourself in it.’ She glanced around each corner to the shadows thrown. ‘This case . . . it’s your siren song.’

‘Anyone would think I’d moved into the Bates Motel.’ Naomi chuckled. But her laughter was hollow. Connie was right to be worried. Even now, Ivy Cottage had the power to swallow her whole. As eager as she was to explore it, she was scared too. Because once she started, she wouldn’t be able to stop. Even now, she had to force herself to act normally. To fit into the role of mother and housewife. But all she could think of was the family who were here before. She was living in a house full of ghosts.

‘And now you’re not listening. Seriously, I come all this way to see you . . .’ Connie said, disgruntled as she crossed her legs.

‘You were summoned,’ Naomi added, ‘by an overprotective husband. And now you’re stepping into the role. Seriously sis, I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me.’ Leaning forward, she topped up their glasses with the last dribble of champagne. ‘Now, can we change the subject, please? How’s work?’

‘Fine,’ Connie sighed. ‘Chelsea’s finally passed her detective exams, Jo’s split up with her boyfriend, and Derek has transferred to the public protection team.’

Naomi nodded as her sister filled her in on the latest gossip from her workplace.

Connie paused for breath as Naomi threw another log on the fire. ‘You miss it, don’t you? The cut and thrust of work.’

‘Cut and thrust?’ Naomi mocked. ‘Who talks like that?’

‘C’mon, admit it. You’re hardly a domestic goddess. You can’t make toast without burning it.’

‘Cheek.’ Naomi snorted. ‘I make very good toast, I’ll have you know. And my walnut coffee cake is to die for.’ But the words felt sour as Naomi remembered Joanne’s call.

She followed her sister’s gaze as she took in every inch of the room.

‘There was a clock on the wall.’ Connie pointed to the left. ‘And a big wing-backed chair next to the fire.’

‘Was there?’ But her laughter was hollow. She knew of every stick of furniture that had once sat here.

Connie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Is that . . . is that their dresser? It looks just like the one in the photos.’

‘It might be.’ Naomi averted her gaze. The dresser had come with the house and she had searched it this morning.

‘How did Ed not know about this place? Didn’t he check it out beforehand?’

Naomi stared into the embers of the fire as the flames began to peter out. ‘He was in Washington when I bought it. I FaceTimed him during the viewing. He didn’t have a clue.’

‘Won’t he be mad when he finds out?’

‘Lots of houses have history.’

‘A family of three died here.’ Connie’s gaze shot to the narrow window as a branch tapped against the glass.

‘Disappeared,’ Naomi corrected her as she shifted position. Her legs fizzed with pins and needles as she stretched them before her.

‘They’re dead. They just haven’t been found.’ Connie gave her sister a knowing look. She cast her eyes to the ceiling as three thumps rang out. ‘What the hell is that?’ she whispered, straining to listen.

‘The water tank,’ Naomi replied, although she wasn’t entirely sure if that was true.

Rising from the sofa, she rested her flute on the low coffee table before throwing another log on the fire. It hissed and spat, the flames flickering as they curled around the chunk of wood. She felt suddenly weary, but her sister was determined to have her say.

‘Can’t you feel it?’ Connie said. ‘I’m not into ghosts, but . . .’ She shuddered. ‘This place gives me the creeps. Mind you, Wednesday Addams should fit right in.’ She nodded towards the door.

‘Don’t call her that,’ Naomi countered. ‘She’s had a rough time of it.’

‘Plu-lease,’ she said, doing her best Morgan imitation. ‘Having a rich dad to pander to your every need? Sounds tough all right. She should speak to some of the kids I deal with in Tower Hamlets, they’ll have sympathy for her.’

Naomi knew that Connie was working hard to improve life for the families in her borough. She heaved a sigh, tired of the argument.

‘Come back to London.’ Connie’s tone softened as she reached out and squeezed her sister’s hand. ‘Work freelance, using your old contacts. Have your marriage and your job. You can have it all.’

But Naomi was too ashamed to tell her the real reason why she’d quit. She had lost her bottle. She didn’t want deadlines to stress over. To lose the respect of her colleagues. These days she was as soft as the marshmallows she sprinkled on her hot chocolate. ‘Can we change the subject – please?’ Naomi shifted on the sofa, feeling the heat of Connie’s spotlight. Once she got her teeth into something, her sister was like a dog with a bone.

‘OK then, what have we got on the case so far?’ Connie’s face was alight with curiosity. ‘Susan was a housewife, wasn’t she?’ She cast an eye over Naomi’s cardigan. To her thick woollen socks. To her, housewife was a dirty word.

‘That’s right.’ Naomi tucked her feet beneath her. ‘The family spent a few years in each place before upping sticks again.’

‘Why?’ Connie said. ‘If Martin travelled abroad, why did Susan and Grace have to move?’

‘To get the best care for her daughter.’ Naomi tried to imagine the trials Susan had faced.

Connie’s face was thoughtful. ‘She obsessed over that kid, from what I’ve read.’

Naomi delivered a shrug. ‘Doesn’t every mum obsess over their child?’

‘Only the good ones,’ Connie replied.

It was true; they had seen enough child neglect cases in their careers to testify to that.

‘Grace was loved by the community,’ Naomi said. ‘They took her disappearance badly. They closed ranks . . . they still have.’

‘Or they’re covering something up. Why else are they so wary?’

‘That’s a conversation for the morning.’ Naomi stretched as she yawned.

Her sister was right about the villagers, given how Joanne had turned on her today. The woman had a right to be annoyed, but to ban her from the café without allowing her to look into it? The more she thought about it, the more unsettled she felt. Had Morgan put maggots in the cake, or was it an excuse for Joanne to keep Naomi away? Naomi was good at reading people’s behaviour, and the villagers had something to hide.

She didn’t just come here for the house. She came to infiltrate the community. To sneak a glance at the cards they were holding close to their chest. And nobody – not Connie, not Joanne, and certainly not Morgan, would stop her.








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Morgan lay back on her bed, staring at her bedroom walls. A storm was picking up outside, as wet sleet came down. Spitters, her mum called them. Icy, wet snowflakes that melted on your skin. Where was her mother now? According to her father’s latest update, nobody knew. Her disappearance had been reported, but she would come home soon enough. Harmony was no stranger to sofa-surfing. Morgan knew she would be OK.

Beside her, the radiator rattled as the heating came to life. Too little too late, she thought, her eyes flicking to the damp patch on the ceiling that seemed to be growing by the hour. Black spores bloomed, her own personal Rorschach tests. But the images deciphered were ugly and forlorn. Earlier, in the living room, she had heard Connie and Naomi talking about her, and blasted a Metallica playlist to drown them out. But now the living room was silent, apart from the usual creaks and groans of the house. A blast of wind rattled her windowpane followed by a fresh pelt of sleet. She had forgotten to ask Dawn for her mobile number. Had she had it, she would have called their meeting off.

Dawn’s eyes had been bright as she filled her in on the history of Ivy Cottage. She spoke with a strange enthusiasm – perhaps her life was so sheltered she had nothing else to talk about. This bedroom had belonged to Grace, the kid who disappeared ten years ago. Had Grace stared at these ceilings, trapped within these four walls as Dawn claimed she was? Did Grace know she only had a couple of years to live? It felt good to gain Dawn’s trust as she relayed the gossip on the Harper family.

Morgan opened up her laptop, grateful that the internet connection was working on full bars. She had barely spoken to Taz since coming to this godforsaken place. She smiled as his profile displayed he was online.

Hey you, Taz typed. Where have you been?

The Wi-Fi’s shit around here, comes and goes, she replied, pushing her glasses back on to the bridge of her nose.

I miss you. I barely get to speak to you any more.

This house is creepy AF, Morgan typed, changing the subject.

Did he really miss her? And if so, in what way? It was a subject she was reluctant to tackle. She liked things the way they were.

The floor is all creaky, and it smells like dead bodies in the walls.

How do you know what dead bodies smell like?

Morgan snorted. He had her there. I don’t. But I guess they’d smell like my room. Rotting and sour. Sticks at the back of your throat.

Have you checked? For bodies, I mean. They could be under your floorboards. They could be anywhere. Maybe even in your loft.

Morgan stared at the screen, wondering how to decipher his comments. She’d been kidding about the dead body smell. Even if the Harpers were buried there, it happened ten years ago. Surely they would be powder and bone?

Joking! Taz typed when she failed to respond. Don’t worry. All old houses stink. Open the windows.

Not at this hour of the night, a bat will probably fly in, Morgan replied. And those things freak me out, so don’t even go there.

You started it.

I know, Morgan typed, her lips turned down. I hate this place. Nighbrook is the Village of the Damned. It was one of the many old horror movies that she had in her collection but rarely watched. Just because she dressed like a Goth it didn’t mean she liked horror movies, but it was a present-buying assumption that many people made. She thought about her image and Dawn’s comment about liking redheads. Did she even want to be a Goth any more?

Sounds like you’ll fit right in, Taz quickly replied.

Thanks! Morgan tugged her duvet up to her waist as the cold crept in through a fractured windowpane. She made a mental note to move her bed in the morning.

You’re welcome, Taz continued. Have you played any more pranks?

I’d planned to up the ante, with Dad gone. But her bloody sister turned up. You should see her, she’s so full of herself. Just because she’s a copper.

A copper? Taz replied. Have you told her about us?

Morgan’s brow knotted in a frown. Why would she? I don’t even know her, I’ve been keeping out of her way.

A line of text appeared across the screen. Cool. We’re none of her business . . . Three dots appeared as he continued to type. If you stayed with me, you wouldn’t have to worry about what’s under your bed . . . because I’d be there to keep you safe.

Oh no, Morgan thought. Please don’t go there. Up until now, their friendship had been platonic. Given they’d never met, how could it be any other way? But this was taking things a step further.

I’d really like to see you, sweet thing . . . Taz continued. It’s time I met my girl in the flesh.

Sounds like a plan, she said, cursing herself as soon as she typed the words. My girl? The last thing she wanted was to lead Taz on, but it was a shame to lose his friendship. Right now, he was the only person she trusted enough to confide in, but their online relationship was taking a predictable twist. She groaned beneath her breath as she reread the next line of text.

Because you’re mine, not theirs. They don’t deserve to have you under their roof.

Six months they’d been communicating. He’d been playing the long game. She’d been so lonely that she hadn’t read the signs. Taz wanted a lot more than she was willing to give.

Morgan was about to type a reply when another line of text flashed on the screen. Time for some shut-eye. Watch out for the bodies behind the walls xxx

Nooooooo. Don’t leave me alone, she typed on autopilot.

Haha, you’ll be OK. You’ll make new friends in school.

Morgan’s features twisted as she contemplated entering yet another classroom of people that she didn’t know.

Laters, she replied, before shutting down her computer.

Tears blurred her vision as she brought her knees to her chest, feeling tiny and insignificant in her bed. But she would not give in to the depression that threatened to take her. ‘Not a word to your da . . .’ Harmony used to say after her weekends away. ‘The social will take ya away if they know you’ve been left alone.’ She was talking about children’s social care. It had happened to a girl in class. Lily, her name was. One day, she didn’t come to school any more. Morgan used to stare at Lily’s empty chair as she sat with her stomach rumbling because nobody was at home to make her a packed lunch. Lily never returned.

Morgan brushed her tears away as she sat in the gloomy room. She needed to escape. It felt like the walls were closing in. She could make a hot drink, warm herself up before she faced the cold. She checked her watch. It was gone 11.30 p.m. Her stomach churned at the thought of seeing Dawn again. Sliding off her covers, she left her room. Naomi had fussed over her before she went to bed, bringing in an extra blanket and asking if she’d had enough to eat. But it was all in the name of keeping her father sweet. Even when she was little, waiting for her mum, Morgan had never felt as alone as she did now.

She blinked as the kitchen lights stung her eyes. It was like walking into a Tardis: on the outside the house looked grotty, but the kitchen was all shiny chrome and spotlights within. Reaching into the cupboard, she pulled down the tub of hot chocolate powder that her father had stocked. As she poured the milk, her teaspoon paused in her mug. Someone was up. There were steps in the hall. Placing the milk in the microwave, she slammed the door. She didn’t want to talk to Naomi or her horrible sister. She would go back to her room, wait until half one, then walk to the graveyard . . .

The microwave pinged, cutting into her thoughts.

‘What are you up to?’

Morgan jumped as a shrill voice rose from behind. She swivelled around, clutching the kitchen countertop.

‘What?’ she said, her voice shaky. She watched Connie’s expression soften as she scrutinised her from the doorway. Morgan cursed herself for looking so scared. She turned, bowing her head as she spooned chocolate powder into the steaming hot milk.

‘Was that you outside my bedroom?’ Connie’s flimsy camisole and satin dressing gown were not cut out for the wind rising to a crescendo outside.

‘I’ve not been near your door.’ Morgan stirred the contents of her mug and threw the spoon into the sink.

‘Hmm,’ Connie murmured, her hand shooting across the doorway as Morgan tried to sidle past. ‘Look . . .’ Connie stared her down. ‘I know things have been tough for you—’

‘You know nothing.’ Morgan spoke between clenched teeth as her pulse picked up pace.

‘I know a hell of a lot more than you do about the situation,’ Connie retorted.

‘Bullshit,’ Morgan spat. ‘I’m only here because your sister broke up my parents’ marriage.’

Another whoop of wind. The roof tiles clattered as they fought the storm.

Connie stared at Morgan incredulously before blurting a laugh. ‘Naomi didn’t break them up. Your mum did.’

Morgan’s fingers tightened around the mug. The only thing stopping her from throwing it in Connie’s face was the fact that she was a cop.

Connie continued, her nostrils flaring. ‘Remember your dad’s stalker? I oversaw the case.’

Morgan could hardly forget the troll who had tormented her dad for months. The online messages, the social media posts, the hate mail and then the parcels of dog dirt delivered through their door.

‘Good for you,’ Morgan said, her face pinched. What did she want – thanks?

But Connie’s hand remained rigid as Morgan tried to push past. ‘That troll . . . that person who made your dad’s life hell. It was your mum.’

Morgan’s head span at the news. It couldn’t be true. And yet everything locked together like pieces of a puzzle. Harmony was protective over her computer, and she was always acting odd.

‘You’re lying,’ she said, with more conviction than she felt.

‘I wish that was the end of it.’ Connie sighed. ‘Your mum pulled a knife on Naomi when she confronted her. The only reason she wasn’t arrested was because Naomi wanted to let things lie.’ She dropped her hand from the doorway. ‘She was there to talk about shared care. But when your mum threatened her with a breadknife, your dad went for full access. That’s when Harmony went on holiday.’

‘No,’ Morgan said, her voice faint. ‘Dad only took me because Mum fell off that balcony . . . He had no choice.’

Connie shook her head. ‘Your dad applied for full custody long before that. Your mum wouldn’t give him access. It was going through the courts.’

Morgan felt like she’d been punched in the gut. All this time, her dad was trying to protect her from the horrible truth. How wrong she had been.

Silently, she brushed past Connie into the sanctuary of her room. There was that time in the past when she had heard her parents arguing, and Ed had shouted at Harmony to ‘put the knife down’. She’d presumed that Harmony had been preparing dinner and waving her potato peeler in the air. She’d done it before. It didn’t mean anything. Was she more unhinged than Morgan realised? Laying her mug on the dresser, she pulled on her warm clothes, feeling emotionally numb.

Sod her mum. Sod the lot of them. She peeked through her open door, watching Connie as she went back to bed. Morgan needed a friend. If she had to go traipsing through the woods in a storm to speak to Dawn, then so be it.








CHAPTER NINETEEN


Morgan waited until the house had fallen into silence before slowly opening her bedroom door. Naomi wouldn’t check on her until the afternoon. She knew what a night owl Morgan was. If Naomi pulled back her duvet, she’d find nothing but a lumpy pillow there. She told herself that she was going on an adventure. In her experience, the cool kids in school soon lost interest in people who didn’t play along.

Her eyes crept to the skies as she climbed out of her bedroom window, zipping up her coat to protect her from the winter storm. The contents of her dad’s hip flask would take the chill from the night. She needed to bring something to the party; it was the best she could find. She paused to take a swig, her face souring as his whisky warmed her insides on the way down. Trees loomed above her, their leafless branches creaking like old arthritic bones. There was something about these woodlands that held a sense of menace, so at odds with the beautiful landscape of home. At least her iPhone torch granted her enough light to follow the path to the village. It’s just a couple of miles, she told herself, just over one if she took the shortcut.

Dawn had explained the route. Turn right into the forest and follow the bridle path, past an old wooden shack, and then follow the lights to the church. Glancing at her phone, Morgan checked the time: 1.35 a.m. On she trudged, wishing she’d worn her Dr Martens instead of her Converse as wetness seeped through.

‘Fuck,’ she gasped, as her foot became submerged in another icy puddle.

Head down, she walked onwards, grateful when Nighbrook’s only church finally came into view. But where was Dawn? A shot of panic chilled her bones as she realised she was alone in a graveyard at 2 a.m.

‘What kept you?’

As she stepped out of the shadows, Dawn pulled the hoodie off her face. Morgan stiffened at her sudden appearance, but her trepidation was soon replaced by the nervous stomach-churning feeling that comes with a new relationship – if that’s what this was. Morgan honestly didn’t know.

‘So, what’s the big mystery that you had to meet me here at this hour of the night?’ Morgan said, trying to play it cool. She could barely feel the tips of her fingers, and she stuffed them into her jacket pockets in an effort to warm them up.

Dawn grinned as she produced a key. ‘Fancy a tour of the church? I nicked my dad’s keys.’

‘Seriously?’ Morgan stood her ground. ‘You brought me all this way to show me the church? I got out of bed for this?’

‘Nah, I’m just jerking your chain.’ Slipping her arm into Morgan’s, Dawn dragged her towards a side door. ‘This is the vestry.’ She lowered her voice as they both went inside. ‘I’ve put on the heater. I come here when I need some time on my own.’

The room was small but cosy, with the faint smell of incense, and Morgan appreciated the warm air. On the table were some candles and a board laid out. ‘Is that a . . .’

‘Ouija board?’ Dawn finished her sentence. ‘Yeah. You up for it?’

Morgan paused to check her watch, but she was buying time. What she wanted was to go home to her bed. She had messed around with boards when she was younger and they didn’t interest her now. But time in Dawn’s company did. The board was marked with the letters of the alphabet and the numbers 0-9, as well as ‘YES’, ‘NO’ and on the bottom of the board, ‘GOODBYE’.

‘All right then,’ she said, ‘but if you wind me up, I’ll know.’ She pulled out a heavy wooden chair from an old mahogany table, every sound echoing around the shadowed chamber. ‘So, who are we contacting?’ she said, as she rested on the hard wooden chair.

‘The Harper family, who else?’ Dawn looked at her mischievously.

‘Why?’ Morgan said. ‘We don’t even know if they’re dead.’

‘Of course they’re dead!’ The beginnings of a scowl creased Dawn’s face. ‘Sorry.’ She reached for Naomi’s hand. She fixed her expression and softened her voice, the way people did when they want their own way. ‘It’s just that . . . you’re the only one I trust to do this with.’ Her breath smelt of Hubba Bubba bubblegum. It wasn’t unpleasant. ‘Ready?’ she said, bringing Morgan’s attention back to the board.

‘OK.’

Morgan watched as Dawn lit the remaining candles on the table. Then Dawn guided her hand to the planchette before recanting a prayer to protect them, inviting only good spirits in. The flicker of the candles illuminated their faces as they stared at the board.

‘Ask a question,’ Dawn instructed.

Morgan took a deep breath. ‘Grace Harper, are you here?’

The smile evaporated from Dawn’s face as they both stared at the board. Morgan’s shoulders edged upwards. She hated creepy stuff like this. She had come to realise that being a Goth was merely a projection of her own fears. If you can’t beat them, join them. But in reality, it wasn’t for her.

‘How long do we wait?’ she whispered.

‘As long as it takes,’ Dawn replied, not taking her eyes from the board. Slowly, the planchette rolled over the wooden surface, and Morgan held her breath. It rolled to YES.

‘Did you do that?’ Morgan said, double-checking.

‘You’re talking to Grace,’ Dawn swiftly replied. ‘Ask another question.’

Morgan thought about Naomi and what she’d give for some insights into the Harper case.

‘Where are you?’ she said, waiting as the seconds ticked by without a response. ‘Can we finish now?’ She shifted in the hard, unforgiving seat. She thought of all the vicars who must have sat here. Of how mortified they would be to see them consulting a Ouija board in the church. It all felt very wrong.

‘No,’ Dawn replied, seemingly unaffected. ‘You’re asking the wrong questions. Go for yes or no answers.’

But the planchette moved, silencing her words. H . . . E . . . R . . . E

‘Shit.’ Morgan exhaled. ‘She says she’s here.’ Her face scrunched as she considered the question. ‘Does she mean she’s here with us now, or buried here?’

But Dawn responded with a blank look.

‘Are you buried in the graveyard?’ Morgan asked, feeling a shiver encompass her. She waited for the planchette to move, staring at it as she willed a response. Was she actually conversing with the dead?

‘No,’ it said, as it rolled to the word.

She gazed up at Dawn’s face, which was stony with concentration.

‘Were you murdered?’ Morgan continued. She held her breath as the roller slowly moved to YES.

A sudden shriek of wind rattled the vestry door, making Morgan stiffen in her chair.

‘Who killed you?’ Morgan continued, ignoring the advice to go for yes or no answers. Come on, she thought, her finger light on the planchette. What would she do if it revealed the killer? It wasn’t as if anyone would listen to her. But she was caught up in the mystery. She needed to know. The planchette moved, and she was scared to blink in case she missed it. Her heart faltered as it rested on the word GOODBYE.

She exhaled a taut breath. ‘Don’t go,’ she whispered, but the planchette remained still.

‘Who killed you?’ Her question hung in the air.

‘We were so close to answers,’ she groaned, as Dawn released her hand from the planchette. A thought occurred. ‘That wasn’t you, was it?’

‘Jeez, no!’ Dawn retorted. ‘But you’re not going to get any more out of her now.’ She reached out and touched a strand of Morgan’s hair. ‘So, we may as well make the most of the time we’re here.’ Leaning forward, she removed Morgan’s glasses from her face.

At first, Dawn’s kiss was tentative, then firmer as she drew herself close. The candles flickered around them, the back door rattling as the wind gusted outside.

‘The storm’s picking up. We’d better go,’ Dawn said, as they parted.

Blinking, Morgan brought herself back to ground. She wished the moment could have lasted forever, as kissing Dawn had felt like the most natural thing in the world. She watched her fold up the Ouija board then shove it into her backpack, which had been sat on the ground.

‘I brought whisky,’ Morgan said, producing her father’s hip flask. ‘We don’t have to go yet, do we?’

‘Can’t,’ Dawn replied. ‘Dad will smell it on my breath.’

‘Wait,’ Morgan said, as Dawn blew out some candles. ‘What do you think happened to the Harpers?’

‘If I knew that, I wouldn’t be doing a Ouija board, would I?’

‘But . . .’ Morgan said. She couldn’t work the girl out.

She was plunged into darkness as Dawn blew out the last candle.

‘C’mon.’ Dawn returned her glasses. ‘Will you be OK to get back on your own?’

Morgan told her she would before drawing Dawn in for another kiss. She was so intoxicated by Dawn that she forgot what she had been going to say. The door swung shut as they left the church, the keys rattling in Dawn’s hand as she locked it behind her. The churchyard looked like something out of a storybook, the path covered in a bluish blanket of glistening snow. The mournful screech of a fox echoed across the landscape. Morgan was familiar with its cry, which sounded like a woman’s screams to the unaccustomed ear.

‘Bye then,’ she said, as Dawn enveloped her in a hug.

‘Bye,’ Dawn said, giving her a look that was impossible to read.

As Morgan negotiated the snowy path, she threw a last glance at Dawn, who was standing in the churchyard stock-still, staring at her.

As she walked down the snowy path, a smile graced Morgan’s face. The sun had risen in her life. It had been worth getting out of bed to escape her monochrome world. A jitter of laughter escaped her lips, followed by a sob.

‘You’re losing it, girl,’ she said beneath her breath, as she wiped the errant tear away. But her first kiss with another girl had been momentous. She finally knew her place in the world.

[image: image]

She peered left and right, trying to get her bearings. Her Converse crunched in the icy snow, which had covered the bridle path. With so many trees around her, everything looked the same. The tips of her fingers freezing, she held her iPhone torch aloft. Was she even going the right way? Ten minutes into her journey, she wasn’t so sure. Her heart faltered as something scampered behind a tree. She drew in a ragged breath as she faced a pair of glinting eyes. Her hand clasped her chest. It was a deer.

‘You frightened the crap out of me, Bambi!’ A frosty mist carried on her breath as she exhaled.

There was a sudden flurry of shifting snow as footsteps approached. She didn’t see the figure until it was too late. The sudden, violent grappling that followed filled her with primal instinct – she was fighting for her life. Her scream locked in her throat as an arm tightened around her waist. The heat of the intruder’s body made her rigid with terror. Kicking and biting, she fought against their strength.

Morgan’s screams were whipped away as the wind blew her hair into her face. She needed to see her attacker. To know what she was dealing with.

‘Get. The fuck. OFF ME!’ She kicked behind her with force, fighting to stay on her feet as they wrestled. Instinctively, she knew that if she fell to the ground her attacker would have the advantage. Breaking free in a rush of panic, she ran blind into the forest, tears stinging her eyes.

Where the hell was she? She forced her legs forward, her limbs trembling from a shot of adrenaline. She was too scared to look back. She had lost her phone and her glasses in the struggle. Keep running, a voice screamed in her head, tears running down her face as she fought for breath. Had she got away? As she swivelled her head to check, her footing was lost. A sudden shriek escaped her lips as she clawed the air for purchase. Tumbling down a ravine, she crashed against tree roots and rotted leaves as she hurtled towards the stream. As her head came into contact with the rock, she lay like a bird, stunned, on the cold hard ground. Her eyelids leaden, she blinked in the darkness. A hooded figure stood above. Her vision was blurred, her skin icy cold. In, out, in, out . . . She forced each breath as blackness closed in.








CHAPTER TWENTY


Kicking off his boots, Lloyd rubbed the sole of his foot. The tips of his socks were soaked from walking in dew-sodden ground. Snow had come down wet and heavy, and he was glad to finally be home.

‘Give me your socks so I can wash them,’ Joanne fussed, eyeing the crumbles of fresh snow deposited on her kitchen floor. A set of curlers sat aloft her head like a crown, and her candlewick dressing gown was tied around her generous waist.

He clamped a hand on her shoulder, and she started at the sudden contact. ‘Go back to bed. Don’t worry about my socks.’

‘And you’ll come up soon?’ Her face held a question.

He knew what she was thinking. This is how it started before. The edge to his words. His plummeting moods. Then the drinking after she’d gone to bed.

‘I just need some time to settle my thoughts,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll be up in a minute.’

Joanne paused for just a second before leaving, her footsteps light.

The kitchen was spotless as always, the scent of lemon cleaner floating in the air. He pulled out a chair at the kitchen table. The living room was a no-no. The drinks cabinet was calling to him, and he’d be wise to ignore its whispers. It had been a hell of a day. He’d spent hours scouring the woodlands for a missing kid who’d turned up safe and well. Barely a teenager, Bailey Lockwood had been found hiding away at her boyfriend’s house. She would be in the doghouse as soon as her parents got over their initial joy at finding her safe and well. In this neck of the woods, when someone went missing, it was a serious affair.

Lloyd had branched off from his team as he searched the lowlands. All the while, his thoughts had been with his moonlight girl and the day that it all began. He would never forget that night: watching her wander beneath the stars, barefoot in her cotton nightdress. It was easier to live in the past. With his craving for booze growing stronger, his grip on the present was loosening every day.

Ten years ago, Lloyd did not care who moved into the village. If they kept out of his way, then he kept out of theirs. But back then, he was drawn to the occupants of Ivy Cottage, as nobody in the village had seen them. It was his duty as a police officer to check they were OK. But deep down, he’d been kidding himself. He hadn’t been able to get the moonlight girl out of his mind. He’d made his enquiries. No new children had registered at the local primary school.

What if she was neglected? Living on her own? He had to see for himself.

He’d ambled up the private path, unsure of what to expect. There were no cars in the driveway of the pretty cottage deep in the forest. He cast his eyes over the stonework and the roses creeping up either side of the door. The garden was well tended and cared for, a stack of logs outside the door. The air was alive with birdsong, a shaft of sunlight making the cottage look like something out of a Disney movie. But the shutters were pulled tight, the door firmly closed. He checked his watch: two thirty in the afternoon. Maybe nobody was home. But a steady stream of smoke blossomed from the chimney stack.

He swaggered to the door in his usual confident manner. Being in the police, it was all about the image you projected of yourself. He had been in more innocuous buildings than this and found horrors lurking within.

Lifting the door knocker, he alerted the occupants to his presence as he hammered three times. He listened for signs of life, straightening as a voice rang out from inside.

‘Stay in your room,’ a woman’s voice commanded as she approached the door.

Lloyd’s brows knitted. Had she been talking to the little girl? There was no evidence of children at play in the yard. Usually, there would be a tyre tied to a branch or a makeshift treehouse. Laughter ringing out on such a crisp clear day. But no such sounds could be heard.

‘Who is it?’ The same woman’s voice called from inside. There was a prickle of recognition as an Irish accent filtered through the thick wooden door.

‘It’s Sergeant Lloyd Thomas,’ he said. ‘From the village. Just checking in with you.’

‘Lloyd? Lloyd Thomas, you say?’ The words were followed by several bolts being hurriedly shoved across.

‘The one and only,’ he said, smiling. It wasn’t as if Lloyd was a common name around these parts.

‘Come in, come in!’ A slim hand reached through a narrow crack in the door and pulled him inside.

As he stumbled into the dim hall, Lloyd was completely taken off guard. He had been to homes where people spoke behind doors before. But he had never been yanked inside one. The smell of bleach assaulted his nostrils. He blinked as he grew accustomed to the dim room, matching the face to the voice.

‘I’ll be damned,’ he said. ‘Susan Doyle . . . Do you live here now?’

He stared at his old schoolfriend as she bolted the doors behind them. She was tall and chalk-pale, her black wavy hair pinned in a loose bun. Her dress was loose on her frame, her slippers sliding against the wooden floor.

‘Sorry,’ she said, finally turning to face him after securing the front door. ‘But I have to keep my daughter safe.’

She spoke in such a strange, hollow tone that Lloyd wondered if she’d recognised him. Perhaps he’d been mistaken. It wouldn’t be the first time he was seeing things. The person before him seemed a shadow of the woman he once knew.

‘I wondered if you’d pay a visit,’ she said, giving him a shy smile. Her eyes crinkled at the corners and a bit of the old Susan came back. She was in there, somewhere, but the faded scar running across the side of her forehead was new. Susan’s cheeks flushed from the weight of his stare. ‘You caught me on a bad day,’ she said. ‘I need to run a brush through my hair.’ She led him down the dark hallway, a slight limp in her gait.

Lloyd instinctively reached out to turn on the light.

‘No lights,’ she whispered harshly. ‘Not today.’

He inhaled a breath, the smell of bleach emanating throughout the house now eye-wateringly strong. There was only one other time he’d been to a scene where the use of cleaning fluids had been so prevalent, and that turned out to be a crime scene. He expected such things from his previous borough in London where he’d served for a few years, but not back home in the New Forest. Perpetrators came in all shapes and sizes and he glanced at the woman with a cautious eye. Was this why she was looking at him with the eyes of a stranger? Was it because she saw only the uniform?

As she directed him into the living room, Lloyd wondered if Susan was mentally ill. But the last he’d heard she was working as a nurse in Great Ormond Street Hospital. The fire in the hearth was roaring and it was enough to light up the room. He cast his eyes around the space. Where was the little girl? The windows were covered with blankets tucked over the curtains to seal any cracks of light. Had Susan lost her mind?

‘Is everything OK?’ he said in a smooth, calming voice. The fear in her eyes when she answered the door seemed at odds with the situation. It was as if the big bad wolf had come knocking.

‘Everything’s fine.’ She gestured towards a chair next to the fire. ‘Take the weight off your feet.’ She cocked her head to one side. ‘You can spare the time . . . can’t you?’

‘Yeah, of course. I just came by to introduce myself . . .’ The floorboard creaked as he shifted his stance. ‘I didn’t know you lived here.’

Susan carried a twinkle in her eye. ‘And you don’t know the full story, which is why you’re looking at me like I’m mad.’

The living room was minimally furnished, with no toys or dolls to get in the way. There were no family photos on the wall. No evidence of the little girl.

He met Susan’s gaze, unsure of how to respond. He had a habit of putting his foot in things where women were concerned.

‘I was in a car crash – a bad one,’ she said, before he’d had a chance to respond. ‘A pile-up on the M4. I was driving home from the hospital, tired after a long shift.’ Her gaze became distant as she stared into the flames. ‘A lorry jackknifed across the road. The driver fell asleep at the wheel and I . . .’ she swallowed. ‘Well, I was lucky to come out of it alive.’

‘Sorry to hear that,’ Lloyd said, wondering why news of her accident hadn’t reached Nighbrook.

‘I was pregnant at the time,’ she continued. ‘I didn’t even know. But the doctors, they saved my baby. Sorry, I . . .’ She emitted an awkward laugh. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you all this.’

But Lloyd was so taken by surprise he barely noticed her embarrassment. Was this the little girl he’d seen in the woods?

‘Where’s Martin?’ he said. ‘I take it you’re still an item?’ Like him, Martin had grown up in Nighbrook. But it seemed he was in no hurry to reacquaint himself with the locals.

‘We’re married now, I’m Susan Harper,’ she replied. ‘God brought him to me for a reason. He’s been my rock.’ Her eyes trailed to a picture of Jesus that was hung on the wall. His hollow, sorrowful eyes seemed to be judging them both. ‘There’s something you should know . . .’ she said, hesitantly. ‘I only recognised your name because I learned the list off by heart.’

‘The list?’ Lloyd echoed her words.

‘Yes,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s a list of friends and family that Martin made for me. That scar you keep staring at is from brain surgery. I was in a wheelchair for months. We thought I’d never walk again.’

A gust of wind drove its way down the chimney, casting a hollow howl into the room. It was all part of the mystique of living so deep in the forest. The houses were more than bricks and mortar. They carried an energy all of their own.

‘So, you don’t remember me?’ Lloyd heaved a sigh.

Susan shook her head. ‘Sorry.’

‘Is that why the place is in darkness?’ Lloyd gestured to the window. ‘Do you react to bright lights?’

‘Not me,’ Susan said. ‘Grace.’ A sad smile touched her lips. ‘I used to think my operations caused it. The drugs, the medical treatment. By the time they found out I was pregnant, I’d had so much. They said it’s nobody’s fault, that there’s no proven connection. But nobody can say for sure.’ Her eyes were shining now, moist with unshed tears. They danced with the flicker of the fire as she continued with her story. ‘Anyway,’ she sniffed, when she’d said all there was to say. ‘I’ll get Grace. We don’t get many visitors. I’m sure she’s dying to meet you.’

‘I’d like that,’ Lloyd said, feeling brighter at the thought of meeting his moonlight girl. No wonder she’d been so happy in the darkness, so enamoured by her surroundings. He watched as Susan checked the curtains and the blankets blocking each chink of light. She tugged the heavy material.

‘On a day like this, it still manages to creep in.’ She turned to face him. ‘Grace is allergic to sunlight . . . among other things.’ She walked towards the door. ‘Even the smallest chink can feel like a knife peeling off her skin.’

Lloyd raised an eyebrow. He had heard of such conditions, although he gathered they were rare. Susan’s wedding ring glinted on the finger of her left hand, but there was no sign of Martin in the house.

‘Sounds tough,’ he said. So, Grace was the reason Susan had cut herself off from the community.

‘It is,’ Susan said, sadly. ‘She’s pretty much allergic to life. But sunlight affects her the most – which is why she can’t leave the house during the day. I’ve promised her a dog. It’s a small blessing that she’s not allergic to fur.’

‘Small mercies indeed,’ Lloyd murmured.

‘Martin works away, so it’s just me and Grace most of the time.’ She wrapped her hand around the door handle. ‘I don’t like to leave her alone too long.’

‘That’s OK, you go and get her.’

Although in uniform, Lloyd wasn’t officially on duty yet. He liked to make his visits unhurried, without his police airwaves radio interrupting him. It was hooked to his belt should he need assistance, but he wasn’t going to need it here. He inhaled a deep breath, growing accustomed to the smell of bleach. It intermingled with the smoke driven down the chimney from the wind outside.

He smiled at the little girl as she entered the room. Her eyes were ablaze with curiosity, just as they had been in the forest that night. But today, she was covered from neck to toe in clothes. The gloves on her hands were lace, while a pair of yellow leggings covered her legs beneath her pink flowered dress. There was even a scarf wrapped around her neck. Her hair was long and flaxen, shadowing her face. Yet the child also wore a faint smile.

‘Well, hi there, Grace,’ Lloyd said, bending to one knee and holding out his hand.

‘Don’t touch her!’ Susan shrilled, before ushering her daughter to the settee. ‘Here.’ She picked up the remote control. ‘Choose your favourite Disney movie.’

‘Sorry,’ Susan said, as Lloyd stood. ‘You could be carrying contaminants from the outside world. If you’ve had a peanut-butter sandwich it could mean life and death for her.’ She glanced lovingly at her daughter. ‘People don’t understand, which is why we rarely go out. But I’m glad you’ve come to say hello.’ She cast her eyes around the room. ‘It gets very lonely here.’

‘How about I put you in touch with some people from the village?’ Lloyd said. ‘You don’t need to be on your own.’ His gaze fell on Grace, who was sneaking a glance at them both. ‘Neither of you do. I’m sure we can work something out.’

‘That’s so kind of you,’ Susan said, her eyes glazed with tears. It appeared he had visited when she was at breaking point.

‘Do you get out at all? How do you manage for food?’

‘Martin stocks up before he goes. Sometimes we walk around the forest at night – it’s important for her to get fresh air.’ She turned away. He heard a sniff, a shuddering sigh.

‘Are you all right?’ Lloyd said. ‘I don’t like to leave you like this. Have you any family I can call?’ He knew that her parents had passed of old age, and her only sibling, a sister, had moved away. From what he remembered, they had not been close.

‘No family, no.’ She folded her arms, her elbows jutting at right angles. Her words were spoken in a tone that suggested the subject was closed. She watched her daughter closely. A mother protective of her child.

Sliding a pencil from his belt hook, Lloyd scribbled down his home number on the back of an old card. ‘Welcome back to the community. You don’t need to be alone.’ He gazed into her eyes and saw a degree of helplessness there. ‘Is there anything I can do for you before I go?’ he said. ‘Supplies? Medication?’

‘I’ve got enough tablets to stock a pharmacy.’ Susan’s hands knotted each other as her fingers interlaced. ‘Sorry for acting strange. It’s been so long since I’ve spoken to another adult that sometimes I forget how to behave.’

Lloyd felt a pang of sympathy for his former schoolfriend. He rested a hand on her bony shoulder and gave it a squeeze. ‘How long has it been since Martin left?’

‘He goes for up to a week at a time.’ A flush of blood pinkened her cheeks. ‘I know we’re safe here, but still . . . I’d rather people didn’t know.’

‘Sounds like a dog is a good idea.’ Lloyd dropped his hand. ‘And you’re sure it won’t do any harm? What if it licks her skin?’

‘I’ll make sure she keeps her gloves on. I won’t let it get too near.’

Judging by the excitement in Susan’s voice, the dog was more for her than her daughter. As an animal-lover himself, Lloyd understood. ‘Want me to keep an eye out for you?’

‘That would be lovely, thanks.’ Susan’s eyes brightened. ‘A retriever, or a Labrador maybe. I’ve always wanted a dog, but up until now, we’ve moved around so much, we’ve not been able to commit.’

‘But you’re settling here?’ As he glanced at the little girl, Lloyd hoped she was.

Susan nodded. ‘Martin’s trying for another job, one that doesn’t involve travelling so much . . . I’m so rude,’ she said, as Lloyd paused to check his watch. ‘I didn’t offer you a drink. Can I make you a cup of tea? Coffee? I’ve got powdered milk.’

‘Sorry,’ Lloyd replied. ‘Work calls.’

‘Of course,’ Susan said, taking a step back. ‘Thanks again for popping in.’

Lloyd made a mental note to drop off a pint of milk. ‘Bye bye, Grace, it was nice to meet you.’ He gave one last glance towards the little girl before he left the way he came in. She responded with a shy smile. She was the sweetest thing he’d seen in years. ‘Take care of yourself, Susan,’ he said, as he turned to her mother. ‘I hope to see you again very soon.’

A screech of bolts slid across the door as he stepped out into the cold.

It would take a few more visits before Susan would trust him enough to spend time with her little girl. Ambling down the path, his thoughts were filled with Grace, her eyes wide and curious. He slid his hand down to his hip flask. The time would come soon enough.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Ten Years Previously

Grace had sat bolt upright as someone rapped the front door three times. Her mother had jumped to attention and begun talking to herself, which is what she did when Daddy was away. Her hand was cold as she grasped Grace’s wrist in a warning, telling her to stay put. But Grace had been in her room all day, and she burned to go outside. But burn she would, in every sense, if she disobeyed her mother’s instructions. The last time she did that . . . She rubbed her arm, the memory of the pain still lingering beneath the surface.

She watched her mother dragging her feet across the floor. Creeping to her bedroom door, Grace could hear a man’s voice. ‘It’s Sergeant Lloyd Thomas,’ he’d said. ‘From the village. Just checking in with you.’

Grace had sucked her bottom lip, something she did when she was nervous. Police were good people, weren’t they? People who could be trusted. She lingered a little longer, peering down the dim corridor, hoping he would come inside. To have a day that wasn’t like all the others was a gift. She hoped her mummy would be a little happier too. She was like a wilted flower every time her daddy went away.

She listened as the bolt shot over the door. The outside world was calling her. But the door closed as quickly as it opened. Her mother was acting all fluttery and funny as she spoke to the man who said he had been her friend. She spoke about a car accident, and how she used to be a nurse. This was the most Grace had heard her say in a very long time. The man spoke in low soothing tones as he asked why the house was so dark. But Grace had not always lived in the darkness. She could remember happier times.

‘Anyway,’ her mother had said. ‘I’ll get Grace. We don’t get many visitors. I’m sure she’s dying to meet you.’

Stepping back from the door, Grace scooted to her bed. She couldn’t be happier that her mummy had made a new friend. She smoothed down her dress, fixed her leggings to ensure every inch of her ankles were covered. She pulled on her gloves before wrapping her scarf around her neck. She knew the drill.

Her mother was flushed as she opened the door. ‘There’s someone who would like to meet you,’ she’d said, her smile wide. She looked different when she smiled. Softer, more her age.

A sense of hope brightened Grace’s horizon. Maybe with someone new around, they would be able to go outside. She knew her mum missed church. Even sitting in a pew for an hour of prayer would be better than the four walls of her room. Grace followed her to the living room, to see a man dressed in a police uniform. It was the same man she had seen in the woods the other night. He towered above her, his presence filling up the room.

Bending to one knee, he held out a calloused hand. But Grace stayed where she was. Contact was not allowed.

‘Don’t touch her!’ her mother had screamed before pushing her towards the settee. Mummy thrust the remote control hard into her hand. Her eyes were a little wild, and the man had watched them both with interest.

Apologising, her mother talked about her allergies to the man. Grace relaxed. Her mother wasn’t cross. This wasn’t her fault. Her mother said that she was lonely. Grace thought she had been the only one.

The man offered to put them in touch with people from the village, saying they didn’t need to be on their own. Grace smiled as he winked at her. She had flicked on a Disney movie, but her thoughts were running wild. Here was a man who had come to their house and made her mother smile. He had even promised to help them get out of the house. She listened to them chatting, surprised to hear her mother lie. Grace had not been allowed outside in a very long time.

‘It’s important for her to get fresh air,’ her mother had said, unable to meet her eye.

Grace felt a tinge of sadness when it was time for him to go. Her mummy’s voice lowered as she talked about her dad, and how often they were left on their own. The mention of a dog made her so excited that she had to force herself not to squeal out loud. She gave the man a shy smile as he said goodbye.

‘Are we getting a doggie?’ Grace said, after the man had left. She followed her mother into the kitchen, watching her pull a bottle of bleach from the cupboard.

‘Maybe,’ her mummy said. ‘But not a word to your dad – not yet.’

Soon she would clean every inch of the space where the man had stood. But first, it was time for her medication. She watched her mother take the milk from the fridge, ready to mix with the ground-up powdered tablets Grace hated to take.

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ her mother said, as Grace pouted. ‘It’s for your own good.’

But if it was for her own good, then why did it make her feel so sick? The tinkle of the spoon as it mixed the milk and powder carried a sense of dread.








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


‘Sleep well?’ Naomi asked, as Connie joined her in the kitchen. A dump of snow had fallen overnight but the kitchen was cosy and warm. Underfloor heating warmed the soles of Naomi’s feet and the smell of freshly cooked pancakes lingered tantalisingly in the air. Ed’s love for an all-American breakfast had rubbed off on her. ‘I’ve got pancakes and maple syrup.’ Naomi didn’t wait for a reply. ‘Fresh cream, or if you’d rather be healthy, berries and seeds to sprinkle on top.’

Connie stretched as she yawned, taking in the feast. ‘You’ve come a long way from Pop-Tarts. And you couldn’t make them without setting the kitchen on fire.’ Tiredness was etched on her face, her blonde hair wild and unbrushed.

‘That only happened once.’ Naomi grinned. ‘And the toaster was faulty.’

‘Worth it for the visit from the firefighter though,’ Connie said, stealing a strawberry from a bowl on the side. ‘I couldn’t believe it when you left him for Ed.’ Her smile faded as she brought up something that had caused numerous arguments between them. ‘Sorry, that was disrespectful. Here I am, in your house, eating your food and slagging your husband off.’ She turned her blue eyes to Naomi in an apologetic gaze. ‘Old habits . . . you know.’

Naomi nodded, pushing a plate of pancakes towards her so she could help herself. ‘I’ll grab you some coffee,’ she said, grateful to turn her back on her sister. The scars from that particular argument had not yet healed. The thing was, she could understand Connie’s concerns. One minute she was dating Seth, a hunky firefighter, and the next she was having an affair with an older married man. She hadn’t wanted to fall for Ed. She’d met him while reporting on one of the most bizarre cases of her career. Ed had been hounded by a troll, receiving vicious letters and emails, while questionable packages made their way to his front door. It wasn’t until Naomi looked into it that she discovered his alleged stalker was, in fact, his wife. For months, Harmony had hounded him on social media, trolling him with threats to kill. Harmony had not taken it kindly when Naomi revealed her identity, particularly when she found out about their fledgling relationship. That was when she turned up, knife in hand. Naomi shook away the memory, which still brought her sleepless nights. Things could have been so much worse.

‘It’s just that . . .’ Connie continued, ‘we’ve never resolved things between us. I mean, I was glad when Ed rang to invite me down, but . . .’ Her nose twitched. It was her tell, which meant she was uncomfortable. Walking on eggshells. No sister should have to feel that way.

‘I know, and I’m sorry,’ Naomi replied. ‘Eat. They’re going cold.’

She watched as Connie piled three pancakes on her plate before smothering them in blueberries and maple syrup.

‘I didn’t mean to hurt Seth, but . . .’ Naomi’s gaze became distant as she revisited the past. ‘It was all on the surface. Ed doesn’t have a six-pack, but he makes me laugh. When we’re together, he listens . . . really listens to me.’

‘So, you dumped Seth because he was shallow?’ Connie said between mouthfuls. ‘Because he never came across like that.’

Naomi sighed. She wanted to tell her sister that if Seth was such a catch, she should date him herself. ‘You’ll know it when you find it,’ she eventually said. ‘That one person you can’t imagine living without. And it’s nothing to do with success or money. I mean . . .’ she corrected herself. ‘In the beginning it was. I fangirled him a bit. I blushed every time we met. I think he liked that. There was a spark between us.’

‘But he was married . . .’

‘To a woman who was completely unhinged. She was hell to live with. They were separated long before I got involved.’ Naomi stirred some cream into her coffee, watching her sister mull things over as she ate. Connie was a naturally argumentative person, which was why her visits were exhausting as Naomi constantly had to defend herself.

‘Sorry,’ Connie replied. ‘You’re right. You know how judgy I get. I’m working on it, honest.’ She drove her fork into a piece of pancake and held it aloft. ‘And anyone who can teach you how to make pancakes this good must be a diamond!’

‘He is.’ Naomi flashed her a smile. ‘And we should put our old arguments to bed. I’m happy. This is a new start for me. And I want you to be involved.’

‘You’ve got me,’ Connie said. ‘I’ll always be here for you.’ Her words invoked warmth. ‘Oh, I’ve been meaning to ask. Did you walk past my door last night?’

Naomi looked at her quizzically. ‘No, I slept like a log.’

‘Then you must have been sleepwalking,’ Connie laughed. ‘The floorboards were creaking. I heard you stop outside my door but you didn’t come in.’

Naomi looked at her sister, mystified. ‘Connie, honestly, I didn’t step foot outside my door. There’s an en suite in my room. I didn’t need to.’

A frown deepened on Connie’s face. ‘Then who was it?’

‘Morgan, maybe?’

Connie shook her head. ‘It wasn’t. She was in the kitchen making hot chocolate. I heard her close the microwave door just as I came out. She could never have got from my door to the kitchen that quick.’

An uneasy silence fell.

‘Didn’t you hear anything?’ Connie turned to her sister and gave her a steely glare.

‘Just the pipes rattling and the storm gusting outside,’ Naomi replied. ‘Nothing that can’t be explained away. Maybe it was the house settling. It does that. Creaks like hell.’

But Connie was adamant. ‘I definitely heard footsteps. I don’t think you should be sleeping here alone.’

‘I’m not,’ Naomi countered. ‘Morgan is here.’

‘And that’s meant to make me feel better? That girl has serial-killer eyes.’

A cackle of laughter escaped Naomi’s lips. ‘You are such a drama queen, honestly. Don’t you remember what it’s like, being a teenager? All slamming doors and teenage angst?’ She checked her watch. She would give Morgan an hour before peeping in on her. Morgan was nocturnal, but that would all change when she started school. Connie was right, though; Naomi had felt a lingering sense of unease. She’d had a creeping feeling of being watched ever since she got here. She masked her emotions with a smile. ‘It’s a lovely house, really. Just plays with your imagination, knowing what happened here. You probably wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t told you.’

‘That’s true enough.’ Connie relaxed a little. ‘I spent half the night trying to come up with theories. How well did they search this place for bodies? And the grounds?’ She chased the last of her pancake around the plate.

Naomi delivered a sigh of relief, glad the subject was back on the Harpers. ‘The local sergeant, Lloyd Thomas, oversaw everything personally. He was very involved in the case.’

‘All the same . . . you should get one of those Ring doorbells. You can get CCTV inside too.’

‘The Wi-Fi signal isn’t strong enough. The trees block everything out.’ Naomi had already looked into it. ‘Ed’s going to install an all-singing all-dancing security system when he gets home.’

‘Good.’ Her sister hopped off the barstool and took her plate to the sink. ‘Get some indoor cameras while you’re at it. I don’t like leaving you like this.’

‘I’ll be fine.’ Naomi smiled. ‘Ed will be home by tonight.’

‘Well, far be it from me to come between the lovebirds . . .’ Connie was interrupted by the ring of Naomi’s phone.

‘Ed,’ Naomi said, pleased to hear from him. ‘How’s it going? Any news?’

‘I’m afraid not,’ he said, a backdrop of voices behind him. ‘The cops have taken my report but I dinnae think they’ll be spending much time on it.’ His Scottish accent had strengthened since returning to his home town.

‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ Naomi replied. She was hoping he’d be done, dusted and on his way back by now. ‘Where are you? Seems noisy.’

‘Having breakfast in the hotel,’ Ed replied. ‘I thought I’d grab a bite here, then put some more feelers out. I’ve spoken to her neighbours, nobody’s seen anything. I’ve checked the house too. Nothin’ but mice scurrying around. Everything all right your end?’

‘Yeah, all good,’ Naomi said, despite her sister’s earlier reservations. ‘Why don’t you come home? It worries me, to think of you bumping into her when she’s off her meds.’

‘It’s crossed my mind,’ Ed said solemnly. ‘I’ve been wondering what sort of state she’s gonna be in. I’ll wrap up soon, I promise. I’ve done all I can.’

Good, Naomi thought, exhaling a sigh of relief. Perhaps this trip had given him time to see sense. They exchanged small talk before Ed said he loved her and ended the call.

Her sister threw her a disapproving glare. ‘You should have told him about the footsteps. He should be here, helping you settle in.’

‘He’s in Harmony’s local making some enquiries, then he’s heading straight home.’

‘Then you’ll be OK if I shoot off early?’ Connie said. ‘I don’t want to get snowed in. Work called. They need my input on a case.’

‘Of course. You’re always in demand.’ Naomi felt slightly envious. ‘I’ll be fine without you. I’m going to poke around the loft after you’ve gone.’

‘Rather you than me.’ Connie shuddered. ‘And don’t worry about Morgan. I had a word with her last night. She won’t be giving you any more trouble.’

‘Oh God,’ Naomi uttered in disbelief. ‘What did you say?’

‘Just told her some home truths.’ Connie winked at her sister before turning to leave.

No wonder she’s sulking in her room, Naomi thought. Connie had probably made things a hundred times worse.








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Morgan blinked in the darkness, her body shivering so violently that she could barely catch her breath. Her limbs ached with the cold, and instinctively she tucked her knees up to her chest. Where was she? She groaned through chattering teeth as a blinding flash of pain made itself known. It felt as if someone was pushing a hot knife into the back of her head. Dizzy and confused, she tried to recall how she had got here, but the pain was all-consuming. She lay in darkness, her face turning to the bars of light overhead. Where was she? Her eyes narrowed as the pain in her head pounded an invisible drum. How did she get here?

She’d been in the forest. She was walking. It was dark. She was about to turn home.

Her muscles stiffened as her teeth continued to chatter. Falling . . . she remembered falling. Her stomach lurching as she hurtled towards a brook. It had been like a roller-coaster ride, a sudden sharp dip as she fell into the unknown, her hands splayed.

Was someone else there? Her head was fuzzy with pain. No. Couldn’t have been. It was dark. She couldn’t see. Her thoughts were jumbled, her memories broken by the pounding in her head. Where was she again? She fought to stop the darkness closing in.

A low howl of wind rattled the walls around her, delivering another slice of cold air to chill her bones. She tried to wriggle toes that she could barely feel. The sounds of the forest were all around, but she was not outside. The wooden hut . . . Dawn’s voice filtered into her thoughts. Turn right at the wooden hut and that will lead you to the church. She had been in the church. She kissed Dawn. There was snow. Lots of it. Did she get lost? Take shelter in the hut? Her arm was shaky as she tried to touch the back of her head.

‘Help,’ she croaked, coughing to clear her throat.

Get up, the voice of self-preservation commanded. But there were colours in her vision and her fingers were icy cold.

Get up or you’ll die here. Her internal voice grew louder, but she lay, unmoving. Her eyelids were so heavy. Darkness was coming and she was too tired to think. In a minute . . . she thought, huddling into herself as she lay on the cold, unforgiving ground. She succumbed to blackness as the pain faded away.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


A rasping caw rose from the guttering at the side of the house. Crows had taken up permanent residence there, their nests stuffed with leaves that blocked the flow of rain. Here in the loft, their cries seemed louder, making Naomi wish that she wasn’t on her own. Connie had left with some urgency, and now that Ed was exhausting his enquiries, he would hopefully soon be home.

Naomi cast her glance around the loft, the torch on her head offering a minimal view of the long, low-beamed space. As the timbers creaked and moaned, she was regretting every horror movie she’d watched as a teen. At least she could see where all the heat from the radiators was going – upwards, by the feel of it. The heat was stifling in the dank space, carrying a sickly-sweet smell of must. Cobwebs decorated every corner, and the floor was covered in a thick layer of dust. Crawling on her hands and knees, Naomi negotiated the boxes of items that the Harpers had left behind. Up until recently, they had been stored in Susan Harper’s sister’s loft. Naomi wondered why she had hung on to the items for so long, then suddenly let them go.

Anything of value had been taken out. There was box after box of junk. Old-fashioned knitting patterns, well-thumbed textbooks about nursing, stale-smelling Encyclopedia Britannicas with yellowing pages and cracked spines. Then there were the boxes of crockery and teapots. Moth-bitten tea cosies, unused candles, towels and linen worn threadbare. Naomi shook her head. If Ed knew she had spent his money on a load of tat . . .

She tugged on the neck of her T-shirt. Her throat was dry and her back was damp with sweat. Perhaps she should think about going down. She froze at the sudden rattle emanating from the other end of the loft. The ladder. Someone was coming up, and she was too far away to see who it was.

‘Morgan? Is that you?’ she called, staring at the hatch.

No response. She shuffled back to the hatch opening and looked down. There was nobody coming up to join her, because the ladder was gone.

Shuffling forward, she approached the open loft hatch and looked down. Her heart tugged in her chest at the sight of the ladder lying on its side on the floor. There were few things Naomi hated more than enclosed spaces, but she would not give Morgan the satisfaction of sounding scared.

‘Morgan,’ she said, her voice firm. ‘I’m up here, can you put the ladder back?’

But all she heard was the kitchen door click shut.

The little . . . Naomi fumbled for her phone, muttering beneath her breath as her screen light illuminated the loft space. But who would she call? Ed was hours away and Connie had long since left. She drew up Morgan’s number, grumbling under her breath. She had really crossed the line this time. Her grip on the phone tightened as Morgan ignored her call. Drawing up her texts, she composed a message, commanding her stepdaughter to bring the ladder back immediately.

She listened for movement at the hatch. There was nothing but the television blaring what sounded like a Disney movie from the lounge. But who had turned it on? It was more Grace’s taste than Morgan’s. Was she winding her up? As she tried to calm her temper, Naomi took stock. There was no way she was jumping from the hatch. It was too far, for a start. She could end up breaking her neck. She could wait it out, but that gave Morgan all the power. Her expression soured as she devised a plan. She knew why Morgan had done it. This was more than an act of rebellion. This was war.

She eyed each corner of the loft space, which was growing more sinister by the minute. Counting to ten, she took a breath of stuffy air before ringing Morgan’s phone again. She was rewarded with an answering machine. Naomi’s jaw tightened in frustration.

‘This is kidnapping, you know!’ Her words echoed around the loft space.

She rubbed her forehead, a strange chuckle leaving her lips. She had well and truly been put on the naughty step. She groaned as she shifted position. Cramp was setting in. She’d be better off ringing someone in the village, but she was already the talk of the place with her maggoty cake. But then there was John, the handyman. She had saved his number to her phone. He might have a laugh at her expense, but given his obvious disdain for Nighbrook he wouldn’t be spreading gossip, at least. A tickle at the nape of her neck was enough to firm up the decision. She swiped it away, praying that it was just her imagination and not some eight-legged creature trying to make friends.

‘I’m calling the police!’ she called in a last-ditch effort, over the cheery jingle of the movie. Just when she thought they were coming to a truce. What had Connie said to Morgan last night? And what sort of stepmother was she, allowing herself to be bullied by a sulky teenager? She flicked through her contacts, bringing up John’s number. Her cheeks flushed pink when he answered the phone.

‘Mrs Ward, what a nice surprise.’

‘Oh . . . thank you.’ She laughed awkwardly. ‘Are you free to talk?’

‘Depends on what’s wrong,’ he said. ‘I’m battling with a leaky tap, but I’m almost done. Is it urgent?’

‘If you call me being stranded in my loft urgent . . .’ she said.

‘You’re stuck in the loft? How did that happen?’

‘I don’t know. The ladder must have fallen down.’

‘Oh.’ A throaty laugh. ‘And there’s nobody at home to help?’

Naomi swallowed as she prepared the lie. ‘Ed’s away and Morgan’s watching TV. I’ve tried ringing, but her phone is switched off. She’s working her way through a box set so I could be here all day.’ She also could have added that she needed the loo but that was too much information for a man she had barely met.

‘Best I get over there then. I’ll be with you in about ten minutes. Is that OK?’

‘You’re a star. And John . . .’ she added quickly. ‘Do you mind keeping it to yourself? It’s a bit embarrassing . . . I’ve given my neighbours enough to talk about for now.’

‘As if I’d speak to that lot.’ He chuckled. ‘If you free yourself in the meantime, let me know.’

As the call ended, Naomi broke into a smile at the absurdity of the situation. Her anger was cooled for now. She would deal with Morgan’s behaviour by taking away her phone. She glanced around the space behind her. She may as well sort through some more boxes while she was here.

Sadness descended as she opened a box of Grace’s clothes. She lifted a T-shirt emblazoned with a pink heart and her nostrils were assailed by the bittersweet smell of damp. She folded the item and put it back, pushing the box to one side. She tugged another box over, the stiff cardboard tearing beneath her grip. Clothes bulged from within the box. These must have belonged to Susan, she thought. She was about to push it away when something red and frayed caught her eye. She lowered her hand into the folds of the clothes. The item was free with one tug. It was a hard-backed diary, and she placed it to one side before checking the rest of the box. Typical that the last box to check was the one that held the most.

‘Bingo,’ she said, pulling out a video tape. Written on the label was ‘Grace’s birthday’. The thought of seeing the little girl on screen made Naomi tingle with excitement. She stared into the box, checking for spiders. Three more tapes were stored within. The video would have to wait, but she could begin with the journal, at least. Did it contain anything significant? Taking a breath, she opened it up and read the words committed to the page.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


I’m just trying to be a good mother. But it’s hard not having anyone to talk to. I don’t want to burden my family with my worries. My Bible is my refuge and I love my daughter, truly I do. But I’ve known from the moment that she was born that something was not right. They say a mother knows these things. Turns out my husband did too. But Lord knows, I had to go to my fair share of doctors to find one who agreed with us.

Being pregnant was the happiest time of my life. I’ve never felt so special, so treasured. So loved. I knew then; I was having the most precious thing in the world. I may have lost myself in the accident, but God found a way of bringing me back. I don’t know why he spared me, but Grace has been my reason for living. She keeps me going on the hardest of days. I remember lying awake at night, feeling her move inside me, excitement mingled with fear. After all the operations I had been through. The tests. The drugs. Anticipation intertwined with uncertainty.

And then she was born. How wondrous that moment was. I felt the Lord hold my hand that day. It was hard when Martin had to go back to work. When visitors stopped coming around. When Grace refused to settle, day or night. How she kept going on so little sleep, I do not know. But at fourteen weeks I found the strength to walk the long road ahead. My little girl was sick. I had to find out what was wrong. Again, Martin supported me, always by my side. Speaking to doctors, giving me the right advice, picking up her prescription drugs.

She will always be my little girl. It’s lonely, having nobody to talk to and Lord knows, Martin tries to understand. He suggested writing my thoughts down in order to make sense of them all. Maybe it will help. I hope it does. I’m scared for the future. I want to keep Grace by my side, safe and secure. But I see the frustration in her eyes. The flash of anger when she can’t be like the other kids. There are so many temptations outside these four walls. And I know that sometimes you doubt yourself as a parent, when all you’re trying to do is to keep your little girl safe. The thought of her ever leaving me makes my heart ache. I know that Martin shares my pain. Despite the time he spends away, he needs his family here, waiting for him. He told me last night that he couldn’t live without us, and I truly believe that.

Naomi jumped as the doorbell rang. It had to be John.

Flicking through the rest of the journal, she waited for Morgan to let him inside. Many of the pages were torn out. Others contained recipes, and the names of illnesses and their symptoms. Allergies, side effects. Details of drugs. Did Susan’s sister know about the presence of the journal when she put the house up for sale? He told me last night that he couldn’t live without us and I truly believe that. Were Susan’s words a premonition of what was to come? Quickly, Naomi’s hands flew to the last page of the diary as her thoughts bounced between past and present. If this solved the family’s disappearance . . . but the last entry was similar to the first. Susan worrying about her ability as a parent. Her determination to keep her daughter safe from the outside world. Sighing, Naomi slid it beneath her arm as a voice rose from below.

‘Permission to enter?’ John’s voice rang out. ‘The back door was open.’

Naomi frowned. The little minx hadn’t even let him in.

‘I’m up here!’ she cried out.

It was a ridiculous situation, and she had no clue how to handle her growing rift with Morgan. The maggots, the missing ladder. She was becoming unpredictable and dangerous – just like her mother.

Within seconds, John was placing the ladder against the loft hatch, telling her it was safe to come down.

‘Can I be cheeky and pass you a couple of boxes first?’ she said with a grin.

Grabbing the video tapes and journal, Naomi tucked them into the boxes before passing them down.

‘Thanks John, you’re a lifesaver,’ she said, as she finally made it to the floor. ‘Have you seen Morgan?’ She was ready to have it out with her stepdaughter once and for all.

‘No sign of her,’ he replied. ‘Are you OK?’ He raked his hair with his fingers before giving her a knowing look. ‘That ladder didn’t just fall down, did it?’

‘It was probably just a prank,’ she said with a shrug. ‘But I can’t sit around all day waiting for her to put it back. How much do I owe you?’ she continued, rifling in her jeans pocket for cash.

‘Don’t be silly.’ John gazed at her with such intensity that she had to look away. With looks like his, she imagined he wasn’t short of damsels in distress. ‘Does she do this often? Play pranks, I mean.’

‘Sometimes,’ Naomi said, reddening as a thought entered her head. ‘I mean . . . it wasn’t me, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘Sorry?’ A smile touched his lips.

Oh Lordy, she thought, she had done it again. Gone and shoved her size fives straight into that mouth of hers. ‘I mean . . .’ She pursed her lips as she tried to recover the situation. ‘I didn’t mean to waste your time.’

‘I could hardly see you stranded.’

Naomi shook her head at the craziness of the situation. ‘Can you imagine me calling the local police to report I’m stuck in my own loft?’

‘I wouldn’t call them at all.’ John’s face darkened at the prospect. ‘You don’t want to get involved with them . . .’ His words stilled as he was interrupted by the ring of his phone. ‘I’d best be off, my customer is calling.’

As John disappeared down the drive, his words played on her mind. What had he meant by that?

Her thoughts turned to Morgan, who had left her in a precarious situation. What if she didn’t have her phone on her? How long would she have been stuck in the loft?

‘Morgan!’ she called, checking the bedrooms before approaching the living room. ‘Come out or I’m calling your dad.’ She switched off the TV, which had been playing unnaturally loud. Where the hell was she? A thought occurred as she drew up the Friend Finder app on her phone.

‘What the . . . ?’ she said aloud, as the location pulsed. Morgan wasn’t in the house. She was two miles from home.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Coming to Nighbrook was meant to be a new beginning, but Naomi had had no idea how unhappy Morgan had been until now. But the timings didn’t add up. She had heard movement around ten minutes before John came to free her. So why did Morgan’s phone say she was two miles away? She knew Morgan had been plotting something, but running away in this weather? She thought she had more sense than that. At least Harmony had places to go, people who would put her up until she found her feet. But the only person Morgan knew in Nighbrook was Dawn.

Naomi trudged through the slush, swearing beneath her breath as she refreshed the tracker on her phone.

‘Aww no!’ she exclaimed, as the signal disappeared. The battery must have run down – either that or Morgan had turned her phone off. Naomi would never find her on her own.

‘Morgan!’ she shouted, her throat scratchy from calling her name. A blast of icy wind watered her eyes and made her nose run. She flexed her fingers before plunging her hands into her pockets as she braced against the cold.

She needed to tell Ed, but he was so far away. If she could find Morgan first . . . She sighed. She would have to call Joanne at the very least. Maybe Dawn was at the café. Morgan was probably sitting there with a grin on her face, drinking hot chocolate. But the image didn’t sit right. Something was wrong.

She looked to the sky as crows circled above her, cawing at her presence in the thick of the woods. She pulled off her glove, her finger hovering over her phone contacts before finally settling on Joanne.

‘Naomi.’ Joanne spoke with icy politeness as she answered the call. ‘What can I do for you?’

In the background the jingle of her old-fashioned cash register rang out. Naomi could picture the café, cosy and warm, but Joanne’s words were stiff.

‘Have you seen Morgan? Her phone is switched off. I’m worried about her.’

‘Morgan? No, I haven’t. She’s probably gone for a walk.’

‘In this weather? I doubt it.’ Her words were sharp, but her anxiety was rising, and she needed answers fast. ‘Is Dawn there?’ she said, but it seemed Joanne wasn’t listening. She was mumbling something with her hand clasped over the phone.

‘Hold on,’ she said eventually. ‘I’ll pass you over.’

Naomi walked slowly, too scared to veer off the path. The storm was picking up again and it would be easy to get disorientated in weather like this.

If only Ed was here, she thought. He’d know what to do . . .

‘When did you last see her?’ Dawn said, getting straight to the point.

‘This morning. I heard her pottering about in the living room.’

‘Oh, that’s OK then.’ Dawn exhaled a soft sigh of relief. ‘For a minute I thought something happened to her last night.’

‘Wait, what do you mean, last night?’ A sick feeling grew in the pit of Naomi’s stomach. She didn’t like the sound of this at all. ‘Dawn?’ she added, when no answer came. It occurred to her that she hadn’t seen Morgan this morning, and John came in through the back door when she thought that was locked.

Dawn’s voice lowered. ‘We met in the vestry. Please don’t tell Dad. He’ll ground me for sure.’

‘What time was that?’ Naomi bowed her head against the rising winds.

‘Um . . . around two.’ Dawn spoke with some reluctance. ‘We were going to hang out in the graveyard, tell ghost stories and stuff. The last time I saw her she was heading home.’

Naomi frowned. Ghost stories in a graveyard didn’t sound like Morgan. The girl wasn’t as dark as she portrayed herself to be. It begged the bigger question – where was she now?

‘Put me back on to Joanne,’ Naomi said firmly.

‘Give me Lloyd’s mobile number,’ she said, the second Joanne came on the phone. ‘I want to report my stepdaughter missing.’








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Lloyd rubbed the pouch of skin beneath his eyes as he steered his four-by-four with one hand. He could drive this road blindfolded. He’d been here far too many times than was good for him. When he closed his eyes at night, he visited in his sleep. The only thing that eased the torment was booze. But for this visit, he needed a clear head. Naomi Ward was freaking out and he had to be seen to do his duty. Perhaps this would be the trigger that would rid Nighbrook of the family for good.

Just seeing them in the Harper family cottage taunted him. He recalled the feeling of helplessness as he visited his moonlight girl. They had grown close in such a short space of time. Back then, he could not imagine a world without Grace in it. Their friendship meant everything to him. Which was why he had brought her a present to brighten up her day. He visited when Martin was away, which was most of the time.

Losing himself in the past, he took the familiar journey, remembering how his companion on the passenger seat had emitted a whine. ‘It’s OK, girl,’ Lloyd had said. He’d bought the retriever puppy from a friend and got her at a good discount. At twelve weeks old, she was house clean and lead trained – or as much as they could be at that age. She was the last left in the litter, a runt who didn’t like going outside – and the breeder had been relieved to get rid of her.

Lloyd had switched off the engine, pulling up at the back of the cottage. People rarely came around, but it didn’t do to have tongues wagging just the same. He’d been upfront about the puppy to Joanne, and she’d agreed that the dog would bring some much-needed joy into Grace’s short life. She had visited the cottage several times, bringing cakes and library books, and she and Susan had organised some charity fundraisers for Grace. Some of the kids from the local school had completed a sponsored hair shave, and Joanne had held a bring-and-buy cake sale at the café. She wasn’t crazy about him visiting Susan alone, but Lloyd told her he wouldn’t go sneaking around behind her back.

The door opened before he was able to knock, which was just as well, given he had an armful of puppy. Susan’s face brightened as she saw them both, and as always, she quickly ushered him inside.

‘Ooh,’ she said, softly stroking the cowering puppy, who was all legs and tongue. ‘You’ve got a new pet? He’s beautiful.’ She looked brighter today, wearing a light application of make-up and her hair pulled back into a low ponytail.

‘She,’ Lloyd corrected. ‘And she’s yours . . . well, yours and Grace’s. I thought you’d appreciate the company.’

Susan’s eyes flicked from the dog to Lloyd and back to the puppy again. ‘I couldn’t . . .’ she said. ‘She must have cost a fortune.’ But she was already taking her from Lloyd’s arms.

He chuckled as he watched her soothe the trembling puppy.

‘There now,’ she said. ‘It’s OK, you’re safe here.’ The lines on her face eased, and she looked more like the person he once knew.

‘I know the breeder. His bitch had ten pups, and this was the runt of the litter. He gave her to me.’ The last bit was a lie but there was no way he was taking money from Susan when she was saving every penny for Grace’s care.

‘Thank you.’ She bowed her head as the puppy gave her a grateful lick on the cheek. When she looked back up at Lloyd, she had tears in her eyes.

Lloyd felt a pang. A physical pain in his chest as he sensed her overwhelming gratitude. If he’d brought the puppy home to Joanne, she would not have been quite so welcoming.

‘I’ve got some stuff in the car . . . food, blankets, bowls . . . oh, and a few chews. You’re going to need those. She’s teething.’

‘Like a baby.’ Susan laughed as he followed her into the living room. ‘Grace is going to love her when she wakes up.’

‘She’s not awake?’ Lloyd said, crestfallen.

Susan checked the clock on the wall. ‘You can go in and see her if you want, while I get this bonny girl a drink.’ She paused, her eyes alight. ‘Bonnie. What a perfect name.’

Now it was Lloyd’s turn to be grateful. Susan was so happy with his offering that she didn’t view him as a threat to her daughter. After all, there were some nasty people in the village who would label his friendship with Grace as unconventional. He’d leave her bedroom door open, just to be on the safe side. Nothing should spoil this moment for them.

Lloyd ambled into the bedroom. It was good to see Grace’s fairy lights had been reinstated over her bed. He’d never understood how Susan thought she could be allergic to such a gentle light. He only hoped that the dog wouldn’t contribute to the many skin flare-ups the little girl suffered from, but he trusted Susan when she said it would be OK.

Grace’s time outside the cottage seemed so long ago now. She looked so small in the bed, her chalky-white skin framed by her blonde hair.

‘Lloyd,’ she said, her voice croaky as she shuffled up higher on the pillows.

‘Hey, sleepyhead,’ he said, reaching out to stroke her hair. ‘Can I get you anything?’

He’d grown used to the smell of cleaning fluid. He’d persuaded Susan to switch to a milder brand. Now the scent of winter berries hung in the air as opposed to the stringent stench of bleach.

Grace rubbed her eyes before answering. ‘What time is it?’

‘Near on three o’clock. Time you were getting up, little lady. I’ve got a present for you.’

‘You have?’ Smacking her mouth, Grace stretched.

Lloyd reached for her dressing gown, which was hung at the end of the bed. ‘Sure have, and you’re going to love it. Let me get your wheelchair.’ He turned, dragging it out from the corner of the room.

‘I don’t need it.’ Her features twisted as she looked at the contraption in disgust.

‘Maybe for today?’ he coaxed. ‘You’re going to need all your strength to deal with what’s waiting for you out there.’

Sighing, Grace slipped on her dressing gown before shuffling to the edge of the bed. ‘If it’s cake, Mum won’t let me eat it. Not any more. Not even the special cake JoJo makes for me.’ Joanne had been baking gluten-free, non-dairy sugar-free cakes as a treat. It was amazing how she could make something that sounded so bland taste so good.

‘It’s not cake,’ he said, noting how pale she had grown since the last time they met.

‘What is it then?’ she said, but her question was answered by a loud yap coming from the other side of the door. After a sharp intake of breath, Grace sat bolt upright in her wheelchair as if she’d been jabbed by a cattle prod. ‘A dog? You brought me a dog?’

Lloyd laughed, enveloped in her happiness as he wheeled her towards the door.
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As he pulled up to Ivy Cottage, Lloyd found he had tears in his eyes. He thumbed them away before pulling a tissue from his pocket and blowing his nose. The last thing he wanted was the outsider seeing him like this. Past regrets were closing in, and it was an effort just to think straight.

He caught sight of Naomi Ward trudging towards him, her face blotchy from the cold. It was all her fault, coming here, ripping the scabs off his old wounds. His growing resentment was poisonous. The sooner all this business was done with, the better.








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Ten Years Previously

There was knocking at the front door. A loud rat-a-tat-tat that could only mean one thing: Lloyd had come to visit. Once, Grace would be waiting at the door, dressed and ready to see him. But not today. Today, she was too sick for anything, and her legs felt like broken matchsticks that didn’t work properly any more. Her daddy had been gone a long time, and she had become sicker in his absence.

Her mother, on the other hand, had bloomed. Today she was wearing make-up and her hair was tied off her face. Grace had seen it this morning, when Mummy gave her the medication to drink. She struggled to open her eyelids, blinking as the pain in her stomach eased. Mummy said it was the excitement of her eighth birthday party that had caused her to be ill, but that was weeks ago. The day burned in her memory; she had relived it so many times. Mummy’s new friend JoJo had helped her arrange it, promising that everyone who came to the cottage would take off their shoes and wash their hands. The food had been especially made, and everyone stayed inside. Mummy had bought her a long-sleeved dress that covered her itchy red skin. Daddy was home, and she’d had no flare-ups. There had been music and games. It was the happiest day of her life.

Then later, Lloyd took her to one side, and said she was his special girl. She remembered the tickly feeling of his beard as he kissed her on the cheek and the strength of his arms as he gave her a tight hug. ‘You’re the most beautiful girl in the world,’ he said, as he let go of her. He had tears in his eyes. It felt good to have such a special friend. But her daddy didn’t feel the same way. Each time he came home, he and Mummy would argue over who had been to visit. Sometimes her mummy lied. Grace didn’t know why Daddy didn’t like Lloyd when he had been so kind to them. She lay back on her pillow, unable to find the will or the strength to get out of bed. Sometimes, at night, she would hear screaming. Mummy said it was the foxes crying. It was such a mournful sound. Turns out the forest wasn’t such a nice place after all.

She watched as Lloyd entered her bedroom, but Grace was unable to return his smile. Stroking her thinning hair, he asked if she needed anything. Grace rubbed her eyes, and the world came into focus in her darkened room.

‘It’s near on three o clock. Time you were getting up, little lady. I’ve got a present for you.’

‘You have?’ Grace felt stiff from sleeping curled up in a ball. She reached for the glass of water that was next to her bed.

‘Sure have,’ Lloyd said, helping her balance the glass. ‘And you’re going to love it. Let me get your wheelchair.’

But Grace was not so easily swayed as she grumbled about the cake she was no longer able to eat. Her life had become a prison and on days like today, she hated every second of it. She had long since been banned from sunlight, and restricted from mixing with other children her age. Now, she was barely allowed to eat. She had heard her parents talk about a feeding tube, should her allergies worsen. On shaky legs, she got out of bed and into the wheelchair.

But her concerns were forgotten as a sudden yap echoed in the hall. Grace craned her neck to stare at Lloyd.

‘A dog? You brought me a dog?’ Suddenly, her world changed.








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


‘Why aren’t you calling for backup?’ Naomi’s words were hollow with fear. She was sitting in Lloyd’s Land Rover, uncomfortable at their close proximity as his windscreen wipers battled to clear a fresh downpour of snow. Lloyd grunted a response, something about it being quicker this way.

Naomi watched him narrowly. He was taller than Ed, his biceps straining against the material of his coat, muscles gained from outdoor work. But it was the strength of his presence that unsettled her the most. People seemed wary around him; most of all, his wife. John the handyman had told her to stay well away when she mentioned calling the local police. Even Joanne had hesitated in giving Lloyd’s phone number out, saying that she would alert him instead. Naomi should have called 999, but thought it would be quicker to go direct. Now they were bumping along a trail that Lloyd called a shortcut to the village.

‘This is the route she would have taken on foot,’ he’d said, when Naomi explained she had not physically seen Morgan since yesterday.

The Land Rover came to a sudden jerking halt as they pulled up next to a half-rotted shed standing sentry in the middle of the woods. A coat of snow had settled on its galvanised roof. Naomi tugged on the door of the Land Rover.

‘Stay put,’ Lloyd warned, in a gravelly voice. ‘If she’s not inside we’ll do a circle of the woods.’

Naomi watched him swagger towards the broken-down hut, his head bowed against the snow. Snow had piled up against the door overnight and she watched him force it open before making his way inside. She counted to thirty before opening the door. The second she set her foot on to solid ground, Lloyd appeared from the hut with Morgan in his arms.

She rushed to Lloyd’s side, her heart thumping a warm beat in her chest. Was Morgan even alive?

‘Open the back door!’ Lloyd barked the order, and Naomi complied. ‘Get in the other side so I can rest her head on your lap,’ he shouted over the rising winds. Above him, tree branches battled the storm, making an ominous whooping sound. ‘She’s frozen to the bone. She must have been there all night.’ He gave her an accusatory look. Morgan’s lips were almost purple, her skin milky-white.

‘I thought she was in her room,’ Naomi blurted, scooting into the car. ‘I heard her moving about.’

‘Sure you did.’ He settled Morgan in the back of the vehicle, her head on Naomi’s lap. Shaking out a blanket, he brought it up to her chin. His hands froze, an indecipherable expression on his face. Naomi’s discomfort rose as his gaze lingered a little too long.

‘Are we going?’ she said, snapping him out of his trance.

‘Just a minute,’ Lloyd said. ‘I need to check inside.’ Slamming the Land Rover door, he turned back to the shed.

Smoothing back Morgan’s hair, Naomi watched as her eyes fluttered open.

‘It’s OK. You’re safe now,’ she said. ‘We’ll get you to hospital, get you checked out.’ Pulling the blanket around her, she rubbed Morgan’s hands.

‘No,’ Morgan moaned, her voice soft and weak. ‘Take me home.’

Naomi’s heart melted for the girl on her lap; angry with the world but beneath it all, desperately needing to be understood.

‘Shh.’ Naomi cradled her for warmth. ‘Don’t talk.’

At last, Lloyd made an appearance, his mobile phone pressed against his ear. Ending the call, he jumped in next to Naomi and turned the engine over.

‘She’s lucky we got to her in time.’ He turned the heating up full blast.

‘She’s still shivering,’ Naomi piped up.

‘Think yourself lucky she is,’ Lloyd shot back as they continued on their journey. ‘It’s when they stop shivering that hypothermia kicks in. Lucky she got shelter when she did.’

She must have got lost in the woods, Naomi thought, grateful that Lloyd knew exactly where to go.

‘Some people aren’t cut out for country life,’ Lloyd drawled. ‘It ain’t fair to force it on them.’

But Morgan had grown up in a mountainous landscape and had a better sense of the outdoors than most. Naomi exhaled a sigh of relief. If Lloyd hadn’t found her when he did, this could have been a lot worse. The wind whistled through the windows as Lloyd picked up pace. What was she going to say to Ed?

Blinking, Naomi took in their direction as her home came into view. A plume of smoke rose from the chimney stack from a fire she didn’t recall lighting.

‘We’re going to the hospital, aren’t we?’ she said. ‘Why are you bringing us here?’

‘It’ll take too long to get there in weather like this,’ Lloyd said with a grunt. ‘She needs warming up now.’

Screeching to a halt, he ran around to the back, scooping Morgan up from the back seat as if she weighed nothing at all.

‘Wait,’ Naomi said, as he took control. ‘She needs the hospital!’ But Lloyd wasn’t listening as he carried Morgan towards the cottage.

Jumping out, Naomi watched as her front door was opened from the inside. Who was in her home?








CHAPTER THIRTY


Outside, the storm rattled every windowpane as it hit Ivy Cottage with full force. Lloyd walked straight into the living room, to the fire that Joanne had prepared. He had given her, among others, the heads up as soon as he found Morgan in the hut. There was something else he’d found, too, and he had made good use of it. But his wife didn’t need to know about that.

Now, the girl was ensconced in front of the fire, her skin less ashen, the blueness leaving her lips. There was a moment in the car when she’d looked like a corpse. Then he was back there, dragged into the depths of the hell he had created for himself. Mumbling some excuse, he’d headed back into the shack, puking until he dry-heaved. It was then, through his watery eyes, that he saw the glint of silver. A saviour, calling out to him. Stepping away from the corner, he had answered the call, praying the silver hip flask was full. And oh, to feel the weight of it was enough to bring a tear to his eye. Twisting off the lid, he gave it a sniff before bringing it to his lips. The taste of the malt whisky was glorious, and he knocked it back, closing his eyes as he savoured each delicious drop. Only then, when the canister was empty, was he able to breathe.

Now the Ward woman was fussing around her stepdaughter, insisting on taking her to the hospital.

‘I’m OK,’ Morgan croaked as she lay beneath a featherdown duvet.

Joanne was prepared and had brought hot crusty bread and soup, along with having lit a fire in the hearth, but he had yet to hear the Ward woman utter a word of thanks.

A knock at the door brought her fussing to a halt.

‘Ed?’ she said, jumping up from Morgan’s side and heading to the hall to answer the door.

But it wasn’t Ed. Lloyd knew exactly who it was. He followed her out, ready to explain. Naomi looked the visitor up and down as he stood on the doorstep, the wind spiking his wisps of grey hair. He tugged off his coat and handed it to Lloyd. His bony frame was clothed in an ill-fitting suit, a thick knotted kipper tie around his neck. Without waiting to be invited, Wilfred walked inside. It was not his first visit to this house, and the way things were going, Lloyd reckoned it wouldn’t be his last.

‘Where is the girl?’ he said, his brown leather holdall clasped in one hand. He walked with a stoop, as you did in a house with such low-beamed ceilings.

‘She’s in the living room.’ Lloyd led the way into the centre of the house.

But the doctor’s presence added an eerie edge to Lloyd’s thoughts. The sofas, the cushions . . . it was different to before. But all he saw was the past. Grace in her wheelchair. Susan’s face, white with fear. Wilfred folding up his stethoscope, shaking his head. The night it all came to an end . . .

‘Excuse me, you can’t just . . .’ Naomi began to protest over Wilfred’s presence.

‘He’s the village doctor,’ Lloyd explained. ‘I called him.’

Pulling his thermometer and stethoscope from his bag, Wilfred took Morgan’s temperature before gesturing at her to undo the first couple of buttons on her shirt. Quietly, she obeyed, allowing him to check her heart rhythm, then winced as he examined the back of her head. After asking her a series of questions, he took her temperature for a second time before sliding his stethoscope back into his bag. Joanne hovered around them, her hands clasped tightly together.

‘She’s suffering with mild hypothermia, but her temperature is coming up. She’s got a bump on her head but didn’t break the skin. Keep her dry and warm, lots of hot drinks and food to keep her strength up.’ His face was stony as he relayed his instructions.

‘Shouldn’t she be checked over in hospital?’ Naomi said.

‘They’ll suggest bedrest, which is what she’s getting here.’ His gaze switched to Lloyd. ‘She’s lucky you found her when you did.’

Lloyd nodded in agreement. There had been more than luck involved. He knew those woods like the back of his hand.

‘What happened?’ Naomi turned her attention to Morgan as Joanne showed the doctor out.

‘I fell over,’ Morgan replied. ‘I . . .’ Pulling herself upwards, she turned her gaze to Naomi, but not before Lloyd caught a glint of fear in her eyes. He could spare some more time. His shift was mercifully quiet, with his small band of officers getting on with their jobs. He scrutinised her face, watched Naomi’s surprise as Morgan grasped her hand. Something told him that was the first time in their relationship there had been such physical contact, and he exchanged a glance with Joanne.

‘Can I make you another drink?’ Joanne said to Morgan, feigning concern. ‘Would you like some more soup?’

But the pair of them were busy whispering. Lloyd didn’t like the look of this. It was bad enough that the Ward woman had called her useless lump of a husband to let him know. His reaction had been one of panic and he was battling the storm to get home.

‘Tell the officer what you told me,’ Naomi said.

Lloyd raised an eyebrow. So, he was ‘the officer’ now?

In the fireplace, the flames spat and sparked in defiance of the weather outside.

‘There was someone in the woods.’ Morgan cradled her hot chocolate. ‘I remember now.’

‘You need to call the police.’ Naomi stared up at Lloyd, breathless with concern.

‘I am the police,’ Lloyd replied, turning his gaze back to Morgan as he pulled out his police-issue pocketbook and pen. ‘What did you see?’

‘I . . .’ Morgan’s face scrunched in a frown. ‘I can’t remember. But there was someone there.’

‘OK then.’ Lloyd sighed. ‘How about height, skin colour, male or female? What did they say? Were threats made?’

Fully back to life, Morgan shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Then let me help you out. You got disorientated. You saw something, most likely a deer, or one of the horses that strayed out of the village.’ He pushed his notebook back into his pocket. ‘You panicked, ran, fell and hit your head. At some point you managed to get yourself into the hut and passed out shortly afterwards.’

‘Maybe . . .’ Morgan murmured, breaking their gaze.

‘No, there’s no maybe about it.’ Naomi’s voice rose. ‘If my stepdaughter says there was someone there then that’s how it played out.’

‘Hang on—’ Lloyd raised a finger.

Naomi talked over him as she rose to her feet. ‘You’ve been funny with us since we got here. Why didn’t you take her straight to the hospital? What are you hiding?’ She looked from him to Joanne, her voice frayed with nerves. But she wouldn’t get any kind of kinship from Joanne, who bowed her head.

Taking a slow step forward, Lloyd stared Naomi down. The atmosphere between them crackled. Joanne began to wring her hands.

‘I’ll tell you what’s going on.’ Lloyd’s lips peeled back from his teeth. ‘I’m sparing your stepdaughter from being the talk of the village. Gossip like that sticks.’

‘What gossip?’ Naomi’s face was flushed now, and she drew a hand over her hair.

‘That Morgan’s real mother is a junkie,’ Lloyd countered. ‘And her stepmother was too busy with the local handyman to notice that she didn’t come home last night.’

Naomi stared, dumbfounded. But Lloyd wasn’t going to stop there. ‘John was seen leaving here this morning. Everyone knows your husband is away.’

‘You’re kidding me,’ she blurted with a laugh. ‘This is a joke, right?’

‘It’s far from funny, Mrs Ward,’ Lloyd continued. ‘John’s quite a hit with the ladies in these parts. Besides, I’m doing you a favour, you don’t want Social Services poking around.’

‘Social Services?’ Naomi repeated. ‘This is bullshit!’ She looked to Joanne for a second time, but she knew better than to speak. ‘My stepdaughter was in danger because someone followed her into the woods.’

Ignoring her outburst, Lloyd turned to his wife. ‘Why don’t you go home,’ he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. ‘I’m heading back to work soon.’

Joanne responded with a nod before turning to Morgan, who was watching them both. ‘Stay warm, poppet. Keep yourself hydrated. I’ll come by tomorrow to check on you.’

‘No need.’ Naomi raised her hand. ‘I’m perfectly capable of looking after her.’

But Joanne gave her a look to say she thought otherwise, before zipping up her jacket and walking out of the room. Naomi saw her out, leaving Lloyd with Morgan for just seconds while she closed the front door behind her.

‘I don’t know what’s going on here,’ Naomi said to Lloyd, as she returned. ‘But either you take my stepdaughter’s report, or I speak to your superior.’

‘You sure about that?’ Lloyd replied, slipping his hand into his pocket. ‘Because then I’ll have to tell them about the booze.’

‘Booze?’ She looked to Morgan, who was on the sofa, mouth agape.

‘I . . .’ the young girl said, opening and closing her mouth.

Lloyd produced the empty hip flask, giving it a little shake. ‘Not a drop left.’

‘I only had a sip,’ Morgan said meekly.

‘Sure,’ Lloyd replied. ‘A bit of Dutch courage for your date. Seems like you had more than you thought.’ He handed the flask to Naomi.

‘What date?’ Naomi’s brow creased in a frown. ‘I thought you were meeting Dawn.’

A dry laugh left Lloyd’s lips. ‘Seem you don’t know your stepdaughter as well as you think.’

‘Stop!’ Morgan said. ‘Please!’ Her cheeks were burning now, the antithesis of the way she looked when he found her.

‘She was meeting Dawn,’ Lloyd continued, waiting for the penny to drop.

Monitoring Naomi’s expression, he watched the news sink in.

‘Oh,’ she said, in a quiet voice, the heat of her anger dormant for now.

Lloyd matched her tone. ‘Morgan is over the worst. The storm is getting worse. I don’t recommend driving unless you have to.’ For once, he was met with quiet compliance. He considered the subject dropped. But alcohol had brought clarity. These outsiders would never let things lie. If he wasn’t sure before, he had no doubt now.








CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Morgan slid on her spare set of glasses. Naomi was pacing the room.

‘The bloody cheek of it!’ she exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air. ‘Just wait until your dad gets home. We’re going to have it out with that lot once and for all.’

Her stepmother threw a log on to the fire before giving it a good poke. Judging by the storm raging outside, her dad wouldn’t be walking in the door any time soon. Had internal flights not been cancelled, he would have ditched his four-by-four and flown. It seemed the odds were against him.

Naomi had spent the last few hours fussing over her. If she had any doubts that Naomi cared for her, they had dissipated now. Morgan finally realised what a brat she’d been. The incident in the woods had shaken her, and Naomi must have known from the look on her face that she needed some human contact. Any other day, she would have said something sarky and batted her stepmother away. But today, she had welcomed the gesture of support as Naomi had taken her hand. This was her little family, and even if Morgan was on the outskirts of it, they loved her – despite her faults. It warmed Morgan to see Naomi stand up to the giant of a man who had scooped her up in his arms with such little effort. She had hated being examined by the creepy doctor with the cold hands and yellow fingernails, and then there was Joanne, whose eyes said something entirely different to her words . . . Morgan shuddered.

‘Are you OK?’ Naomi said, immediately by her side. ‘Can I get you another blanket?’

‘I’m fine.’ She smiled. ‘I was thinking about that creepy old doctor.’

Naomi sat at the end of the sofa, her face thoughtful. ‘What Lloyd said about John . . . it was crap.’ She proceeded to tell her how she thought Morgan had taken the loft ladder and of her suspicions over maggots in her cakes. ‘I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions,’ Naomi said. ‘But after the prawn incident—’

‘I don’t blame you,’ Morgan interrupted. ‘I mean, I might have, but where would I get my hands on maggots around here?’

‘Exactly.’ Naomi softly chuckled at her honesty. ‘I had a word with Joanne on the way out. I told her I knew she’d put them there. It was a huge bluff, but she didn’t deny it.’ She frowned as she recalled their encounter. ‘She’s so meek around Lloyd. Seems like she’s scared of him. If I had challenged her like that in the coffee shop, I’m sure she would have argued back.’

Morgan didn’t disagree. Joanne even moved differently when she was around Lloyd, head lowered, twitching nervously.

‘And for the record, I wasn’t getting my leg over with the handyman.’ She thrust her phone in Morgan’s face, showing her a record of her call. ‘I rang him this morning, when I was stuck in the loft.’

‘I worked that one out,’ Morgan said, a blush rising to her face. ‘About Dawn . . .’

‘That’s none of my business . . .’ Naomi replied, shunting up beside her. ‘But if you want to talk, then I’m here. Your dad and I will support you a hundred per cent. Just be careful with that one . . .’ She paused, her face holding a question. ‘It wasn’t your idea to meet at that hour, was it?’

Morgan replied with a tight shake of the head.

‘Then invite her over here next time. Let her do the running.’ Naomi winked. ‘It doesn’t do to be too keen.’

Morgan nodded. She couldn’t speak. All the emotions of the last few weeks had built up to a crescendo, and she didn’t trust herself not to cry.
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Naomi inhaled a deep breath, treading carefully around Morgan’s feelings. ‘I know you’ve had a tough time of it. The last few years have turned your life upside down. But we’ve got a chance here, to be something special. A real family.’

Morgan cleared her throat. ‘You don’t mean that. Not really. I’ve been awful to you.’

‘Water under the bridge.’ Naomi stared, unblinking, until Morgan met her gaze. ‘Look. My parents divorced when I was your age. It sucks. But you’re not being disloyal to your mum by staying with us. Things will get better . . . if you let them.’

‘I did something bad.’ Morgan’s words fell like stones into a shallow pond.

‘Whatever it is, we’ll face it together,’ Naomi said. ‘That’s what families do.’

‘Not my family.’ Morgan sulked. ‘They run for the hills.’

‘Not any more.’

Morgan looked into Naomi’s eyes and saw determination there. She meant it. But this would change everything. ‘You’ll hate me,’ she said, feeling suddenly afraid. The bond between them was so new and fragile, she didn’t want to lose it. ‘But I think I know who was in the woods.’

‘Talk to me,’ Naomi said. ‘I promise. I won’t turn my back on you.’

Morgan heaved a sigh. There was no going back now. She knew Naomi wouldn’t leave until she offloaded, and she didn’t want her father walking into this.








CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


‘Let me lock the doors first,’ Naomi said, as the windows rattled in their panes. The truth was, she had already locked them, but recent events had frightened her, and she wanted to check how far Ed had got on his journey home. As she slid into the corridor, she pulled up the Friend Finder app on her phone.

‘Dammit,’ she muttered, as the app refreshed. He was still in Scotland. She checked her texts. He was held up by road closures. There was no point in calling. She’d already filled him in on a sanitised version of the truth.

We’re fine, she texted. Don’t rush. I’ll keep a close eye on Morgan.

She didn’t wait for an answer before slipping her phone into her pocket. Her heart-to-heart with Morgan could not wait.

‘All safe and secure.’ Naomi smiled as she returned to the living room. It was a relief to be making some headway with her stepdaughter, but she couldn’t help feeling that danger wasn’t far away. ‘You said you know who was in the woods?’ Naomi sat across from her, watched her draw the duvet up to her chest.

‘I’ve been talking to this guy online,’ Morgan said, picking at a thread in the duvet cover that had come loose. ‘He’s called Taz. We’ve been friends for a while.’

‘Go on,’ Naomi said, grateful she was opening up to her. The war between them had reached a truce, due to a much bigger threat. It was almost worth being put in this position to finally be on neutral ground.

‘I was angry,’ Morgan said, winding the thread around her finger. ‘I thought you were trying to push me out.’

‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Naomi began to say, but Morgan seemed keen to get whatever it was off her chest.

‘For a little while, I hated you,’ Morgan continued. ‘But I had one friend. Someone who understood.’

‘Taz?’ She would withhold the lecture about speaking to strangers online for now.

Morgan nodded. ‘He said you were out of order, trying to take my inheritance. He called you the cuckoo in the nest. He said a lot of things.’ Her face was tight with anxiety as she hugged her knees. ‘I don’t feel like that any more. I know you’re doing your best.’

Naomi waited patiently for Morgan to continue.

‘Taz said we should be together.’ She swallowed. ‘That he’d look after me. But I think it was him in the woods.’ She recalled the strength of his grip, the smell of cannabis on his clothes. Her frown deepened as the responsibility for her actions landed at her door. She told Naomi how they had met, of how she had gravitated towards a life online as she sat at home alone. ‘I thought he was my friend,’ she said. ‘But what if it was him who jumped me? What if he’s tracked me down?’

‘Have you spoken to him since?’ Naomi’s eyes fell to the laptop that was folded on the ground.

‘He’s not online now,’ Morgan said. ‘But he messaged earlier to ask how I was.’

‘And there was nothing out of the ordinary? Did he mention that you’d been hurt?’ Outside, a gnarled tree branch bounced against the living room window in an ominous tap, tap, tap. But the storm was low on Naomi’s list of priorities as Morgan confided in her about this latest threat.

‘He was talking about a new online game,’ she continued. ‘That’s all.’

‘Then there’s nothing to say it was him. I mean, he could live anywhere. He might not even live in the UK.’ Naomi paused for thought. ‘This guy likes you, right?’

‘Yeah,’ Morgan said. ‘A lot.’

‘So why would he jump you and then run away?’

‘I don’t know.’ Morgan raised her hands to her head. ‘I can’t remember . . . But I wasn’t drunk, like Lloyd’s trying to make out. I didn’t empty that flask. I barely tasted it. It was rank.’

‘I know you didn’t,’ Naomi replied. ‘The same way I know you didn’t put maggots in my cake, or the handyman didn’t spend the night.’ She had smelled her husband’s favourite tipple on Lloyd’s breath.

An understanding passed between them. Sliding her mobile from her pocket, Naomi drew up the number she had found on a forwarded email from her solicitor.

‘What are we going to do now?’ Morgan watched her intently.

‘I need to talk to somebody, starting with the woman who sold us the house. Leave it with me.’ Naomi rose from the armchair. Her shoulders ached from being tensed all day. ‘And Morgan, no more secrets. You’ve got to set this Taz guy straight . . .’ Her expression darkened as a thought hit her. ‘He hasn’t asked for naked pictures, has he? Made you do anything you don’t want to?’

‘Ugh, no!’ Morgan exclaimed. ‘I’m not stupid enough for that.’

Naomi gave her a knowing look. ‘It’s surprising what people will do to keep a friendship.’ She handed Morgan her laptop before plumping her pillow. ‘I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me,’ she said, turning to go.

‘Don’t leave.’ Morgan gave her a pleading look. ‘Please.’

Naomi checked her watch before settling back down into the armchair and making the call. It was early evening, so there was a good chance that Petunia Doyle would be in. The phone picked up after three rings.

‘Hello?’ a female voice answered, rusted with ill health. Naomi’s pulse picked up speed.

‘Mrs Doyle? It’s Naomi Ward here. I bought your house. Ivy Cottage.’

Silence followed. Her eyes flicked to Morgan, who had her laptop open on her knees. Naomi put the phone call on speaker. It was good to have an ally.

‘I’ve been having some problems,’ Naomi continued. She crossed her legs and began bobbing her foot, wishing she’d rehearsed what she was going to say. ‘I was hoping you could help.’

‘The house was sold as is,’ Mrs Doyle replied, and Naomi picked up the faintest of Irish accents in her tone. Morgan gave Naomi an encouraging nod to keep going.

‘It’s not about the house,’ Naomi continued. ‘It’s the locals. They’ve been causing trouble. My stepdaughter was attacked in the woods last night.’ She was getting more used to referring to her that way, and it felt good.

‘What do you expect me to do?’ Petunia replied coldly. ‘I’m not a well woman. Your neighbours are no concern of mine.’

‘Please.’ Naomi sensed she was about to hang up. ‘If you could tell me something, anything . . . it would help to know what I’m dealing with. I’ve had Lloyd Thomas around, and his wife, Joanne. The doctor was here too. Wilfred. My stepdaughter arranged to meet the vicar’s daughter last night and someone attacked her from behind.’

A loud, loose sigh permeated the line. ‘The one piece of advice I can give you is to keep yourself to yourself. If my sister had listened to me, she’d be alive today.’

‘Alive?’ Naomi exchanged a look with Morgan, whose eyes were wide. ‘So, you know what happened to them?’

Another long silence, followed by a rasping breath. ‘I know the next time I see my sister it will be in heaven, and with my health, that’s not too far away for me now.’

‘Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.’ Naomi spoke with a heavy heart. The estate agent had given Naomi an inkling of Petunia’s terminal illness so it was of no great surprise. A beat passed between them as Naomi orchestrated her thoughts. ‘I really love the cottage . . .’ she continued, glancing around the room.

It was a lie. She didn’t love it as much as she’d hoped. How could she, when she was on edge all the time? But if she was able to solve the mystery of the Harpers’ disappearance perhaps it would make it all worthwhile. By the look in Morgan’s eyes, she wanted answers too.

‘. . . but I can’t rest until we sort things out. Please. I’d be so grateful . . .’

‘Then I’ll tell you. But not over the phone. Tomorrow. Come and see me. And call me Petunia for pity’s sake.’ Naomi saw a hopeful smile rise to Morgan’s face as she listened to the woman speak. ‘I’ve held this secret for almost ten years . . .’ she continued. ‘Perhaps it’s time to let it go.’

‘Thank you,’ Naomi said on the exhale. ‘I appreciate it more than you know.’

Petunia reeled off the address of a local B&B, and Morgan’s fingers were nimble as she typed the meeting place in.

‘I didn’t realise you were staying locally,’ Naomi said.

‘I’m here for the anniversary of my sister’s death,’ she replied.

Of course, Naomi thought. The anniversary of their disappearance is tomorrow. She had forgotten in all the worry over Morgan. But Petunia had said death, not disappearance.

She wanted to know more, to demand answers now. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask if she could come over, until she remembered Morgan. She had responsibilities now. She couldn’t leave her. And she certainly couldn’t drag her out on a night like this. But tomorrow she would get to the bottom of it all, and if she found out that Lloyd and his cronies were involved, she would take it all the way.

There was a tap against their front door. Who was it now?








CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


‘You’ve got a visitor,’ Naomi said, with surprise in her voice. Outside the storm was showing little signs of letting up.

Morgan glanced up from her laptop, her frown melting away. It was Dawn, looking pale and awkward as she shook the snow from her coat and followed Naomi in.

‘Did you walk all this way? You must be frozen,’ Naomi said. ‘Sit by the fire, warm yourself up.’

‘I got a lift as far as the end of the road,’ Dawn said, with no further explanation.

Morgan gave her stepmother a look that conveyed that three was a crowd.

‘I’ll give you two some privacy,’ Naomi said, with a twinkle in her eye.

‘Come, sit.’ Morgan gestured towards the sofa, warmed by the presence of her friend.

Dawn dived her hand into the plastic bag she was carrying and pulled out a selection of Daim Bars. ‘I remember you saying you liked them,’ she said with a smile, slipping off her coat and scarf. ‘Better than flowers, eh? I picked this up too.’ She pulled a box of ‘amber auburn’ hair dye from the bag. ‘It was on offer.’

‘Thanks.’ Morgan grinned.

‘How are you?’ Dawn perched on the end of the sofa, concern shadowing her face. Her hair was tied up with a red bandana, and she picked at the frays in the knee of her blue denim jeans. She seemed nervous and worried, so unlike her usual confident self.

‘I’m fine.’ Morgan flushed. ‘A bit embarrassed really, everyone’s making such a fuss.’

‘It’s all around the village,’ Dawn replied. ‘I had to sneak out to see you. Dad’s grounded me for a month. Just work and home, that’s my limit now.’

‘I thought he was the local vicar? Doesn’t seem very Christian,’ Morgan replied. ‘Sorry,’ she hastily added, as she saw Dawn’s crestfallen face. ‘I guess he has his reasons.’

The wisp of a sigh left Dawn’s lips. ‘He’s always been overprotective, long before you came along.’ Her smile was small but warm. ‘Let’s not talk about him. How are you feeling? Did someone jump you in the woods? Did you see who it was?’

‘I’m fine. Someone grabbed me from behind. I didn’t see them. It was dead scary though.’ Morgan answered each question in turn to the backdrop of the crackling fire as it delivered the sweet scent of burning moss.

Dawn shook her head in regret. ‘I feel like shit. I should never have asked to meet up. Not at that hour, anyway.’

‘It’s not your fault.’

‘You don’t get it, though. People round here . . .’ Dawn swallowed, her words thick with emotion. ‘It’s not like in London, or Scotland. Nighbrook has its own laws. Its own traditions. They look after their own. But if they feel threatened . . .’ She blinked, her gaze meeting Morgan’s. ‘You’re in danger. I didn’t realise how much, until now. The best thing you can do is to go back to London. Forget all about this place.’

Morgan’s spirits fell. ‘Don’t you like me?’

‘I do, I like you a lot . . .’ Dawn’s shoulders slumped. ‘But . . .’ Her words were choked by a sudden, heart-wrenching sob.

Morgan pushed back her duvet, opening her arms as she took Dawn in an embrace. ‘Hey, what is it? You can tell me. Because you’re not getting rid of me that easily.’

‘Really?’ Dawn sniffed, wiping her tears with her sweater sleeve. ‘Because I wouldn’t blame you if you ran for the hills . . .’

Taking Dawn’s face in her hands, Morgan pressed her lips tenderly against hers. ‘You’re the one good thing about this place,’ she said with a smile. ‘Whatever’s bothering you . . . you can tell me.’

‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s time you knew.’

‘Let it out,’ Morgan soothed. ‘Whatever it is, we’ll face it together. I’m not going anywhere.’

Dawn thumbed away the mascara stains beneath her eyes. ‘It’s so good to hear that. I never thought I’d meet anyone I could trust with the truth.’ She nodded to herself, as if affirming the sentiment. She took a deep breath to speak. But the blast of a car horn shattered the moment.

‘Shit!’ Dawn jumped from the sofa and peeked out the window. ‘That’s Dad. Oh God. He’s going to be pissed off about this.’

‘Then stay here,’ Morgan said, watching her grow agitated. ‘We’ve got plenty of room.’

‘I can’t.’ Dawn began winding her scarf around her neck. ‘And don’t say anything. You’ll only make things worse.’

Three loud knocks were followed by the lilt of Naomi’s voice as Dawn’s father was allowed in. But Reverend Humphries wasn’t as frightening as Morgan had anticipated. Flustered, yes, but there was no malice on his face. If anything, this stout, balding man looked like a typical vicar, with his snow-dappled anorak and sensible shoes. There was a mildness about him as he gave a little bow of the head.

‘Dawn is grounded. She should be at home,’ he continued, profusely apologetic for the intrusion. His eyes danced around the dark corners of the room, as if something was about to jump out on him.

‘I was just telling Morgan that I wasn’t allowed to see her,’ Dawn said, her irritation evident.

‘Very well.’ He beckoned her to his side. ‘Morgan, I hope you feel better soon.’ He delivered Naomi a hasty glance. ‘Once again, apologies for the disruption. I’ve got a church fundraiser to prepare for. Dawn has lots to do.’ Giving another little bow of the head, he turned to leave. He lightly placed an arm around Dawn’s shoulder, asking if she was all right.

‘Of course I’m all right.’ Dawn’s voice trailed behind her as they left. ‘You’re so embarrassing.’

As the door shut behind them, Morgan shook her head. Not for the first time, she couldn’t make Dawn out.

‘What was that all about?’ Naomi seemed as mystified as her.

‘I’ve no idea,’ Morgan said. But had Dawn’s father arrived just ten minutes later, perhaps she would have found out.








CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Lloyd walked around the place with careful deliberation. He knew every inch of Ivy Cottage. Every creaky floorboard, each crack in the plasterwork. The pipes that rattled when the heating was turned on and the draughts that filtered through the tiny windowpanes. But the kitchen was different now. He cast his eyes over the new designer cupboards and felt a sense of unease. It should have been a good thing, wiping away old memories, but it didn’t feel that way. If he stopped and stared for long enough, he could still see the room exactly how it had been that day. He remembered how he had checked it for blood stains, and it had lit up like a Christmas tree beneath the luminol and ultraviolet light. Not visible to the naked eye, but there just the same. At least, they had been, until he and Joanne took care of them. This was the biggest room in the house, and witness to the worst of the violence. There was more to this building than bricks and mortar. It carried a life of its own. Not one soul who’d lived here was happy, and most who left it couldn’t go quick enough. So why hadn’t the Ward family packed their bags by now? He ran his hand over the breakfast bar’s granite worktop, which was cool beneath his touch.

The vision of Susan’s marbled skin flourished in his memory, deep grooves in his psyche that could never be healed. He’d thought he knew her. In reality, she had been as much of a stranger to him as he’d been to her.

He stood in the centre of the kitchen, gazing at the bar of moonlight spilling on the newly tiled floor. At last, the storm had abated, and Lloyd’s focus floated to the past. That day, the room had been filled with the smell of baking, mingled with the tang of freshly shed blood. Did they gather here, the ghosts of the past? Crying out for a final resting place? He knew one thing. The Ward family would not sleep so easily in their beds if they knew what had happened under this roof. His breath accelerated, his chest tightening as he relived that day. The past and present were so intermingled now, it was hard to tell what was real. His hand fell to his gun. That felt real enough to him.

Walking into the hall, he decided to visit Grace’s bedroom. Or was that Morgan’s? His left hand fell to his pocket. His other old friend. He swigged the half-bottle of whisky, the liquid as smooth as silk as it passed his lips. His own personal anaesthetic. He crept down the hall, his breath shallow as he approached Grace’s old room.

The bedroom door was half-open, a set of fairy lights casting the room in a soft glow. But when he stepped nearer her bed, it felt as if an electric current had rooted him to the floor. He took a sharp inhalation of breath as he stared at the girl before him, her long auburn hair resting on the pillow. It couldn’t be . . . He blinked in the dim light, craning his neck for a better look.

‘Grace?’ The words were barely audible as he reached out to stroke her hair. He froze as she moaned in her sleep before turning to face the door. Lloyd staggered back, the lub lub of his heartbeat booming in his ears. As his vision grew accustomed to the light, he retreated into the shadows, his eyes casing the room. It was then that he saw the bottle of hair dye. He took a slow breath to bring himself back to ground. This wasn’t Grace. It was Morgan. The girl had dyed her hair. She wasn’t Grace. She never could be.

He thought about Dawn, getting mixed up with this new family. He wanted better for her. It was why he had told Reverend Humphries about Dawn’s visit to Ivy Cottage earlier today. After seeing her walking in the snow, he’d dropped her off at the end of the road. He couldn’t help but look out for her. She was a much-loved member of his community. He couldn’t risk her stepping out of line.

Chewing over these thoughts, he retreated from the room. But it was when he reached the back door in the kitchen that the light flicked on. Swivelling around, he reached for his gun. His knee-jerk reaction was met with a sudden shriek. Before him stood Naomi Ward, the whites of her eyes flashing as she clasped a brass ornament of a couple entwined. Her dressing gown was tightly fastened, her hair a nest on her head. Lloyd decided to leave his gun where it was.

‘What . . . what are you doing in my house?’

Her voice was jagged and urgent but Lloyd was confident he could talk his way out of it, especially as he’d had the foresight to wear his uniform. As always when he made these visits, he had just come off his shift.

‘You left your back door unlocked,’ he said, smiling. ‘I thought I saw an intruder.’

‘No, I didn’t.’ She took a step back as Lloyd approached her. ‘And you . . . you can’t just walk in here.’

‘After what happened today, you should be grateful that I’m keeping an eye on the place. Put the ornament down. There’s nothing to fear here.’

Grim-faced, Naomi placed it on the dresser, never taking her eyes off him. Her hands free, she tightened her robe. ‘I’d like you to leave now.’

‘What’s wrong?’ The voice came from behind her. It was Morgan, rubbing her eyes.

Naomi did a double-take. ‘Morgan?’

Lloyd relaxed. It would be OK. He had been stupid, getting caught. Lingered a little too long. But who was she going to report him to – his superiors? He was simply doing his job. All the same, he had booze on his breath. He needed to be on his guard.

‘I couldn’t sleep.’ Morgan’s eyes rested on Lloyd. ‘Why are the cops here? Is Dad OK?’

‘He said the door was left unlocked,’ Naomi said, shepherding Morgan to her side.

‘Well, it wasn’t me,’ she said.

Lloyd watched doubt cloud Naomi’s face. Her chest was rising and falling faster than it should. He tore his eyes away. It was time for him to go.

‘This place is always going to be of interest to ghouls, especially coming up to the anniversary. The best thing you can do for your personal safety is to pack up your things and go back to London.’

This was his final warning. His gaze flickered back to Morgan, her hair shadowing her face as she watched him with interest. Grace used to watch him with the same curiosity . . . such a sweet and innocent girl.

‘This is our home . . .’ Naomi said, but her words lacked conviction. ‘I’d like to get back to bed now, so if you wouldn’t mind . . .’ She gestured towards the back door.

‘Indeed.’ Lloyd pulled it open and a sudden blast of cold wind threatened to take it off its hinges. ‘Best you lock up after me. You never know who’s prowling about.’

As he leaned into the biting night air, he exhaled a long, frosted breath. Tonight, he had been lucky. Had the man of the house been at home, things could have gone a lot worse. He trudged down the snow-lined path, just as he had done so many years before. This family – this house – would be his undoing.








CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Naomi didn’t know how much time had passed before Morgan opened the door. She was sitting in her new office, surrounded by folders and newspaper clippings: the evidence of a curiosity that had grown since childhood. Instead of playing with dolls, she had played detective and there was always a Nancy Drew or Enid Blyton novel in her Christmas stocking.

But it was more than curiosity that had kept her awake last night. There was no chance of her getting back to sleep after Lloyd had left, so she had spent the last few hours rehashing the Harper case. As far as she was concerned, it all came back to Lloyd. His wife had reported the family missing and Lloyd was heavily involved in the case. Even now, he was drawn back here, scared of what she might find. At least her home office had been locked. Had he sensed her concerns over his involvement . . . ? The image of him creeping around while she and Morgan were asleep and vulnerable . . . Her shoulders shook in a full body shudder. Was this what it had been like for the Harper family? Had he visited when Grace and Susan were alone? Her mind raced with possibilities. Given Joanne’s behaviour in her husband’s company, Naomi wouldn’t put it past her to cover up his wrongdoings. But Naomi would not be driven out of the village. She was close to the truth; she could feel it.

She turned her attention to Morgan, who was looking much better. Her auburn highlights enhanced her complexion and brought out the blue in her eyes. She was wearing a pink pastel woollen jumper and a pair of blue jeans – a vast improvement on her black attire of before. Naomi watched her part the heavy drapes over the window, their rings tinkling against the metal curtain pole. She squinted as a beam of January sunshine flooded the room.

‘I brought you a coffee,’ Morgan said, looking uncharacteristically concerned.

Naomi’s eyes felt dry in their sockets, and she blinked a few times to clear her vision. ‘I should be looking after you. Are you OK? Have you eaten?’ She checked her watch: 7 a.m.

‘Yup. I had toast.’ Morgan handed her the mug. ‘You look like you could do with this.’

‘Thanks.’ Naomi gratefully accepted the coffee and took a sip. Morgan had made it just the way she liked it. Once, she would have spat in it first.

Morgan glanced at the boxes Naomi had brought down from the loft.

‘It’s funny,’ Naomi said, following her gaze. ‘But living here, under their roof, I feel like I know the Harpers.’

‘It’s meant to be our roof,’ Morgan said. ‘We own it now.’

‘But it’s not.’ Naomi’s voice faded to a whisper as she picked up an old photograph. ‘It’ll always be theirs. Coming here was a mistake. I can see that now.’ A lump rose to her throat as the admission left her lips. The longer she had spent investigating the case, the more drawn she was to the past. But she was an intruder. A voyeur of something so awful she could feel it in the walls. From the indentations of nails in the window frames to the numerous locks on the doors – Ivy Cottage carried its own battle scars. Now, more than ever, this missing family needed to be brought home.

‘Found anything out?’ Morgan said, seemingly in no hurry to leave. Her voice was devoid of all the sharp edges that had once accompanied it.

‘I have, as it happens . . .’ Naomi switched on the old-fashioned video player and portable TV that had been left behind in the room. ‘Watch this.’ As the shaky home video played, Lloyd came into view standing in the doorway of their home, younger-looking but stern-faced. She pressed the pause button as his gaze rested on Susan and her daughter Grace. ‘Look at the way he’s watching them. It’s weird.’

‘What’s wrong with her teeth?’ Morgan bent towards the screen. The little girl’s front teeth were missing.

‘Could be a side-effect of her illness, or maybe her medication,’ Naomi replied. Her heart went out to the little girl whose life had been a tragedy from beginning to end. It was all the more reason why she could not let this lie.

‘Watch . . .’ Naomi unpaused the tape. As the camera panned around the room, she quickly paused it again. She knew the exact moment. She had watched this clip a hundred times. ‘See?’ she said, pointing to a woman in the corner. ‘It’s Joanne.’ The woman was slimmer and her hair was long, but she had the same pointed nose, the same dimple on her chin. Rather than watching Grace blow out her candles, her eyes were fixed firmly on her husband. ‘She’s watching Lloyd. With everything going on, why is she watching her husband and not Grace? It’s a big moment for Grace. Her first and, by the look of her, possibly last birthday party. Look at her face. She’s beaming. Who would want to miss that?’ With her pallid skin and bony frame, she appeared years younger than her age. Even her excited laughter sounded like that of a younger child. Naomi pressed play for a second before pausing it again. The expression on Joanne’s face changed as her husband met her gaze. But not before Naomi had the chance to freeze it. A split second in time that told her more than enough. ‘She was upset with Lloyd. Disgusted, in fact. Does this look like she’s disgusted to you?’

Morgan cleaned her glasses with the sleeve of her jumper before peering at the screen. ‘She does look pissed off. But that could be over anything.’

‘I don’t think it is. Lloyd’s staring at Grace, animated. There’s something there. He has feelings for her. More than neighbourly, if you ask me.’

‘Eww . . . you’re not saying he’s a . . .’ Morgan’s face twisted in disgust.

‘No, I’m not.’ Naomi raised her hand before Morgan could say the word. Such accusations would get them both into more trouble than they could handle. ‘But we need to be careful around him. Whatever he was, Joanne was aware of it. Here, watch this.’ She pressed play again. As her husband met her gaze, Joanne forced a smile. His grin met hers before he joined in with the song. ‘Now look,’ Naomi said, fast-forwarding the clip to later in the day. She watched as the children danced, their faces alight. ‘They’re leaving now,’ Naomi said, checking she had Morgan’s attention. As Joanne waved to the children, Lloyd dropped on to one knee.

‘Bye bye, sweetheart,’ Lloyd said, opening his arms to take Grace in a bear hug. He paused to stroke her hair, kissing her on the forehead. As he drew away, the camera panned to the crowd. Naomi pressed the pause button.

‘I wish I could zoom in,’ she said, ‘but you can see enough of Joanne’s face to know she’s not happy about that.’

‘She’s not, is she?’ Morgan agreed.

Naomi felt a small sense of triumph as she turned to her with conviction. ‘Whatever happened to the Harpers, Lloyd is at the heart of it all.’

Morgan tugged on the ends of her hair, as she sometimes did when she was thoughtful. ‘But other people must know. They would have suspected something. Why would they hush this up?’

Naomi nodded in agreement. ‘He has some kind of hold over the villagers. I don’t know what it is, but I’m bloody well going to find out.’ She paused as a thought occurred. ‘Whoever was holding that camera must have been suspicious too. I’ve made a list of all the people at Grace’s party. The only person who should have been in the shot but wasn’t was Martin, Grace’s dad. Maybe Martin had his suspicions, which was why he was filming them so closely. It could have been his way of keeping an eye on them both.’

‘What about Susan’s sister, Petunia? She seems to know what happened.’

‘True,’ Naomi agreed, finishing off her coffee. ‘But I don’t think she was at the party. From what I’ve heard, Petunia and Susan didn’t get along. Susan waved at the camera, she looked happy. Relaxed.’

‘Or it could be nothing,’ Morgan piped up. ‘Joanne might have been pissed off with Lloyd over something else.’

Naomi cradled her coffee mug in one hand. ‘I’d agree if she hadn’t changed her expression so quickly to cover it up. Lloyd and Joanne are connected to all of this. I know they are.’

‘You could have a point,’ Morgan said. ‘But Lloyd has guns. We should be careful around him.’

‘He’s got guns?’ Naomi echoed her stepdaughter’s words. ‘How do you know?’

‘Dawn told me when we went for a milkshake. She’s not as sweetness and light as you think.’

‘What sort of guns?’ Naomi wondered if it was something she could report.

‘They’re for hunting. She said lots of the locals have guns. He carries a pistol for shooting injured deer, too. I’ve heard shots before. It was probably him. He gives me the heebie-jeebies.’

‘Me too,’ Naomi said. ‘So, don’t mention any of this to Dawn. Don’t tell anyone in the village, for that matter. I don’t trust any of them.’

But Morgan just laughed at the suggestion of her spilling the beans. ‘Like I’m going to stroll into Joanne’s coffee shop and say, “Hey, my stepmum thinks your husband’s a paedo and you’re all in on it.”’

It was said in such a theatrical manner, Naomi’s lips curled in a smile. ‘All right, smart arse. You know what I mean. Don’t let them know we’re on to them.’

Morgan’s gaze was focused on the screen. ‘But even if he was up to no good, why would the whole family disappear? Surely he’d be the one to take the flak. I mean, especially if Joanne knows.’

‘Or maybe she got rid of the problem.’ Naomi sighed. ‘I dunno. I shouldn’t be telling you all this stuff. To think he was in our house. I wonder if he was armed then.’

He shouldn’t have been, Naomi thought. At that hour of the night, in uniform, it wouldn’t be acceptable, surely? She might not have squared up to him, had she known. It scared her, how dangerous this situation had become. She would look into changing the locks and speak to Ed about returning to London when he got home. But first, she would speak to Petunia. She couldn’t leave without satisfying the question that burned at the back of her mind – where were the Harpers?

‘Do you think Dad will get back today?’ Morgan approached the window, which was crusted with snow. It would have looked quite pretty, had the cottage not been tainted with malice. As big as their dump of snow had been, news reports stated that Scotland had it far worse.

‘I hope so.’ Naomi yawned. ‘He’s doing the best he can.’

‘Mum will make an appearance soon,’ Morgan mused, her fingers tracing the window frame. ‘She’ll pop up like nothing has happened, wondering what all the fuss was about.’ She turned to Naomi before she could reply. ‘Can you drop me off in the village? I’d like to see Dawn. I need to clear the air.’

‘I’d prefer it if you stayed with me.’ Morgan’s colour was good, and she was back on her feet already, with nothing more than a bump on her head. All the same, Naomi had no intention of leaving her stepdaughter on her own, but would Petunia open up with another person around? ‘The doctor recommended bed rest. Maybe I should ring Petunia instead.’

‘She’ll never tell you over the phone,’ Morgan said. ‘Honestly, I’m fine. I’ll go back to bed when we come home.’

‘I guess it’s OK if you sit in the coffee shop with a hot drink. Just don’t wander off on your own.’

‘No chance, not after last time.’ Morgan gave her a knowing look. A smile broke out on her face. ‘I’m gonna get ready.’

‘Morgan?’ Naomi said, as she reached the door.

The young girl paused, her eyebrows arched in a question.

‘I like your hair.’ Naomi wanted to say that she was grateful they were building bridges. But it was early days, and they still had a long road ahead. ‘Didn’t it hurt?’ she asked. ‘The dye. Didn’t it sting your scalp when you stripped out the black colouring?’

‘Some things in life are worth the pain.’ Morgan winked before heading back to her room.

So that was why she wanted to go to the village. Morgan wanted to see Dawn again. Young love. Naomi smiled at the sentiment. Wait until Ed heard about all this. She turned back to her desk and pulled out the diary she had recovered from the loft. But the rest of the pages revealed obsessive note-taking about allergies and possible cures. Then there were fundraising plans, numerous recipes and to-do lists. Nothing like the outpouring of motherly concerns of before. Naomi traced her finger over the jagged edges where pages had been torn out. Was there something sinister going on here? She returned her attention to the television. Perhaps Petunia would part with the truth – expose Lloyd and those complicit in any wrongdoings to the world. The screen was paused on Grace, her face animated as she celebrated her birthday with a select number of friends. It was a bittersweet scene. Naomi would not leave her in limbo any longer. She was the only one who could do this. It was time to lay the Harper family to rest.








CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Today was meant to be a day off as far as Lloyd was concerned. But there was no rest from the thoughts that wound around him like vines, squeezing so tightly that he could barely breathe. He sat on the periphery of the forest, watching Ivy Cottage through narrowed eyes. They were in there, plotting against him. Planning to take him down. They would not be happy until Nighbrook and its occupants were left in ruins. He could imagine it on the national news. A village left in disgrace. He would be the laughing stock of the police force.

His hand fell on the half-litre bottle of single malt and he tipped it to his lips. Nectar. Not as much as he’d like, but enough to take the sting away. The villagers had spoken of buying Ivy Cottage between them and bulldozing it to the ground. But none were willing to put their money where their mouth was, which was why he had a mess to clean up.

He looked at the rear-view mirror, catching sight of his bloodshot eyes. Last night, as he took to drinking, he had felt a piece of his rational mind slip away. Joanne hadn’t been strong enough to stop him. As if it were as simple as hiding the key to the drinks cabinet – all he had to do was put his boot through the wood and warn her she’d suffer the same fate if she didn’t shut the fuck up. That had been enough to silence her. He’d sat on his armchair, gun on one side, his bottle cradled between his legs, opening the door to the demons of his addiction.
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He replayed the visit to Ivy Cottage. The air had been crisp and clean. A blanket of snow had settled on the landscape, and the last glimmers of daylight had sliced through the branches of the ancient beech trees. He’d trudged, head down, breath fogged. But he hadn’t been cold. He’d been warmed by a nip from the hip flask in his inside coat pocket. His faithful friend.

It had been an argument with Joanne that had driven him out of his home on a night when he should have been warming his legs by the fire. It was an overused cliché to say his wife didn’t understand him, but how could she? The strongest thing she ever drank was a cup of Yorkshire Tea. Inhaling a deep breath of forest air, he recalled her cawing voice as she’d reeled off the same old argument. She was a lot feistier back then. Hormonal, he supposed. People were talking about him and Grace, and their ‘special’ friendship, she’d said. Joanne was at the heart of the community. It all filtered back to her.

Focusing on the plume of smoke escaping the chimney stack, he had trudged on to Ivy Cottage. His sanctuary. He had gone there on autopilot, hoping for another glimpse of the little girl. The weather had turned so suddenly; she wouldn’t be playing outside tonight. Come to think of it, he’d not seen her playing outside in months. He checked his watch – not too late for a house call. Pausing, he pulled a hanky from his pocket and blew his nose. He knocked back a quick swig of whisky before tainting the taste with a mint.

The absence of Martin’s car told him all he needed to know. Good. He had followed Lloyd around all day with that bloody camcorder, on what should have been Grace’s special day. If Joanne hadn’t gone to so much effort to arrange the party, he would never have got an invitation. But Martin knew the real motive behind Lloyd’s interest in Grace, and Lloyd hadn’t been able to get five minutes with her alone.

He tapped on the front door, his signature rat-tat-tat-tat . . . tat-tat. Evening time was the best. Not just because he was off duty, but because Susan was more relaxed about letting Grace out of her room once the light had faded from the sky. He needed to see her today. She was his flower in the desert, the one person who could put a smile on his haggard face.

He listened as Susan shuffled in the darkness, her Irish accent soft as she mumbled beneath her breath. There was very little about this woman that aligned with his old friend. She was kind but a worrier, both needy and wary, because she couldn’t trust her own mind. What sort of person had to rely on a scrap of paper to tell them who was friend or foe? When part of her brain died, it took the best of her. The last time she’d seen him, they’d parted on bad terms. He’d been added to the naughty list.

‘Who’s there?’ She spoke from behind the door. She had obviously forgotten his knock.

‘It’s me, Lloyd. Are you going to leave me to freeze to death out here?’

‘I . . . I don’t know.’ Susan sounded like her head was pressed against the door. ‘It’s late. Martin said I wasn’t to let anyone in when he’s not around . . . not any more.’

Lloyd’s eye twitched at the sound of this instruction. His thoughts went to the hip flask. Another swig would take the edge off things right now.

‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ he said, resting his hands under his armpits for warmth. ‘But we need to talk. Something’s wrong and I’m not leaving until I find out what it is.’

Seconds passed between them. He opened his mouth to protest, but then several bolts were pulled across. Bonnie bounded towards him, ferociously wagging her tail.

‘Hey, girl,’ Lloyd said, scratching behind her ear.

‘Bolt the door after you,’ Susan said coldly, before turning to walk down the hall. She was wearing a shapeless grey linen dress, her feet plugged into her husband’s slippers. A large silver crucifix hung on a chain from her neck. Her moods were distinguishable by what she wore. Today was not a good day.

‘Where’s Grace?’ he said, as he entered the living room, expecting to see her next to the fireplace reading a book. He had given her a copy of Heidi for her birthday and wanted to hear her thoughts on it. Anything to give her a break from the diet of Disney movies and cartoons she was force-fed night and day.

‘She’s sleeping,’ Susan said, but she wouldn’t meet his eye. She slipped a hand around Bonnie’s collar, led her into the hall and closed the door.

‘Sleeping?’ Lloyd repeated as she returned to his side. ‘I thought she was nocturnal – so she could play outside in the dark.’ He rubbed the bristles on his chin. This wasn’t going well.

Susan delivered a tight shake of the head. ‘She’s not allowed outside. She’s barely able to walk.’

‘Sorry to hear that . . .’ he said, touching her arm. Flinching, Susan backed away. ‘What’s the problem? What have I done?’ He coughed as the stench of chimney smoke hit the back of his throat. She needed to open her windows or get the flue cleaned. His thoughts were silenced by the look on her face.

‘Sit,’ she said. Unusually assertive, she pointed to the wing-backed armchair next to the fire. ‘I’m going to say this once, then I don’t want you around here any more.’

Lloyd scratched his face. His skin itched all over for the need of another drink. Joanne must have called Susan about him and warned her off.

‘I’m not sitting,’ he drawled. ‘Not until I know what’s going on.’

But what she said next floored him.

‘I’ve been told things about you – unpleasant things,’ Susan blurted, a flame rising to her face. She took a step back, just as Lloyd moved forward. A dance between strangers as he searched for the truth. But Susan looked like a dog who had been kicked one too many times.

A dark, unwelcome thought entered his mind. What if it wasn’t her brain injury making her act this way? What if it was him? There was fear behind her eyes. She was scared.

Furrows deepened his brow. ‘What things?’ he finally said.

Outside the door, Bonnie whimpered, picking up on their discontent.

‘I promised Martin I wouldn’t let you in, but you and Joanne have been good to us. You deserve an explanation.’ Susan’s face relayed her anxiety as she began to wring her hands. ‘It’s an affliction, that’s what it is. You need help. You’re not well.’

But so-called afflictions came in many forms, and Lloyd needed to know more. The room darkened around them as the fire dimmed in the hearth.

‘Spit it out, Susan.’ His voice was a low growl. ‘If you’re going to accuse me of something, then at least tell me what it is.’ He switched on the lamp in the corner of the room. He wanted to decipher her expression. Every line, every wrinkle of concern.

Susan’s mouth was small and tight. Her chin dipped as she stared at the floor. ‘I wasn’t to know . . . not with my brain injury. But Martin says . . .’

‘Martin.’ Lloyd exhaled. ‘Of course.’

‘Martin says you have a problem. That when you’re sober you can control it, but when you’re drinking . . .’

‘I’m not an alcoholic,’ Lloyd said. ‘Martin’s a liar.’

‘If only that’s all it was.’ Susan’s voice grew quiet, the flame of her annoyance dampened for now. She blew out an exasperated breath. ‘You won’t want to hear this. Can’t you just leave and not come back?’

Lloyd fixed her with a glare. ‘Not until you tell me what he’s said.’

‘Not if you’re going to get angry.’ Her eyes met his as he towered over her.

Instinctively, Lloyd’s hand fell towards his hip flask. Not now, he told himself. He needed to get a grip.

‘I’d never hurt you,’ he said evenly. ‘What did he say?’

Susan stood behind the sofa, placing a barrier between them. ‘That you have a fascination with young girls,’ she blurted. ‘That you can’t help yourself. You always have. He said I shouldn’t let you in.’

‘What the fuck?’ Lloyd roared, his face twisted in disgust. ‘Where is he? I’ll kill him!’

‘Shh, keep your voice down, Grace will hear you!’

Lloyd took a deep breath in an effort to steady his nerves. This wasn’t Susan’s fault. But fury ran through the blood in his veins, every inch of him shaking with an anger he fought to control. He clenched and unclenched his fists before finally giving in to the call of his hip flask. Taking a deep glug, he was disgusted to see the look of uncertainty on Susan’s face.

‘Tell me you don’t believe it,’ he said. ‘You know he’s lying, don’t you? He’s scared I’ll take you and Grace away.’

‘I don’t know anything.’ Susan’s eyes were bright with tears. ‘All I know is how I feel. That you’re my friend. Maybe my only real friend, and I don’t want to let you go.’

Lloyd took another soothing breath. Good. That was good.

‘Then go with your gut feeling. Martin’s jealous. He’s trying to keep us apart.’ He didn’t have any designs on Susan, but he did value their friendship because without her, he couldn’t see Grace. ‘Can’t you see what he’s doing? Hiding you both away from the world? Now, more than ever, you need me.’ He took a step closer. ‘I’m no paedophile. It’s revolting, that’s what it is. I can’t believe you’d think I was . . .’

‘I don’t,’ she replied instantly. ‘But I can’t go against Martin. Not on this.’

Martin was her main carer. She was wholly dependent on him. But this was an unhealthy relationship. As long as he was pulling the strings, Grace and Susan were under his tight control.

‘Look,’ he said, struggling to find the right words. When it came to matters of the heart, it was like speaking a foreign language, but he had to make her understand. He couldn’t lose Grace now. God help him, he loved her. ‘I need to explain . . .’

But Susan wasn’t listening. She was rushing towards the window, pushing back blankets and curtains to peer outside. The dull thrum of a car engine signalled they had company.

‘It’s Martin, he’s home early.’ She turned towards Lloyd, her expression one of raw fear. ‘Where did you park?’

‘I walked.’ His tone was stony. It was lucky for Martin that Lloyd had left his gun on the seat of his truck. Such carelessness occurred only when he’d had a drink. He squared his feet, ready for a fight. ‘I’m not going anywhere. It’s about time we had this out.’

Martin was nearly a foot shorter than Lloyd, the type of man who would bully his wife but avoid Lloyd like the plague. ‘Don’t you remember what he was like?’ Lloyd added. Martin had grown up in foster care and had always been an oddball. ‘You always felt sorry for him in high school. He latched on to us both.’

‘Please, go!’ Susan shivered like a bird that had been trapped indoors. ‘I can’t think straight.’ She swiped away her tears. ‘I mean it, Lloyd. I’ll listen to what you have to say. But not now. Not like this. Please.’

Lloyd heaved a sigh. Martin would get his comeuppance later. This needed to be planned. Besides, he couldn’t risk not seeing Grace again. Every second in her company was precious, especially now time was running out.

‘I’ll go out the back,’ Lloyd grumbled. ‘But any problems and you call me, you hear? I’m worried about you . . .’ He almost said ‘both’ but if Susan thought he had feelings for her, then perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing.

The front door was locked. Martin would have to knock to be allowed in. Lloyd brushed his palm against Susan’s cheek. Her skin was cold to the touch, but her face melted into a smile as she placed her hand over his.

‘We’re fine,’ she said. ‘Now go. Please. I’ll see you next weekend. He’ll be away then.’

‘I love you,’ he said, to seal the deal. The gratitude in her eyes was pitiful as they filled up with tears again.

‘I love you too,’ she said, dabbing her eyes with a tissue before turning away.

As Martin knocked on the front door, Lloyd headed out the back. It had been a struggle, leaving under a cloud of accusations, and he knew who was to blame. But Susan was on his side. He’d shut Martin up soon enough.
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Lloyd snapped out of the memory as the Ward woman and her stepdaughter came out of the house wrapped up in coats, hats and scarves. They were deep in animated conversation, but it was too far away for him to hear. He watched the woman start the car, reversing out of their yard before taking the road ahead. Today, she was smiling. It unnerved him, as she had nothing to smile about. As for Morgan . . . how could he mistake a clueless kid like her for Grace?

As their car rolled past, Lloyd started his Land Rover and pulled out from the cover of the thickets on the side road. He followed at a distance, in low gear. The Ward woman was ahead of him, driving at twenty miles an hour as she negotiated the icy roads.

Pity she wasn’t so sensible when it came to her choice of house, he thought.

He followed as she took the turning towards the village before dropping Morgan off outside his wife’s coffee shop. He was about to park up when Naomi pulled away from the kerb. Already, she was dumping her stepdaughter, despite her ordeal the night before. A sneer crested on his lips. This was a kid unwanted by her mother and nothing but a nuisance to the woman who had brought her here.

Lloyd stared at the car contemptuously.

On she drove, half a mile up the road, pulling up at one of the few B&Bs in the village. Nighbrook didn’t have a hotel. Visitors weren’t welcome here. But Lisa Stevens was obstinate, taking in waifs and strays for fifty pounds a night. Tourists rarely made a return visit.

He ground his back teeth together as he watched the Ward woman walk in. He knew exactly who was staying there. The same woman who visited every year on this day. Petunia Doyle, Susan’s older sister.

‘Damn that woman.’ His hand curled into a fist. He had warned her. Told her that whatever she thought she knew was never to pass her lips. But the Doyle woman was dying. She had nothing to lose. Her husband’s death had not silenced her for good.

Lloyd picked up his mobile phone from where it had fallen in the car footwell. He needed Joanne for this. He could not do it alone.








CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Ten Years Previously

‘Drink it!’ Susan’s voice was thin and brittle as she held the glass up to Grace’s mouth.

But Grace didn’t want to drink the bitter-tasting medicine that doubled her up in pain. She pressed her lips tightly together as Susan pinched her chin between finger and thumb.

Since learning of her secret night-time trips, Susan had come down harder on her daughter than ever before. Grace wasn’t even allowed to see Bonnie. There were as many nails in the window frames as there were padlocks on the doors. Susan’s patience was a guitar string ready to snap, and Grace couldn’t do it any more. She had seen the way the other children had stared at her missing front teeth. At her once-beautiful hair now falling out in clumps. She was fading away, the invisible girl. If she was going to die, she didn’t want it to be like this, bald, toothless and skeletal in her bed. But Mummy wouldn’t listen. Mummy had turned hard and cold. But why? The question haunted her nights and tortured her days. What if Mummy’s head injury made her do bad things? She hadn’t seen a doctor in years. What if her mother was killing her? The thought was too big for her childish mind to comprehend.

‘All right, have it your way.’ Susan finally withdrew the glass. ‘You don’t have to drink it if you don’t want to.’

Awash with relief, Grace relaxed her jaw. Immediately, her mother’s sharp fingers pinched her nose tight. The cold, unforgiving glass was pressed hard to her lips as Susan screamed at her to drink. Her eyes wide, Grace met her mother’s gaze, her betrayal cutting into her.

‘Drink it!’ Susan cried savagely, as the sticky orange liquid sloshed over Grace’s mouth and chin. Gagging, Grace gargled for breath as her mother tipped the juice down her throat. Half she swallowed, half spilled down her chin. Tears burned her eyes as the glass was finally emptied. Then her mother was tugging at her buttons in an effort to change her damp nightclothes.

‘No!’ she shrieked, slapping away her mother’s hands. She had never hated her as much as she did now. ‘Leave me alone!’ As their eyes met, her despair was returned.

‘I’m sorry,’ Susan cried. ‘It’s your medicine. You have to take it, otherwise . . .’ Yet the sense of violation lingered as her mother tried to reason with her.

‘Just let me die!’ Grace cried. ‘Leave me alone and let me die!’

Because if she couldn’t live without pain, then she at least deserved peace. With a sickening realisation, she read the expression her mother failed to conceal. Confirmation that her worse fear was coming true. She was dying.

A familiar pattern of knocking rattled their front door. Without another word, Susan rushed to answer it. Her movements were stiff and angular, her breath juddering as she left. Seeking a familiar object, Dawn drew her Pluto soft toy close. She imagined being buried in the forest. Growing in the earth with the bluebells. She would finally be free.

‘I don’t want to die,’ she cried meekly into Pluto’s synthetic fur. ‘I want to live.’

For all the comforting thoughts she tried to concoct, all she felt was unadulterated fear.

She wanted to see their visitor, but after battling with her mother, she could barely find the strength. Soon her stomach pains would return to cripple her. All the more reason to ask for help. With shaky limbs, she pulled back her blanket. Mummy had moved her wheelchair to the kitchen, but she could still get about. Grace edged to the end of the bed, grasping the unopened rainbow parasol that Lloyd had bought for her. He’d been optimistic about his choice of present not long after they first met.

‘For when you get better,’ he said with a smile. ‘It’ll keep the sun off your face.’

Not that it was the sun’s fault. Not any more. Using the brolly as a walking stick, she leaned on the handle. It made a clack, clack sound as she approached her door. Steadying herself, she wrapped her fingers around the cold metal doorknob, wincing as it opened with a creak.

Whining at her presence, Bonnie delivered a full body tail-wag. Stretching a hand through the gap in the door, Grace soothed her beloved pet. She knew that Bonnie sensed the stillness in the air. The rumbling thunder of foreboding. Sometimes Grace’s skin burned when she hadn’t been outside. The last time she had stolen some chocolate cake from the fridge, her tummy had been just fine. She rolled her tongue across her gum where her front teeth had once been. The last time JoJo was here, she’d asked why they had fallen out. But like always, her mother blamed it on the drugs. She wouldn’t need them, she’d said. Not when they put her feeding tube in. But she didn’t want a tube in her tummy. She didn’t want any of this. Most girls her age were listening to pop music and reading girls’ magazines. But Grace was living in a world of Disney, imprisoned behind closed doors.

She needed to tell Lloyd. He would know what to do. She strained to listen in the doorway, her spirits falling when she realised that whoever was in the house had left.

‘Coming!’ her mother screeched, making her jump out of her skin.

Slowly, Grace clicked her door shut. Her heart thumping against her rib cage, she hobbled back to bed. Mummy was at the front door, pulling bolt after bolt across. Sudden, warm relief washed over Grace as she heard a man’s voice, soft and velvety, in the hall. Daddy. Daddy had come home early.

She lay back on her pillow, waiting, but her nightdress clung, damp and stained, to her skin. Her mother said something about putting the kettle on. She followed a strict routine when Daddy was home. Grace’s spirits lifted as her father peeped in. His dark hair had been cut, and the corners of his eyes creased as his face lit up with a smile. He looked so smart in his tie and navy suit and his presence filled the room.

‘Hey princess, are you up for visitors?’ He entered, one hand behind his back.

‘Daddy.’ She outstretched her arms for a hug. She could have cried with the relief that enveloped her. Daddy would know something was wrong. But if he noticed the drink staining her nightdress, he didn’t say a thing. What had Mummy said to him?

‘I got you something.’ Still smiling, he produced the Mickey Mouse soft toy that was hidden behind his back. It was wearing an ‘I Love New York’ T-shirt. Her room was filled with soft toys, but this was the first from America. ‘Sorry I’ve been away so long.’ Grace’s mattress bounced as he perched on the end of her bed. ‘But I’ve some good news. I got a promotion. I won’t be flying out of the country any more.’

A sob hitched in Grace’s throat.

‘Hey, hey, what’s wrong?’ her daddy said, curling a strong arm around her shoulders.

Grace had seen so little of her daddy that Lloyd had started to feel like her new father. But to have her real daddy home . . . It provided a glimmer of light that would never burn down.

‘I’m h . . . happy,’ she said with a hiccup, resting her head on his chest. She could hear his heart beating, strong and firm. He smelled of a sweet spiciness, so different to Lloyd, who carried a sour stench on his breath.

‘Oh . . . princess,’ her father murmured, his words soft with regret. ‘You look so tired. I didn’t realise just how tough this would be on you.’ A beat passed between them as he seemed to gather his thoughts. ‘But I did this for us,’ he continued. ‘The money from my job will go towards getting you cured. I promise. You’ll feel better soon.’ He shifted position, meeting her eye. ‘You and your mum are the most important people in the world to me. You know that, don’t you? There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to keep you both safe.’

As she nodded, Grace wanted to tell him about the pills she had to swallow, and the tablets Mummy stirred into her drinks. Medication that made her feel a hundred times worse. She took a breath to speak, then closed her mouth again. If Mummy and Daddy argued, Daddy might leave and never come back. Her stomach tightened as the sharp edge of a cramp made itself known. Every day she was feeling sicker. Would her father see what was going on in time?








CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


‘Thanks for seeing me.’ Naomi gave Petunia a grateful smile as she gestured for her to take a seat.

They were in what Mrs Stevens called the parlour. It was a flowery affair, with vases of varying sizes and shapes gracing the windows and sideboards. But there was no scent from the flowers. They were as fake as the smile Mrs Stevens had greeted her with when she entered the brightly lit room. Closing the double doors, she left her and Petunia to it, along with a tray containing a pot of tea, milk, sugar and two china cups.

‘Will you have a cup?’ After taking a breath from her oxygen mask, Petunia tilted her head to one side. She was several years her sister’s senior. A floral scarf graced her neck, and long beaded necklaces added a splash of colour to her paper-thin skin. ‘It’s Lyons Tea,’ she continued. ‘I have it shipped from Ireland. I take it everywhere I go.’

‘That would be lovely, thanks.’

She watched as Petunia poured the tea, seeming to take pleasure in the ceremony as she added the tiniest drops of milk. Shaking her head, Naomi declined the offer of sugar lumps. Petunia drew a rasping breath as she stirred each cup with a small silver spoon. Naomi eyed the canister of oxygen next to her chair. Petunia had not aged well.

‘I don’t have the energy for long visits.’ Petunia placed Naomi’s cup on the lace doily before her. ‘I’m going home tomorrow. With my health, I doubt I’ll be back.’

Had Naomi known her better, she would have expressed her concern. She sipped her tea, grateful to be there, but at a loss as to what to say. Had she been in journalistic mode, she would be pushing for answers, but this was a delicate situation. She was living in the home of Petunia’s sister Susan, who, according to Petunia, was dead.

As Petunia turned her grey eyes upon her, she took another rasping breath. ‘My husband, Charlie, was Lloyd’s shift partner until he became sergeant.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ Naomi said, as the information was gifted to her.

‘He was a good husband. Dependable. Loyal.’ Petunia stared into her cup, her eyes watery, her expression wistful. ‘I kept my maiden name when we married. Unlike my sister, I don’t believe in giving yourself completely to a man.’

Her words ended in a stuttering cough, and she paused to inhale a lungful of oxygen. Naomi waited, watching as her chest rose and fell.

‘Do you smoke?’ Petunia said, as she rested the mask on the linen tablecloth.

Naomi shook her head.

‘Don’t. It’ll kill you in the end.’ Petunia topped up her cup from the teapot.

Her lips moved silently as she counted the number of times she stirred. It was then that Naomi realised the process of tea-making kept her hands busy. Judging by the yellow tinge on her nails, they were fingers used to holding a cigarette.

‘I remember the night Charlie died,’ Petunia continued, her gaze still far away. ‘He’d found something out about Lloyd, but wouldn’t say what it was. I tried to prise it out of him, but he said he’d talk to me after he’d confronted Lloyd – let him have his say.’ She shook her head, sadness shadowing her face. ‘Little did I know, that would be the last time I’d see him alive.’

Naomi frowned. Another surprise. Why didn’t she know about this? ‘When did this happen?’

Her gaze flitted to the door as footsteps came to a halt outside. Was Mrs Stevens listening in?

It didn’t seem to concern Petunia as she continued to explain. ‘A week after my sister and her family disappeared.’

Naomi had looked into the villagers’ history and old news reports in the local library, but she didn’t recall any mention of the death of a police officer around that time. At this rate, she would be leaving with more questions than answers.

‘Can I ask, how did your husband die?’

Petunia placed her teacup on the table before her. ‘It started out as a concern for welfare. Lloyd and Charlie seized a hunting rifle from old Mr Morris because he had dementia and the neighbours were worried he might hurt himself. Lloyd said Morris didn’t know the gun was loaded when he handed it over to Charlie. He made out that it was a horrible accident. But not my Charlie. He was too careful to let himself get shot like that.’ Petunia drew in a raked breath. With a trembling hand, she pressed the mask to her face. The canister rattled as she sucked in precious breaths of clean air. ‘Afterwards, Mr Morris couldn’t remember a thing.’ She gave Naomi a knowing look. ‘People round here started talking. They said it wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. When Lloyd was a kid, his father shot himself while cleaning his gun. He was a brute of a man, an alcoholic who beat his wife. When Lloyd watched his coffin go down, it’s said he had a smile on his face.’ She pointed a finger to the door where her host was most likely hovering. ‘They know. They all know. That’s why they’re too scared to speak out.’

‘And so were you, I presume?’ Naomi said, trying to understand why Petunia had kept her silence for so long.

‘Lloyd came to see me after Charlie’s funeral,’ she said eventually, resting the mask on her lap. ‘He warned me to stop putting it around the village that he was involved.’

Naomi could imagine the scene. It wasn’t beyond Lloyd to threaten a vulnerable woman who had just lost the man she loved.

‘He was armed at the time,’ she continued. ‘He said there’d been enough tragedy, and warned me to keep my trap shut.’ On the wall, a clock ticked down the minutes as past and present merged. ‘I left Nighbrook the next day.’

Naomi nodded in understanding as Petunia unburdened herself, but she could see the toll it had taken. Her husband’s death, her sister’s disappearance and then there was little Grace, barely eight years old. Too much tragedy for one person to contend with. No wonder she had left the area. Nighbrook was not a happy place for her.

‘I left those video tapes for you,’ Petunia said wearily. ‘Had them put in the loft just before you moved in. And Susan’s old diary. But it wasn’t enough, was it?’

Petunia was right. There was room for one more question. One she had asked herself many times that day. She thought of Mrs Stevens, her ear pressed against the door. But Naomi was so close to answers. Placing her cup on the table, she leaned forward in her chair.

‘Did Lloyd kill your sister and her family?’

The time had come. She had to know.








CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


As she sat across from Dawn, Morgan tried to build up the courage to ask where their relationship was going. They were in Joanne’s coffee shop, a watery milkshake before them and a cardboard straw that wasn’t up to the job. A cheerful tune played in the background, so at odds with the welcome Morgan had received from the proprietor. She cast her eyes around the cosy setting, with its warm amber lighting and local artistry on the walls. Two customers were queuing for drinks while three more were sitting, eating food. Morgan and Dawn were the youngest people in the room. This was too public a place to talk about their relationship, especially now she had come out.

‘Can’t we go somewhere more private?’ Morgan twiddled her straw as Joanne shot her yet another dagger glare.

‘Hardly, given the way Dad’s acting,’ Dawn said glumly. ‘If I didn’t work here, I wouldn’t be able to see you at all.’

‘He doesn’t approve of us, does he?’ Morgan was trying but failing to shift her questioning in the direction it needed to go.

Dawn replied with a shake of the head. Her hair was tied high on her head, and she was wearing a mustard woollen jumper two sizes too big for her. ‘How come you’ve been let out then?’ She delivered a crooked smile. ‘I thought you were on bed rest. The wicked stepmother going soft, is she?’

‘She’s been OK, to be fair.’ Morgan sipped her milkshake. ‘Plus, she’s all excited because she thinks she’s solved the big mystery.’

She didn’t need to explain. There was only one mystery in Nighbrook worth talking about.

Dawn paused mid-slurp. ‘Oh yeah? How so?’

Morgan checked over her shoulder, her voice low. ‘She’s gone to talk to the woman she bought the house off. She’s staying at a bed and breakfast up the road.’

‘Mrs Doyle?’ Dawn sniffed. ‘She won’t get much out of her.’

Slowly, Joanne walked past, a tray in hand. The buttons on her cardigan were done up wrong, and she had a ladder in her tights. Morgan had never seen her look anything less than perfectly turned out before. Joanne had been so nice after they found her in the woods, but now she had turned cold. It seemed the stress of recent events was getting to everyone.

‘Naomi spoke to her on the phone,’ Morgan continued. ‘It seems Petunia is ready to tell all.’

The sudden tinkle of nearby spoons abruptly stopped. Low chatter was silenced. Joanne, who was hovering nearby, stood like a wind-up toy whose batteries had run out.

Returning her attention to Dawn, Morgan watched the colour visibly drain from her face.

Quickly scanning the room, Dawn leaned forward and touched Morgan’s arm. ‘You shouldn’t say stuff like that in here.’

As the telephone behind the counter rang, Joanne sprang into action, and the hum of chatter resumed. Coffee was drunk, cakes savoured. Had Morgan imagined the change?

‘Why?’ she asked Dawn, her head bowed.

‘Because I’ve told you before . . .’ Another glance around the room. Sighing, Dawn cupped her mouth with her hand. ‘It’s not safe.’

Joanne was hunched over as she spoke on the phone. It seemed like a private conversation as she turned her back on them.

‘Why?’ Morgan shifted her chair so she was facing away from the other customers. At least they had a corner table.

‘I can’t talk. Not here,’ Dawn whispered. ‘They think I’m one of them, but I’m not. All this time . . .’ She picked up a table menu and shielded her face. ‘I’ve been spying on you, reporting back. Sorry.’ Morgan caught sight of tears in Dawn’s eyes. ‘It’s the only way they’d allow me to see you. You’re either on their side or you’re . . .’ She pursed her lips, her chin trembling beneath the weight of her admission.

‘Babe,’ Morgan said softly. ‘Tell me. I want to help.’

Swallowing back her tears, Dawn glanced around the room. ‘The other night, when we did the Ouija board . . . I tried to tell you then. It’s not safe here. Don’t trust anyone, especially not Lloyd. He has history. He’s dangerous. And as for her . . .’ She gave Joanne a sideways glance. ‘She’s watching . . . always watching.’

‘What about your dad? Does he know what’s going on?’ Struggling to contain her emotions, Morgan squeezed Dawn’s hand. She was way out of her depth.

‘He’s in on it. They all are.’ Dawn brushed her tears away with her sleeve. ‘Just go and don’t look back. Get out of Nighbrook before you get hurt.’

‘Then come with me,’ Morgan whispered, sensing Joanne’s phone call was coming to an end.

‘How?’ Dawn replied. ‘I’m not allowed to leave. And if we tell the cops, my dad will go to jail.’

Morgan stared at her, aghast. This was like something out of one of her father’s movies. It all felt very surreal.

‘Go to jail for what?’ she said in a harsh whisper. But the look on Dawn’s face told her Joanne was approaching.

‘Everything all right, ladies?’ The woman sounded creepily cheerful as she stood over them both.

‘Not really,’ Dawn replied. ‘Morgan’s leaving Nighbrook. We were just saying goodbye.’

Morgan’s heartbeat spiked as Dawn so effortlessly delivered the lie. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

‘Oh.’ Joanne looked from one to the other. ‘I’ll leave you to it then. But Dawn . . . I do need you back to work soon.’

Why? Morgan thought. There were only a few people left in the coffee shop.

As Joanne turned away, Dawn drew Morgan in for a hug. ‘That should buy you some time,’ she whispered in her ear. ‘Please. Ask your stepmum not to call the police. I couldn’t bear it if Dad went to jail. After everything he’s done . . . he doesn’t deserve it.’

As they parted, the bell above the door rang.

It was Naomi, and she did not look happy. She marched up to Morgan and grabbed her arm. ‘C’mon, we’ve got to go. Now.’








CHAPTER FORTY


Nighbrook was shrinking in Naomi’s rear-view mirror, but she wouldn’t feel better until she was well away. London was calling. She couldn’t wait to fall back into the anonymity of the city, where nobody knew your business, and nobody cared. She imagined a much younger Lloyd, grinning at his father’s funeral as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Then Charlie, his colleague, who obviously knew too much. Lloyd watched over Nighbrook like a guillotine, ready to drop on the next person who blurted the truth. The man wasn’t just evil – he was insane. Inching her foot on the accelerator, she gripped the steering wheel tight.

‘It’s not safe here,’ she said in response to Morgan’s protests. ‘We’ll go to the cottage and pack a bag, meet your dad in London. We can stay at Connie’s while we sort this out with the police.’

The car jerked in a skid, forcing her to slow. The skies were forbidding, and a herd of ponies made tracks in the snow as they galloped past – even the animals seemed spooked.

There was no place for hope in Nighbrook. No room for forgiveness and no chance of moving on. The village was frozen in time, constructed around the evil events of ten years ago. Nighbrook was a village of spies. She recalled Mrs Stevens, her face pinched tight as she fell through the door when Naomi opened it to leave. Reporters weren’t popular people, but this was more terrifying than anything she’d dealt with. It wasn’t just her in the firing line. Petunia’s revelation came at a price.

‘Once said, this cannot be unsaid,’ she had warned Naomi. ‘It’s not easy to call the police when they are at the heart of it all.’

As Naomi drove to the cottage, she watched for patches of black ice. She couldn’t wait for Ed to return.

‘I’m not going without Dawn.’ Morgan’s voice broke into Naomi’s thoughts. ‘She’s been spying on us to keep them sweet. They have meetings. They—’

‘I know,’ Naomi interrupted. ‘They’re all in on it.’

It sounded like something from a Hitchcock movie, but a family had died, of that she was sure. Naomi didn’t know if Dawn could be trusted, and she needed to get Morgan somewhere safe.

‘You can arrange for Dawn to come and see us after we’ve called the police. They won’t hurt her, but I can’t say the same for us.’

Morgan settled back in her seat. ‘What did she say? Something’s spooked the hell out of you.’

Naomi’s nails dug into the leather steering wheel. She was way in over her head. This wasn’t just some case she was reporting – this was a matter of life and death. Foolishly, she’d thought she was strong enough to protect them. But she had waded into a situation she was not equipped for. Lloyd needed to be stopped, but there was no arguing with a gun. Her pulse rapid, she glanced at her stepdaughter. What would Ed do?

‘They’re dead, aren’t they?’ Morgan said, seemingly reading her thoughts. ‘Dawn said that Lloyd is in on it. So is Joanne. Even the vicar is covering it up.’ She glared at Naomi, daring her to meet her gaze.

The car was warm and toasty, but the atmosphere between them cooled. Morgan’s loyalty was veering towards the young woman that she barely knew.

Naomi exhaled in relief as the road leading to Ivy Cottage came into view. ‘Grab enough things for an overnight stay. We’ll send for the rest.’

‘No.’ Morgan folded her arms, her chin dipping stubbornly to her chest. ‘I’m not going. Not until you tell me what Petunia said.’

Naomi had been open with Morgan about the Harpers, keeping her informed about her investigation to date. But now Naomi knew the truth, she was scared. Morgan was just a teenager. Could she handle it?

They bumped along the private road, shrouded by trees. It was unsettling, how quickly the light evaporated in this part of the forest. A herd of deer fled deep into the woods, spooked by the rumble of the car. Morgan sat hunched in silent protest beside her stepmother, sulking.

‘All right.’ Naomi exhaled an exasperated breath. She knew when she was beat. The most important thing was for them both to get away from here, and for that, she needed compliance. She tried to swallow, but her throat felt constricted, her mouth dry. ‘It’s Lloyd. He had a thing for Grace, the Harper girl . . .’ She let the words linger. It disgusted her to say it aloud.

‘So it’s true, he’s some kind of paedo?’ Morgan’s face soured. She pulled her mobile from her pocket, no doubt waiting to hear from Dawn.

‘Seems that way.’ Naomi dropped the car into a lower gear. At least Morgan hadn’t asked her to go into detail. ‘Don’t text anyone,’ she warned. ‘Not yet.’

She’d always had her suspicions, but to hear the words aloud . . . Petunia was talking about cold-blooded homicide. Ivy Cottage loomed into view. For the first time, Naomi could see it for what it was – a place tainted by murder, nestled in a village of the damned. What had she been thinking, bringing her new family here? So blinded by her obsession to solve the case, she’d barely given their safety a second thought. And now that the mystery was revealed, she could not escape quickly enough. No wonder her sister hated the place. Naomi’s jaw tensed as she came to terms with the truth. She was a mother now, a wife. It was time she started acting her age.

She sighed, ready to deliver the last piece of the puzzle that Petunia had gifted her. ‘There was a big confrontation at the cottage and Lloyd shot Martin Harper.’

‘You’re shitting me.’

Staring at the cottage ahead, Morgan paled. Naomi could see her perspective shifting as she looked at the ivy-choked cottage with fresh eyes. Returning her attention to the lane, Naomi guided the car over the frozen crusts of snow.

‘What about the others?’ Morgan said, as she was jolted in her seat. ‘What happened to Grace and her mum?’

‘Susan tried to wrestle the gun off Lloyd, and she got shot too. Then he realised that Grace had witnessed everything . . .’

‘And he killed her?’ Morgan shook her head. ‘No way. He liked her . . . too much. That makes no sense.’

‘He was drunk. He must have panicked.’ Naomi parked the car outside the cottage. ‘According to Petunia, Joanne helped him clean everything up. A couple of days later, she reported the family missing to the police.’

‘Why?’ Morgan voiced the same question that Naomi had asked. ‘Why would everyone in the village cover up for a paedo? Especially after what he did. I don’t get it.’

She wanted to tell her about Lloyd’s reputation. About his father’s alleged accidental shooting, and the death of Petunia’s husband much later on. People who got in Lloyd’s way didn’t live long enough to regret it. But she didn’t have time to explain any of these things. ‘It’s hard to go against local law enforcement when they’re carrying a gun,’ she said instead, pulling on the handbrake. ‘Now they’re all implicated in the cover-up.’

Morgan unclicked her seatbelt. ‘What did they do with the bodies?’ Her voice was brittle with fear.

Naomi wondered if she had said too much. Morgan looked like she was about to throw up. She glanced up at the cottage before them, her hands still gripping the steering wheel. Perched on the gutter a crow cawed, its feathers as black as oil. The cottage felt unwelcoming now she was aware of what had happened beneath its roof. Hollowed out. Menacing. They would not stay long.

‘Grab your laptop and chargers.’ Naomi nodded towards the house. ‘Quick as you can.’

‘Not until you tell me!’ Morgan’s words were high-pitched and anxious in the confines of the car. ‘Are there dead bodies in there?’

‘No.’ Naomi shook her head, relenting. ‘The day after they died, it was Guy Fawkes Night. There was a big bonfire on the outskirts of the village.’ She imagined Lloyd hiding Martin, Susan and Grace’s dismembered remains beneath pallets and timbers to keep them out of sight. Lloyd pouring diesel over the fire to ensure the body parts went up in a flash. The flames rising as a select number of villagers watched. Had their nostrils filled with the acrid stench of burning flesh? Had it carried on the wind, permeating the village bound by the darkest of secrets? Which of them had stayed to gather the family’s charred remains? The last evidence of a despicable act.

As for the vicar . . . had he gathered them around the fire and said a quiet prayer? Or were they only concerned with saving themselves? Such thoughts filled Naomi with repulsion as the scene played out in her mind.

‘What’s left of them is buried in a small lead-lined box under a memorial stone in the church graveyard,’ Naomi continued.

That was why Petunia visited the church every year. She had kept her vow of silence, because she knew the Harpers were long dead, buried in a place where she could at least pay her respects. It was the same graveyard where her husband was laid to rest. Now she was ready to join them, now that time had run out.

‘So that’s why Dawn took me there.’ Morgan stared out of the car window. ‘We did a Ouija board; we spoke to Grace. She said that she was right there.’

Naomi’s stomach churned at the thought of Morgan dabbling in the occult in Nighbrook’s graveyard. Ed may never forgive her for this.

She switched off the car engine. ‘Five minutes. In and out.’

She wouldn’t have returned to Ivy Cottage at all had she not left her mobile phone in the house. It was her lifeline to Ed. As soon as they were clear of the place, she would tell him what was going on.

‘Shoo!’ Naomi cried, flapping away the crow perched in the gutter.

Her hands shaking, she turned the key in the lock. It felt like the house was watching . . . Echoes of past violence hummed in the air. Her hairs prickled on the back of her neck as the door creaked open. Checking over her shoulder, she ushered Morgan into the dark hall.

‘Grab your backpack. Hurry.’

But as the door slammed behind them, she caught the sour tang of whisky in the air. All too late, she realised that they should never have returned.








CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Lloyd booted the door shut in Naomi and Morgan’s wake. He cocked the rifle on his arm as they froze, their expressions leaving him in no doubt that they knew far more than was good for them. He had no choice. This ended now. There was no going back.

‘Kitchen,’ he grunted, jerking the gun in their direction. He’d had so much to drink that he could barely remember loading it. He had stood in this exact same spot, ten years ago today.

From the moment he’d awoken this morning he’d had the creeping sensation that today things would come to a head. Many anniversaries had passed since the Harpers’ disappearance, but there was no room in Ivy Cottage for another family of three.

He knew the risks. Whatever happened, he would take his chances, because things couldn’t go on as they were. Petunia had been shooting her mouth off, despite his veiled threats. Then Dawn was heard warning Morgan in the coffee shop. He’d never reckoned on one of his own turning against them like that. Even his own wife was looking at him with the jaded expression of someone who was tired of cleaning up his mess. Yet, Joanne was here, just as before, ready to stand by him. He didn’t deserve her love or her loyalty, but he got it just the same. Having told him what was going on, she had taken a shortcut to the cottage and they had both lain in wait for Naomi and Morgan to return.

‘Sit.’

He nodded towards the dining room chairs he and Joanne had dragged to the centre of the kitchen floor. The kitchen may have been renovated, but it still carried the same bleak sense of despondency as before. Abandon hope all ye who enter here, Lloyd thought. Wasn’t that said to be the inscription above the gates of hell? If the cap fits . . . He watched the Ward woman wrap a protective arm around her stepdaughter.

‘My sister’s a Met police officer.’ She drew Morgan in behind her. ‘So I’d think very carefully about this if I were you.’

‘Do as he says.’ Stepping out of the shadows, Joanne flicked on the kitchen light. Dazzled by a dozen spotlights, Lloyd blinked to clear his vision before glancing at his wife. Her words were firm, but her face was gaunt as she approached.

From his peripheral vision, Lloyd caught Naomi eyeing the door.

‘Lloyd just wants to talk to you,’ Joanne continued. ‘He’s not going to hurt you.’

‘Like hell he’s not . . .’

Grabbing Morgan by the hand, Naomi made a break for the back door.

In one swift movement, Lloyd struck the butt of his rifle into Naomi’s stomach with full force. Doubling over, she moaned in agony, too winded to stand upright. One step towards a cowering Morgan was all that was needed for them both to comply.

‘Try it again and you get the barrel end of the gun,’ Lloyd said, pressing a firm hand on Naomi’s shoulder as he and Joanne forced them back to back on to the chairs.

Wheezing, Naomi struggled for breath. Head bowed, Morgan whimpered as she begged for their release. ‘We won’t tell a soul,’ she said, her words interspersed with sobs. ‘Please . . . let us go.’

But her pleading was wasted on Lloyd as he pushed their hands through the rungs of each chair and pressed the police-issue handcuffs against their wrists. Naomi clenched her hands into fists, but Lloyd barely gave her time to draw breath as he grabbed her by the jaw. He leaned into her face, the stench of whisky carrying on his breath.

‘Open your mouth to me again and I’ll blow both your fucking heads off, right here and now.’ Releasing his grip, he staggered slightly on his feet before cocking his gun and aiming for Naomi’s head.

‘Please, don’t hurt her!’ Morgan sniffled, plump tears making a trail down her cheeks. ‘We’ll do whatever you want!’

‘My husband will be back any minute . . .’ Naomi managed to gasp. ‘With the police.’

‘Really? ’Cos according to your mobile, he’s an hour away.’ Lloyd grinned. ‘Bit careless, leaving your phone behind like that. You’ve lots of missed calls.’ A small part of him was enjoying this. The part that told him to take another drink. ‘Take her phone,’ he instructed Joanne, tipping his head towards Morgan.

‘What do we do now?’ Joanne said, pocketing Morgan’s mobile phone. Her face was trusting but terrified. She shouldn’t be here, Lloyd thought. ‘Go back to the coffee shop.’ He spoke in a tone that was not to be argued with. ‘That’ll be your alibi.’

‘But . . .’ she began to protest.

‘I mean it, Joanne, I don’t want you involved in this. There’s plenty who will vouch for you. You’ve not been gone long. Just go in the back entrance and try not to be seen.’ He eyed her uncertainly. ‘You left the café open, didn’t you?’

She nodded in response, breathy with anxiety. ‘I said I was doing a stock-check. Dawn’s manning the till.’

‘In that case, you were never here.’

‘Don’t leave us with him!’ Naomi wriggled in her chair. ‘Please. Morgan’s just a kid. She won’t say anything. Let her go.’

‘Will you be all right?’ Joanne said, but she was talking to Lloyd, not the women handcuffed to the chairs.

‘Sure. Just go,’ Lloyd said. This was the end of the road, and he was willing to walk it, but he would not bring his wife down with him. This wasn’t going to end well, but it would end today. A strange sense of déjà vu swept over him as the past reared its ugly head.

He remembered the flour on the worktop. The heat emanating from the oven and the uncooked batch of cookies waiting to go in. He could still hear the jingle of cartoons playing in the air. And Grace, in her wheelchair with mouth open, her eyes wide with shock. As past and present merged, Lloyd’s grip on the shotgun tightened. He renewed his earlier vow. This ended today.

Giving Lloyd one last, sorrowful glance, Joanne left through the back door.

‘Petunia knows everything!’ Naomi called after her. ‘She’ll call the police.’

‘Petunia’s dead.’ Lloyd looked at her pointedly. ‘Had some trouble with her breathing in the end.’ He watched as the meaning of his words registered. Saw the last rays of hope leaving Naomi’s eyes. Had he known earlier about her meeting with Naomi, he would have got to her first. ‘She shouldn’t have come here . . .’ he continued. ‘Just like you. I warned you, yet here you are.’ His words were broken by sobbing as Morgan shook in her chair. ‘You brought that little girl here,’ Lloyd said. ‘Look what you’ve done to her.’

As for Petunia, he’d barely had to lay a finger on her. She was already knocking on death’s door. Lloyd’s presence had frightened her enough for nature to take its course. Taunting her with her oxygen tank, he’d kept it just out of reach. Then he’d watched, fascinated, as the last rasping breath left her cracked blue lips. Her death would be recorded as due to natural causes. They wouldn’t pin it on him. But this . . . He gazed at the women before him. They had the potential to ruin so many lives. He took no pleasure in killing, but he needed to ensure that the Ward woman and her stepdaughter took their secrets to their graves.

He stiffened as the back door slammed. From the sound of the heavy footsteps, that wasn’t Joanne. He turned his head towards the looming figure of a man.








CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Naomi felt like she had turned to jelly as she stared down the barrel of the gun. Lloyd’s sanity had taken leave and no amount of reasoning would get through to him. The slam of the back door made her jolt in her chair. John the handyman entered the kitchen, paling as he took in the scene. Naomi had never been so happy to see another living soul.

‘John!’ she cried, as he surveyed the chaos. ‘He’s lost his mind. Call the police!’

With dull realisation, she remembered that Lloyd was the police.

Hooking his thumbs into his jeans pockets, John looked from Naomi to Lloyd. His brow was shiny with perspiration, but his demeanour was oddly calm. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Just a bit of police business that needs taking care of,’ Lloyd said coolly. ‘You don’t need to be party to this.’

Her gut churning, Naomi stared in disbelief.

John hated Lloyd. Why wasn’t he getting help?

‘Don’t listen to him,’ she pleaded. ‘We’ve done nothing wrong. Please. Get us out of here.’ She tugged on the handcuffs.

But John wasn’t listening.

‘Are you sure about this?’ he said to Lloyd. A look passed between the two men. A look Naomi couldn’t decipher.

‘It’s too late to do otherwise,’ Lloyd responded, ignoring her protests.

‘But . . .’ John began, his gaze falling on Morgan, whose shoulders were juddering as she cried. He lowered his voice, leaned into Lloyd. ‘She’s just a kid.’

‘Old enough to be placed under arrest,’ Lloyd said. ‘This is police business, son. Best you leave it to us.’

‘Don’t listen to him!’ Naomi’s horror deepened. ‘He’s going to kill us, just like he killed the Harpers. You’ve got to get help!’ She pulled on the handcuffs, which bit into her skin. John turned a deaf ear to her pleadings, instead addressing Lloyd, his face out of view.

‘What are they saying?’ Morgan whispered, as both men spoke in low tones.

‘I . . . I don’t know,’ Naomi said, desperately trying to wriggle free. But there was no leeway with the handcuffs. Even if she managed to drag the chair across the room, where was she going to go? ‘We need to buy some time,’ she whispered to Morgan. ‘Ed’s on his way home.’ But she could imagine the greeting he would receive as he was met with the barrel of Lloyd’s gun. Perhaps that was what Lloyd planned. But where was the sense in that? Her heart stalled as the men glanced over. The same thick brows, the same sandy hair, and now the same soulless look in their eyes.

Son. He called him son.

‘No,’ she whispered, as the likeness became apparent. John was one of them. All that talk about him leaving her house in the morning . . . the rumours of them having an affair. John was a voluntary pawn in this game of chess. Had he taken the ladder away when she’d been stuck up in the loft? She recalled the day she had rung for help. Had he been there all along? All that guff about not trusting the local law had been a smokescreen. His presence had added fuel to the fire of the gossip. He was a strikingly handsome man, much nearer her age. Her husband was away chasing his ex-wife . . . some could go as far as calling Ed neglectful of his new family. She watched John cast one last regretful glance before he left. Why was he abandoning them? Was he also implicated in the Harpers’ murder? Was that why he was playing along?

‘John?’ she called after him. ‘John!’

Lloyd chuckled.

‘You’ll rot in jail for this,’ Naomi screamed as her calls were ignored. ‘All three of you. And then you’ll rot in hell!’

‘I don’t see my wife or son anywhere, do you?’ Lloyd said dryly. ‘They’ve done nothing wrong. The whole village knows you’ve been carrying on with my boy.’

‘You’ve lost your mind,’ Naomi said, trying to buy herself and her stepdaughter precious seconds of time. ‘Think about what you’re doing. Get us out of these cuffs and we’ll move back to London. You’ll never see us again.’

Lloyd gave her a knowing look. ‘It’s the classic scenario. While the cat’s away, the mouse will play. But when Ed comes home believing you’re getting it on with the local handyman, he’ll lose the plot.’ Lloyd slipped Naomi’s phone out of his pocket. ‘I texted him before you got here.’ Drawing the phone back in his hand, he squinted at the screen before reading the words aloud. ‘We need to talk. Our marriage is over. I’ve met someone.’

‘Ed would never believe that,’ Naomi said. ‘And never in a million years would he hurt us. He doesn’t even own a gun!’ She tugged hard on the handcuff, which clanged against the wooden rungs of the chair. Sweat trickled down her back as she tried to make him see sense.

With one hand, Lloyd flicked the cap off his hipflask and guzzled its contents. Licking his lips, he raised the gun, looking at it with something akin to admiration.

‘This little beauty came with the house.’ He ran a hand over the smooth barrel. ‘Let’s say your husband found it when you moved in.’

Naomi stared in disbelief. Was this the original murder weapon? As crazy as Lloyd’s plans were, he had clearly thought them through.

‘All people will see is a family tragedy,’ Lloyd continued. ‘Just as it was before.’ He directed his gaze towards Morgan. ‘Ed kills his cheating wife in a fit of rage, then shoots through the bedroom door, not realising his daughter is behind it. Morgan takes a bullet instead of John, who has left through the back door. Then Ed can’t live with what he’s done.’ His gaze was glassy. Was he recalling memories of the past? Had Susan and Lloyd been having an affair – a way for him to get close to Grace? Had Martin Harper wiped out his family in a fit of hopeless rage?

‘John hears gunshots and calls me,’ Lloyd continued with his imaginary scenario. ‘I’m at home, watching the game on TV. I’ve had a drink or two, but I come straight over to help.’ He leaned into Naomi and growled, ‘Everyone in the village knows what you’ve been up to, you little whore.’

‘What about you? You’re a paedophile!’ Morgan screamed with brutal indignation.

Her head jerked to one side as Lloyd slapped her cheek with the back of his free hand. She shrieked in shock at the sudden violence, and Naomi fought against her restraints as fury rose in her chest.

‘You stupid little bitch.’ Lloyd spat, balancing his gun as it slipped from the crook of his arm. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’ He paused to check his watch. ‘No matter. Time to get this done.’

Stamping her feet, Morgan screamed at the top of her lungs.

‘No one can hear you,’ Lloyd said, raising his voice over her screams. ‘Make all the noise you like.’ He pointed the rifle at Morgan’s head, taking two steps back.

‘Take me,’ Naomi cried, in an effort to protect Morgan. ‘Just let her go. Please. She won’t say anything. Please!’

‘Damn right, she won’t say anything. Neither of you will,’ Lloyd announced, flecks of spittle punctuating his words. His eyes were empty as he took in Morgan’s snivelling form. ‘This is your stepmother’s fault. She’s left me with no choice. If that stupid bitch hadn’t poked her nose in . . .’ Lloyd swayed the barrel of the gun towards Naomi’s forehead as he staggered a couple of steps. ‘Age before beauty.’ His finger tightened on the trigger as his internal demons cheered him on.

In the grip of terror, Naomi squeezed her eyes shut as he prepared to take the shot.








CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


The moment played out in slow motion as gunfire shook the room. Naomi’s ears rang from the blast. She forced a sharp inhalation, her nostrils assaulted by the stench of charcoal and sulphur. Her eyes shut tight; she had already forecast the aftermath: Lloyd picking each of them off, then John, their so-called handyman, making a panicked call to the police. The villagers spreading gossip about the love triangle that turned to murder. But as she forced her eyes open, a different scenario became clear. One in which Lloyd was twisted on the floor in a pool of his own blood.

‘Joel!’ Morgan seemed to choke on the name as the man stood before them, his dark eyes glittering with intent. He was breathing heavily, his designer tracksuit stained with blood. In his hand was a hammer. He watched them both, a salacious smile on his face.

‘Joel?’ Naomi said, as shock and confusion hit her. Wasn’t that the name of Harmony’s boyfriend? This was not what she’d imagined when Morgan had spoken about him. With his overgrown stubble and bulging muscles, he was an intimidating man.

‘Jesus!’ He laughed, his brows shooting upwards. ‘Did you see that? I sorted him good and proper. He went down like a sack of shit!’

Joel kicked Lloyd in the stomach, checking for signs of life. ‘Look at that! I’ve killed the bastard!’ he said, dipping his hand into the blood pooling on the floor.

Naomi stared in horror at the piece of scalp hanging off the corner of the kitchen counter where Lloyd had clipped his head on the way down. Between the hammer and the hard-edged granite surface, it seemed that Lloyd was never getting up again.

There was something off-kilter about Joel’s behaviour. This wasn’t shock. Joel’s right leg shook as he grinned. He was twitchy, unable to stand still. The man was as high as a kite. His gaze fell on Morgan. ‘Good job I was about or you’d be a goner.’

‘Get the keys,’ Naomi said. She didn’t know this man, nor did she trust him. What was he even doing here? ‘The handcuff keys are on a hook on his belt.’

But Joel looked at her curiously, as if examining an animal in a zoo. ‘So this is the famous Naomi,’ he said, running a blood-streaked hand down her cheek.

‘Joel . . . there are oth . . . others,’ Morgan said, between sobs. ‘Can you get us out?’

But Joel just smiled, digging a hand into his sock, his pupils little more than pinpricks. ‘Shhh, chill. When you’ve been nicked as often as I have, you carry your own key.’ He winked at Morgan. ‘Have you worked it out yet, sweet thing? Do you know who I am?’

‘T . . .’ Morgan cleared her throat as she tried to form the word. ‘Taz?’

‘That’s me.’ His voice softened as he crouched to her level and raised a palm to her face. ‘Didn’t I say I’d come and get you? Are you happy to see me?’ His glance fell on the key, seemingly mulling things over. ‘’Cos I don’t want no shit when I get you out.’

‘I’m glad it’s you,’ Morgan said. But her breathing was accelerated, her voice trembling with fear. ‘Quickly, please . . . before John comes back.’

‘This is some fucked-up shit,’ Joel chortled, undoing Morgan’s cuff.

Naomi remained silent. This wasn’t the time to challenge Joel, not when he was holding the key. Ed would be back soon. He would call the police and get them to safety.

‘I’ve got plenty of cash,’ Joel said, as Morgan got to her feet and wiped away her tears. ‘My Beamer’s outside. I can get us both out of here. Somewhere they’ll never find us.’

Naomi’s heart sank as he pocketed the key. He had no intention of letting her go. Her eyes returned to Lloyd’s motionless body, to the blood splattered on the chrome of their American-style fridge freezer. She had escaped death by seconds, but she was not safe yet.

‘Joel,’ Morgan said, offering a watery smile. ‘Can you unlock Naomi? She can’t stay here . . .’

‘She can and she will.’ Joel’s mood plummeted. ‘Or are you playin’ me?’

‘No . . .’ Morgan said. ‘I’m just in shock.’ Opening her arms, she wound them around his waist, making him shift slightly on his feet. ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

‘That’s more like it.’ He smiled, his mood back on an even keel. ‘Now give me some sugar . . .’

Naomi’s throat tightened as he leaned in and kissed Morgan hard on the mouth. But as Morgan recoiled, it was obvious she was playing a game.

‘Not in front of her.’ Morgan’s face soured as she pulled away.

Naomi opened her mouth to tell him to back the hell off, but Morgan delivered a tight shake of the head.

‘Joel,’ Naomi reasoned. ‘Ed will be back any minute. Let me go and we’ll tell everyone how you saved us. It was self-defence. You’ve done nothing . . .’ She was about to say he did nothing wrong, but his thunderous face relayed that her input was unwelcome.

Morgan advanced upon her, grabbing Naomi’s forearms and giving them a shake. ‘Shut up!’ She scowled. ‘We’re not interested in anything you have to say.’

Joel was standing over the gun.

‘Leave that,’ Morgan said, as he reached down to pick it up. ‘Please,’ she continued. ‘All hell is gonna break loose here soon. Let me pack a bag. Get changed out of these jeans. I’ll be two minutes, max.’

‘Fine,’ Joel said. ‘But I’m bringing the gun. Nobody’s stopping us. Not this time.’

Joel picked the rifle up from the floor.

‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ Morgan said. ‘In the woods.’

Joel nodded. ‘I wanted to take you somewhere quiet, but you fought like a bitch. Then I saw that copper in the woods and I legged it.’

‘If I’d known who you were I wouldn’t have lashed out,’ Morgan said, turning to leave. She gave Naomi one last sorrowful look before returning her attention to Joel. ‘I’ll be back in a sec.’

Run, Naomi thought, run and don’t come back. But where could Morgan get help? Not in the village, and her phone was in Lloyd’s pocket.

‘Do you want me to kill her?’ Joel called, his eyes trained on Naomi. ‘’Cos I will, if you ask me to.’

Naomi couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She watched him take a small, clear plastic bag from his tracksuit pocket and tap some white powder on to the back of his hand. Within seconds, he had snorted the lot. Coke. The man was on coke. No wonder his behaviour was erratic. The intensity of the situation ratcheted up a notch.

Morgan’s voice was high-pitched as she called from the hall. ‘She’s not worth it. C’mon, we need to go.’

Naomi exhaled the breath she had been holding. Morgan could have escaped, but she’d called Joel away to divert him from hurting her. She cast an eye over the clock on the wall. Ed wasn’t due back for another half an hour. Would he be in time?








CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Morgan didn’t know where she found the strength to stand, let alone act normally in front of Joel. The moment he stepped before her, it all clicked into place. She had always felt his gaze lingering a little too long on her body each time she entered the room. Her mum was too stoned to notice when he started making excuses for the two of them to be alone. Up until now, she’d put her mother’s behaviour down to the side-effects of cannabis, but watching Joel openly snort coke had opened her eyes. Harmony’s moods ranged from being high with confidence to crashing down as paranoia and depression took hold. Joel had always said he dealt in the produce, not taken it. But now she could see him for what he was. His invitation to take Morgan on holiday had not been a selfless act. Fascination like that didn’t simply go away, not in Joel’s drug-fuelled mind where his needs met his justifications each and every time.

Her online relationship with Taz had felt like another level. He’d known so much about her, for a start. He had to be an inside source. Terrified, she packed her rucksack. She didn’t want to go anywhere with him. It was clear what he’d planned for them both. It was also clear from the way he was watching her that he didn’t want to wait. The fact that he was grabbing her here, in her bedroom among such chaos, showed how fragmented his mind had become.

She hastily pulled on her tracksuit bottoms, leaving her urine-stained jeans on the floor. She remembered Joel’s moods well enough to hold a small advantage. Tell him what he wanted to hear, and you might keep him on an even keel. Her dad would be back soon, but that was the very reason they needed to leave. Joel had just killed a man and laughed in the face of it. The thought of him turning his gun on Ed was too much to bear.

‘Gimmie some sugar, babe.’ He repeated the phrase he used to say to Harmony.

It made Morgan’s skin crawl. He playfully squeezed her buttock as she pulled her laptop charger from the wall.

‘Not now.’ She sidestepped, unable to hide her disdain.

‘Oi!’ he said, yanking her hair. ‘How’s about a little respect? I just saved your skin.’

‘Ow! Sorry!’ she cried, tears rising as he released his grip. ‘It’s just that . . .’ She tried to find the right words. ‘If that was you in the woods, why did you hurt me? All the times we’ve spoken online . . .’ She allowed her tears to come to the surface. ‘I never thought it would be like this.’

‘Aw, baby, don’t be like that,’ he said, smoothing down her hair with his hands. ‘You know how I get.’

Morgan eyed the rifle, which he had rested on top of the duvet.

‘I saw you kissing that Dawn bird. I was pissed off.’ He rested his forehead against hers, his hand tightening around the back of her neck. ‘Now I’m all for a bit of girl-on-girl, but not you. You’re mine, do you hear me?’ His grip tightened until it pinched. ‘Mine.’

‘Dawn was nothing, I was just messing around.’ Morgan sniffed. ‘We’d better go before someone finds us.’

Roughly, Joel thumbed away her tears. ‘So you want this? You and me?’

‘Of course I do,’ Morgan said, hoisting her backpack over her shoulder.

‘Then prove it.’ His face grew dark as he picked up the gun. ‘Get on the bed.’








CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Naomi had listened intently as Morgan and Joel left the room. This village was a place of evil. It drew people in, replacing rational thinking with a strange insanity. Even with Lloyd lying face down, the evil that shrouded Nighbrook would continue unless Naomi put a stop to it.

She fingered the rigid and unforgiving police handcuffs. There was a reason Morgan had hugged Joel so tightly. The same reason she ran her hands down Naomi’s arms, which were bound behind her back. Morgan had inserted the key in the handcuff lock. But that was as much as she’d been able to do without raising suspicion. The rest was up to Naomi. Police-issue handcuffs were all opened with the same key. But it was not as easy as just opening the rigid metal that bound Naomi’s arms. The key was sitting in the lock, but the cuffs wouldn’t open until she turned it.

But this wasn’t Naomi’s first experience of being in cuffs. Her sister had showed her what she’d called her ‘appointments’ after she’d joined the police. Naomi had handled the stiff black belt that had been designed to hold the CS gas, retractable baton and cuffs, among other things. They had sat with a bottle of wine, laughing as they practised handcuffing as Connie had celebrated her new job. Naomi knew it only took the slightest turn of the key, if she could manoeuvre her fingers around to twist it, then the smallest flick of her hand to put pressure against the metal to encourage it to open . . . She heard the ratchet of metal, felt something give slightly. But not enough.

Horror engulfed her as she heard Joel’s raised voice. She had seen the way he looked at Morgan. She dipped her chin to her chest, closing her eyes in concentration and . . . click. She exhaled a breath of relief. Her gaze flickered over the kitchen counter as she stepped across a pool of Lloyd’s blood. Her eyes rested on the knife block. She knew what she had to do.

Silently, she padded down the hallway, her limbs shaking as she ventured towards the open door of Morgan’s room. The chef’s knife glinted in the dim light of the corridor. Her mind was focused on one thing.

‘Please, don’t.’ A whimper rose from inside. It was Morgan.

Joel was standing over her, Lloyd’s gun in the crook of his arm. The vein in his temple pulsed. ‘You do as I say from now on, unless you want to end up like your mum,’ he raved, as he instructed her to lie on the bed. ‘Every breath you take is mine. You belong to me.’

No, she doesn’t, Naomi thought, her jaw set firm. Ferocious maternal instinct dictated her movements as she raised the knife in the air. A trickle of sweat ran down her back. Joel was short but muscled. She only had one chance to get this right. Her mind was filled with just one purpose – to save Morgan’s life.

They didn’t hear her as she entered the room. Holding her breath, she plunged the knife between Joel’s shoulder blades. It ripped between bone and sinew. A strangled breath left his lips. His knees giving way, he dropped to the ground.

Morgan cried, her arms outstretched as she rushed to Naomi’s side.

Blood-drenched and shell-shocked, they staggered out of the cottage.

The next moments passed in a blur. Ed arriving, ashen-faced, bundling them into the car as Naomi screamed at him to get them away. Morgan, clinging to Naomi in the back seat, their bond unbreakable now. Ed, calling the police, unable to make sense of it all. Morgan, insisting they drive to the bigger town for fear of Nighbrook’s police officers turning on them. Naomi calling her sister, Connie, at the Met. Then later, their blood-stained clothes being seized. Being separated then examined, cross-examined, fed tasteless canteen sandwiches and tea. Slowly coming to terms with what had happened that night. If only it had ended there.








CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


‘You’ll wear a hole in the carpet,’ Naomi said, watching her sister walk in circles in their hotel suite. Ivy Cottage was now a crime scene, and it was a relief to stay somewhere safe. Not that any of them had got any sleep recently.

Connie had raced to be by her side, subsequently grilling the officers in charge of the case.

‘I don’t get it!’ She threw her hands in the air, her face weary with the stresses of the last few days. ‘If the villagers were in on this, they should be behind bars.’

Naomi didn’t disagree, but her sister knew better than anyone that police needed proof. ‘I know,’ she said, delivering a half-smile. ‘But there’s nothing more we can do about it now.’

Lloyd had very efficiently disposed of the bodies of Susan, Martin and their daughter Grace – and now, ten years later, he too was dead. According to Dawn’s texts to Morgan, Joanne was devastated by his loss. The village was said to be in shock. As predicted, Joanne denied seeing Morgan and Naomi at Ivy Cottage, saying she was at the coffee shop all day. It was Joanne’s word against theirs and the police had a jigsaw puzzle of a case to put together.

John admitted to being at the house, stating he presumed it was police business when he saw Morgan and Naomi in cuffs. He didn’t deny being Lloyd’s son, saying they were estranged. As for the rest of the villagers – the truth did not come easy when the bonds of silence had lasted for more than a decade. Even Dawn denied her father’s involvement, and Morgan had insisted on keeping her out of it. Naomi had no sympathy for Joel, who, by some miracle, survived. Not that he was going anywhere. Police would process him as soon as he was fit enough to be dealt with. Yet they owed him a small debt of thanks. Had Joel arrived at Ivy Cottage a minute later, Naomi and Morgan would surely have died. But his acts had not been selfless. He wanted Morgan for himself.

As for Ed, he had barely let his family out of his sight since getting back from Scotland. Guilt overwhelmed Naomi when she thought about the living nightmare she had put her family through. She could not apologise to him enough.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said for the hundredth time as she took in the worry lines on his face. ‘I never meant for any of this . . .’

But Ed continued to surprise her. ‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for. I should have been here.’ He was standing at the hotel window staring out to the streets below. Mackenhurst was not quite London, and still in the New Forest, but it was bustling with enough life to settle her for now. Morgan was on her laptop in the suite bedroom, pale and withdrawn.

‘It was my idea to buy the house . . .’ Naomi rested a hand on her husband’s chest. His heart beat firmly beneath her palm.

‘Aye, but I should have checked it out.’ Ed placed his hand over hers. ‘You’re a crime reporter. You were drawn to the place. I should have known.’

‘But Ed . . .’ she protested, aware her sister was watching them both.

‘I mean it.’ Ed’s words were firm. ‘It’s my job to protect you, and I was off looking for my ex. You could have died. Both of you could.’ For the first time, Naomi saw tears in his eyes. ‘I swear, I’ll never let you down again.’

Naomi believed him. ‘Then tell their story,’ she said, looking to her sister for support.

‘You can’t be serious?’ Connie said. ‘Haven’t you been through enough?’

Naomi returned her attention to Ed when it was clear Connie wasn’t going to back her up.

‘I don’t know,’ Ed said. ‘We can’t be seen to be profiteering from the Harpers’ misery – or yours, for that matter.’

‘We won’t be. Not if we handle it sensitively,’ Naomi replied. ‘If you don’t do it, someone else will.’ She paused, allowing the words to sink in.

Connie retreated to the kettle, knowing when she was beat.

‘Please.’ A small smile touched Naomi’s lips for the first time in days. ‘Film it. Get it out there. Then flatten that stinking cottage to the ground.’

She watched as the idea took hold. It warmed her to think of Susan and her family finally having their story told.

‘I’ll think about it – on the condition we move back to London.’ Ed finally relented. ‘I should never have asked you to leave.’

A moment of mutual satisfaction passed between them.

‘What about Morgan?’ Naomi slid her arms around her husband’s waist. ‘Do you think she’ll like living in London?’

Ed opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted as a fist rapped on their hotel room door. She watched as Morgan ran out of the bedroom to answer it. Heard her gasp as she opened the door.

‘Mum! You made it!’

Wearily, Naomi met Ed’s gaze. ‘You didn’t say she was coming.’

Ed’s brows rose in surprise. ‘I didn’t know.’

But it seemed that Morgan did.

Naomi heaved a sigh. What dramas was Harmony bringing with her now?








CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Ten Years Previously

Tears sprang to Grace’s eyes as she stared at her reflection in the mirror across from her bed. The beautiful blonde locks that had made her look like a princess were now dull, brittle and thin. She wasn’t a Disney princess. She was nothing at all. With every day that passed, she was fading away. She had given up tugging at the cloth bindings. Her mother had tied her to the metal bedframe using cloth instead of rope, so it wouldn’t redden her wrists.

She was wrong. Specks of blood bloomed through the off-white strips of the old sheets she had reused. For twenty minutes, Grace had sawed back and forth, pulling, tugging, wrenching on the cloth. Her mother must have heard the bedstead banging. Even Bonnie was whining at the door. But Susan was in a stupor, wearing a glazed expression that tied Grace’s stomach up in knots.

Grace’s throat was scratchy from screaming, but the more she did, the more her mother withdrew. Hope flared in the form of a rat-tat-tat-tat knocking on the front door. Bonnie’s enthusiastic barking filled the corridor as she announced the arrival of the man they both knew. Lloyd often took Bonnie for long, rambling walks in the woodlands, admonishing her when she chased the deer.

The slap, slap, slap of Susan’s slippered feet grew louder as she rushed towards Grace’s bedroom. The door slammed open with force, bouncing as the doorknob bit into the wall. The muscles in her mother’s face were set in grim determination as she marched in, scissors in hand.

Had she lost her mind? Grace’s thoughts grew panicked as Susan raised the scissors in the air. In three snips, one hand was freed, and then the other.

‘Say a word to Lloyd about this and you’ll never see him again. You hear me?’ Tutting, she took in her daughter’s sore wrists. ‘Look what you’ve done.’

‘Please, Mummy,’ Grace begged. ‘I’ll be good. I’ll say it was itchy. That I scratched it myself.’

Her mother paused to think this over, her face twitchy and pale. Another knock on the front door. Another sharp bark of impatience.

‘I don’t want to do this, you know, but you have to take your medication. It’s for your own good.’ It was an overused phrase, said to make herself feel better. It certainly didn’t help Grace.

‘Your daddy will be home in a couple of days.’

She squeezed her daughter’s hand. Nodding, Grace offered her compliance.

‘Good girl,’ Susan whispered before turning towards the door.

Grace rubbed her wrists as her mother shoved the ties into her pockets.

‘Coming!’ Susan shouted, high-pitched and crackly as she rushed to the front door. The rigmarole of screeching and grinding began as stiff metal bolt after bolt was drawn across.

I wish there was something we could do.

The words echoed in Grace’s memory as she recalled the birthday party, which seemed so long ago now.

It must be so awful for her, barely seeing the light of day.

These were snatches of conversations she had heard from Nighbrook’s villagers as she’d crept down the corridor to use the loo.

And then there’s Martin, always away on business, they had said. That woman is a saint.

Grace’s throat had tightened as she’d realised they were talking about her mother, and not her. She was the burden. It was her mother they felt sorry for. If only they knew how wrong they were.

Grace strained to hear mumbling in the corridor now, as Lloyd spoke in gentle tones. Her mother’s voice had grown warm. She was different with him: touching his arm, sometimes speaking with a silly little laugh.

‘She’s had a flare-up,’ she heard her say as their footsteps grew louder. ‘Eczema. Don’t say anything about it. She’s very self-conscious.’

‘Whatever you think is best,’ Lloyd said, his voice outside Grace’s bedroom door.

‘We’re trying out a new painkiller, but it has its side-effects. She’s not thinking straight. So, if she says anything silly, just go along with it.’ A small, flirty titter of laughter. ‘Everything I do for her . . . She thinks I’m the devil incarnate.’

The doorknob began to twist. Every visit from Lloyd came with the same warning not to pay any heed to Grace.

Susan stood at the doorway, watching as Lloyd ambled inside Grace’s bedroom. He was wearing his police uniform, and his thick padded overcoat implied it was cold outside. In the confines of Grace’s room, it was winter every day.

‘You couldn’t make me a coffee, could you?’ Lloyd spoke. ‘I’m dead on my feet, haven’t stopped all day.’

‘Happy to.’ Susan smiled. ‘I’ll make you a sandwich while you’re here.’

He delivered a wink as he bought them some time alone. His stubble was dry and scratchy against Grace’s skin as he leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. She held her breath to avoid being enveloped by the sour smell of his breath.

His gaze fell to her wrists. His eyes were bloodshot and watery. He looked so unwell that Grace felt scared. Lloyd was the only person from the outside world who kept turning up at her door. What if something happened to him?

‘Are you all right?’ she said, her own pain forgotten as she watched him with concern.

‘Aww, listen to you, asking how I am. You are the sweetest little thing.’ His gaze lingered over her. ‘I’m fine, just had a hard day.’ He plucked a shiny flask from his pocket. ‘Mr Jameson makes it all better.’

Grace didn’t know who Mr Jameson was, but she watched as Lloyd emptied the contents of the flask, which hung on his breath. A door closed down the corridor. Their time was limited.

‘Bonnie’s not allowed in my room any more,’ Grace said, gauging the man before her. ‘Mummy says she’s too bouncy, because she jumps on my bed.’ But there was more to it than that. Bonnie had started growling at Susan when Grace screamed out in protest. Her response had been to throw Bonnie outside and leave her there overnight. It had broken Grace’s heart to hear her pet whining at the door on such a cold night.

‘I guess she loves you too much,’ Lloyd said, failing to see the malice behind her mother’s acts.

Sighing, Grace tried again. ‘Sometimes Mummy hurts me. She ties me to the bed.’

‘Does she? Naughty Mummy,’ Lloyd said, with a soft chuckle.

Grace’s spirits plummeted. He didn’t believe her. He thought she was making it up.

‘I got you a present.’ He reached into his jacket. ‘I don’t know much about gadgets, but the kids say these are all the rage.’ He pulled out a black plastic bag. Inside was a slim white box. ‘Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to wrap it. But I got it all loaded up with Wi-Fi and games.’

Speechless, Grace stared at the box. An iPad. He’d bought her an iPad. It must have cost hundreds of pounds.

‘Your daddy’s a proud man.’ Lloyd rested the package on the bedspread. ‘Let’s make it our little secret, eh?’ His eyes twinkled as he watched the smile break out on her face.

‘Thank you!’ she lisped, as her tongue pushed through the gap in her teeth.

‘Do I get a hug?’ Lloyd reached out his arms.

Grace was so happy that she kissed him on the cheek. If she couldn’t get outside, at least she could visit the online world. She would be able to access games. Speak to people on the web. Her mummy had a computer, and Grace was familiar with the internet. But there had been a darker side to her nocturnal adventures before she had been caught. She had used her mother’s computer to find answers to the questions that kept her awake at night. Grace had googled the names printed on the labels of the drugs she’d been forced to take. With tears in her eyes, she’d learned of the cruelty inflicted upon her. She had never been allergic to food, nor the sun. Her illness was caused solely by the drugs her mother gave her, and the doses were lethal enough to kill. Soon she would be too weak to walk at all. But now she had an iPad. Hope was on the horizon. A promise of a sunrise that would bring her a new day.

A wave of drowsiness washed over her, and she masked a yawn with her hand. Mummy’s sleeping tablets were kicking in. Grace could get help online.

Susan’s footsteps echoed down the corridor.

‘Best you keep that under your pillow,’ Lloyd whispered, as he rose from his chair.

‘I will,’ Grace replied on the cusp of a yawn. ‘Thank you, Uncle Lloyd.’ Taking the iPad, she slid it beneath her covers. There was no way her mother would allow her to keep it.

He reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘Your happiness is thanks enough, little lady. Looks like I’ve tired you out.’

‘Your sandwich is waiting,’ Susan said, standing in the doorway. She had brushed her hair, changed her clothes and put some lip gloss on. No wonder she had given them time alone. ‘What are you looking so happy about, Grace?’ She tilted her head to one side.

Grace’s smile faded. If Mummy found her iPad, she would take it away. She rested her head on her pillow, unable to find the right words.

‘I’m not doing my job if I don’t make my favourite girl smile!’

Lloyd said his goodbyes before joining Susan in the hall.

As Grace’s bedroom door clicked shut, she exhaled a relieved breath. For now, she could lose herself to sleep. Tonight, she would use the iPad to seek help. Dare she dream that she would finally be free?








CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


‘I come in peace.’ Harmony raised her open palms as she traipsed into their hotel suite. ‘Hear me out. Let me say my piece and then I’ll go.’

There was no malice on her face. She surveyed the room, her red hair wet and straggly as it hung limply over her parka coat.

‘I’ll leave you to it.’ Slipping her hotel key card from the back pocket of her jeans, Connie turned to Naomi. A look passed between them. Naomi delivered a nod to say she would be OK. The atmosphere grew strained as Ed stared at his ex, his arms folded, jaw set.

‘I’m not here to cause trouble,’ Harmony reiterated, her eyes fixed on Ed’s face. She unzipped her coat, the silver bangles on her arms jingling a tune.

‘Mum, sit down.’ Morgan gestured towards a chair. She looked nervous and uncertain as her eyes darted from her mum to Naomi. So different from the girl Naomi had first met. A girl filled with spite and hatred. A girl who wanted her dead.

‘I’m not here for a social visit,’ Harmony said, staying put. ‘I’m here to take you home.’

There was a time when Naomi would have loved to have heard those words, but now she was filled with a sense of dread.

‘I’ll make some tea,’ Naomi said, the classic British answer to everything.

‘You don’t have to do that,’ Ed said firmly, touching her arm.

‘She’s been travelling for hours,’ Naomi said. ‘The least we can do is make the woman a hot drink.’

‘Actually, I haven’t.’ Harmony gave her a withering look. ‘I came last night. I’m staying in a B&B in Nighbrook.’

She approached her daughter, her eyes falling on her auburn hair. Morgan was wearing the hotel room dressing gown, pink pyjamas and fluffy socks on her feet. Gone was the girl who was angry with the world.

‘You look well . . . despite everything.’ Harmony’s glance fell in Naomi’s direction, making it clear where she lay the blame.

‘Never mind me,’ Morgan replied, the excitement leaving her voice. ‘Where have you been? On another one of your benders?’

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I’ve been trying to sort stuff out. Stuff that involved you.’ She glanced at Ed and Naomi, a sickly-sweet smile on her face. ‘Do you mind giving us some privacy? I’d like some time with my daughter alone.’

‘We’re not going anywhere.’ A shadow of annoyance crossed Ed’s face. ‘Ach! You turn up here uninvited, without telling anyone where you’ve been . . .’

Morgan stood between them as her father’s voice rose. ‘Dad, it’s OK. I want you and Naomi to stay.’ She turned her gaze to Harmony, her brows raised as she awaited her response.

‘Fine.’ Harmony carried a belligerent expression as she thrust her hands into the pockets of her tracksuit. This was a woman who had never grown up.

Morgan sat on one of the suite armchairs and curled her feet beneath her legs. She pulled the hotel dressing gown around her, as if preparing to weather her mother’s next storm. Ed and Naomi sat as Harmony took centre stage.

‘It’s about Joel,’ she said, her features grim. ‘I could do with a ciggy right now,’ she mumbled beneath her breath, and she was met by her daughter’s warning glare. Judging from the bitter smell of cannabis rising from her clothes, it was more than a cigarette she craved. ‘I don’t know how to say this . . .’ She shifted from one foot to the other. ‘I’m to blame for Taz. I set the profile up.’

Naomi rolled her eyes at the admission. Of course. This was a woman who had stalked her own husband. She expected nothing less of her.

‘Eww, Mum, that’s gross!’ Morgan recoiled.

‘I did it out of love,’ Harmony blurted. ‘Just so I could see how you were!’

But Morgan’s hand was clasped to her mouth. She spoke through her fingers. ‘All that stuff you said about us being together . . .’

‘That wasn’t me. Joel had taken over by then,’ Harmony said. Her tone was sharp as she began to lose patience.

Morgan had already filled Ed in on how Joel had masqueraded as Taz, but the fact that Harmony had set up the account to begin with came as an unwelcome surprise.

Ed exchanged a glance with Naomi, anger twisting his features. ‘It was bad enough when you were abusing me, but trolling your own daughter while bringing that drug dealer into your lives . . . You really are sick in the head.’

Naomi bit back the reprimand skimming her tongue. They had all failed Morgan, but why upset her now? Ed leaned forward to stand, but Naomi placed her hand on his. They had to keep calm if they had any chance of getting through this. ‘So Joel used the account you set up under the name of Taz? When did you find out?’ Naomi said, feeling a tiny sense of satisfaction at watching this woman squirm.

‘On holiday. He’d seen me talk to Morgan online a few times. I never thought he’d log in himself. I told him he was disgusting, pretending to be someone he wasn’t so he could flirt with my girl. I threatened to call the cops on him. We had a massive fight.’

Oh, the irony, Naomi thought.

Realisation widened Morgan’s eyes. ‘Is that when you fell off the balcony?’

Harmony nodded. ‘I didn’t fall. I was pushed.’

Ed rose from his chair. This time Naomi didn’t stop him. She had expected drama and Harmony delivered in bucketloads. She reined in her thoughts. Who was she to judge?

Ed looked at his ex-wife like she was a stranger. It was hard to imagine them ever being happy together. Was Harmony a lost soul that he hadn’t been able to save? She looked like a petulant teenager as Ed remonstrated with her. ‘You should have reported it to the police—’

‘I wasn’t well, was I?’ Harmony interrupted. ‘But as soon as I was able, I made it my business to track the bastard down.’ She turned to her daughter. ‘But I was too late . . . and I’m sorry. I let you down.’

Morgan’s lips thinned. It seemed she could barely meet her mother’s eye.

Ed’s face was thunderous at this latest admission. Naomi knew what he was thinking – that Joel could have killed them both. The only thing stopping him from saying more was the guilt that he felt.

Smiling, Harmony touched her daughter’s hair. ‘It’s safe now. You can come home.’

But Morgan bristled at the contact, her shoulders hunched.

‘I’ve been to the police,’ Harmony continued. ‘I’ve given them enough evidence on Joel to put him away for years. His customers, his suppliers. Everything.’ Her glance flickered to Ed. ‘It means we’ll have to move away – these are dangerous people. They don’t appreciate being grassed on.’

We? Naomi thought, with a rising sense of discomfort. ‘It’s best that Morgan stays with us,’ she said. ‘She’s had a lot of disruption . . .’ Morgan needed stability. She needed a loving home.

‘She’s my flesh and blood!’ Harmony’s finger stabbed the air between them.

‘She’s mine too,’ Ed countered. ‘And she’s not going anywhere!’

‘Stop it, all of you!’ Morgan shouted, her face fixed in determination. ‘Listen to me.’ Uncurling her feet from beneath her, she stood before her mum. ‘Get yourself off the gear and stop depending on everyone else.’ She turned to Naomi. ‘You’ve got to stop being such a doormat. I gave you some serious shit and you’ve just put up with it.’ She glared at her father. ‘You’ve only just got married. Your place is with your wife.’ She returned her attention to Harmony. ‘I’m not going anywhere. I’m not being your carer any more. I told you Joel was a loser, but you wouldn’t listen. Go home. Sort your shit out. You’re not taking me down with you. Not this time.’

‘Baby . . .’ Harmony extended her arms. ‘You don’t mean it.’

But Morgan’s stance was firm. ‘Mum, I’m so angry at you, I could smack you in the face.’

Naomi was at a loss for words. All this time, Morgan’s only wish had been to return to her mother in Scotland. She had done a lot of growing up lately. Now she was a young woman who saw the world for what it was.

‘But I came here for you . . .’ Harmony whined, her arms dropping as Morgan side-stepped her hug.

‘You came here for yourself! All my life, I’ve covered for you. Cleaned up your sick. Gone hungry when you left me to fend for myself. Where were you when I needed you? Where were you when . . . when . . .’ Tears formed in Morgan’s eyes as a sob choked in her throat.

Naomi stepped in. ‘Hey, it’s OK.’ She put an arm around her stepdaughter. ‘We can fix this. There’s no reason we can’t all get along.’ She turned to Harmony. ‘But Morgan’s right. You need help. I don’t want to come between you, but our home is the best place for her.’

‘But . . .’

‘Is that clear enough for you?’ Ed stood before his ex-wife. Arms folded. An immovable force. ‘Her place is with us.’

‘I guess that’s me told,’ Harmony said in a low voice. She looked at her watch, her eyes moist.

Naomi wanted Harmony to fight for her daughter. To declare that she was going to get help. To say she would sort her life out and come back for her. But Harmony didn’t say any of this. The only pity she had was for herself.

Harmony looked to the window. ‘Have you got the number of a cab?’

Naomi sighed. She couldn’t allow her to travel on her own. ‘Ed will drop you back to the B&B.’

‘Aye,’ Harmony said, her words barely a whisper. ‘I’ll get the train back to Scotland in the morning.’ She slid out a cigarette tin from her pocket and put a joint behind her ear.

Unbelievable, Naomi thought, as Harmony rooted in her pocket for a lighter. She can barely wait to get outside.

Naomi watched Morgan’s face crumple. Her mum had let her down yet again.

‘Harmony . . .’ Naomi said, making one last effort to keep the family together. ‘Morgan’s an amazing, gutsy young woman. But she’s going to need her mum there for the big stuff. You can visit any time you like – maybe we could pop up to Scotland some weekends.’

Harmony zipped up her coat, her silence deafening as she ignored the sentiment.

‘It’s late,’ she said eventually. ‘I’d better be off.’ Taking her daughter in a hug, she parted to kiss her forehead. ‘Take care, hen. I’ll be in touch.’








CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


‘How are you doing?’

The question came from Naomi as she sat on Morgan’s bed in the hotel. Morgan had lain there for most of the day, not having the energy or the motivation to get up. She had a new home in London, and a new school awaiting her. She wasn’t nervous. If anything, she could barely wait. As for her mum . . . a week had passed since her appearance, and an occasional WhatsApp message was as much as Harmony could manage for now. Morgan was ready to move on from her mother, but she couldn’t leave without speaking to Dawn. She couldn’t move forward in life until she did.

Nighbrook village was crawling with police, and reporters were having a field day. From what Dawn had said online, she couldn’t walk down the street without being accosted by a reporter and asked for a quote. But Morgan had to see her again, if only to find out where this left them both.

She realised Naomi was staring, waiting for her response.

‘I’m fine,’ Morgan sighed, snuggling further beneath her hotel duvet. ‘You don’t need to keep asking.’

She couldn’t begin to imagine how Naomi must be feeling after almost killing Joel. Shock had a funny way of affecting people and the ripple effect of Lloyd’s death had spread far and wide. She’d half-expected to hear about Joel’s family, but nobody had stepped forward to acknowledge him in the press.

‘But you’re not fine, are you?’ Naomi was watching her intently. ‘I’ve been talking to Reverend Humphries over the phone. I didn’t want to say anything in case he said no, but . . .’ A smile spread across her face. ‘Seems that Dawn has been just as miserable as you.’

‘He’s said yes? I can see her?’ Morgan said hopefully, the mattress bouncing as she sat upright. Given they were witnesses in the same case, they had been advised by police to keep apart.

‘She’s on her way.’ Naomi bent to pick up some chocolate wrappers from the floor. ‘Give your room a tidy, eh? It stinks of pizza in here.’

‘Never mind the room,’ Morgan squeaked with excitement. ‘I need to sort my face out!’
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Within thirty minutes, Dawn was sitting on Morgan’s newly made bed. But things were different to before. Stilted. Awkward. Dawn stuffed her hands in the pockets of her hoodie as they exhausted their small talk.

‘Is Naomi happy she’s solved the mystery?’

‘I guess.’ Morgan twiddled with her hair. ‘She’s pretty shaken. We all are.’

‘You’ll get over it soon enough.’

Morgan shifted position, unease creeping in. ‘What really happened to the Harpers? I know we’re not supposed to talk about it, but I can’t sleep at night. It keeps going round and round in my head. Lloyd . . . he went ape-shit when I called him a paedophile.’

‘Maybe you hit a nerve.’ Dawn seemed unable to meet her eye.

‘What’s wrong?’ Morgan said, resting her hand on Dawn’s. She had missed her so much that it hurt.

‘Don’t.’ Snatching her hand away, Dawn walked to the window sill. ‘This is all my fault.’ Her face was devoid of make-up, her long hair scissored into a choppy cut. Her natural blonde hair colouring was coming through her roots.

‘How is it your fault?’ Morgan stood, watching her trace her finger over the wooden window frame. ‘You weren’t even there.’

‘I’ve not been honest with you.’ Dawn’s words carried on a long sigh. ‘Or the police.’

‘Then you should tell the police everything you know,’ Morgan said.

Dawn exhaled a bitter laugh. ‘Because it’s that easy. Would you dob in your dad?’

‘I guess not,’ Morgan said, knowing she would do anything to protect him. But her dad was not covering up a murder. Questions crowded her mind. This could be her last opportunity to speak to Dawn alone. ‘That night, when we did the Ouija board. Did you know the Harpers were buried there?’

‘Yeah. Everyone does.’ Dawn’s lips curled in a sad smile. ‘I wanted to tell you my secret, but I didn’t know if I could trust you. It’s not easy, knowing what I know.’ She looked out through the window, her gaze far away.

‘Do you think she’s at peace now?’ Morgan said, thinking of the little girl who had slept in Ivy Cottage before her.

Dawn shrugged. ‘What’s it matter?’

‘It matters quite a lot.’

A voice came from the doorway, making Morgan start.

It was Naomi, watching them both. Morgan looked to the woman she had come to trust. She would never forget how she had defended her. ‘Take me,’ she’d pleaded with Lloyd, as he’d pointed the barrel of the gun. ‘Just let her go.’ At last, Morgan had understood that her stepmother had her back. It was why Naomi was standing there, looking at Dawn with suspicion in her eyes.

‘I’ve just been on the phone to the officer in charge of the case,’ Naomi continued, studying Dawn’s face. ‘The bones they recovered from the graveyard have been identified as those of Susan and Martin Harper. They’re doing more tests, but it looks like none of them belong to Grace.’

‘Really?’ Dawn picked up her denim jacket from the bed. ‘Best I shoot off. We’re not meant to talk about this stuff.’

‘But we should, shouldn’t we?’ Naomi blocked the doorway. ‘Given you were there.’

‘What’s going on?’ Morgan looked to her stepmother for answers. Why was she turning on Dawn now?

‘You know, it’s always bugged me,’ Naomi continued, ‘why a whole village would cover up for Lloyd. Then when I was on the phone to the police, something clicked. Not every piece of gossip in Nighbrook is true. Petunia was fed a bullshit story to take the focus off Grace. All this time, they’ve been protecting their golden child.’ Naomi stared at Dawn intently. ‘Do you miss them? Your mum and dad. Do you feel close to them in Nighbrook? How did being back in Ivy Cottage make you feel?’

Her mum and dad? Morgan chewed on a fingernail as she tried to work it out. Was she talking about the Harper family? Grace didn’t have a sister. But yet . . . her blonde hair, her perfect teeth. Too perfect. She recalled the home video Naomi had shown her. The face of the child who blew the candles from her cake.

No. She couldn’t be.

‘Dawn was born a year after Grace,’ Morgan said, doing the maths.

‘Or at least that’s what her birth certificate says,’ Naomi responded. ‘I imagine Lloyd had a lot of contacts from his days in the Met. It made sense to alter her date of birth when he was getting the fake documents made.’ She looked at Dawn. ‘Even your name, Dawn – the birth of a new day. It was one way of getting the vicar on side. Mike Humphries and his wife couldn’t have children, could they? Then you mysteriously appeared. A niece they adopted and passed off as their own. At least, that’s what Petunia told me. But your history doesn’t check out. The police want to speak to you, Grace.’

‘This is nuts. I need to go.’ Dawn’s gaze flicked from the window to the door as panic filled her face.

‘You’re Grace Harper?’ Morgan stared at her. ‘But . . . Grace is dead. How? Why . . . ?’

The look on Naomi’s face relayed that she had her theories about that, too.

‘Dawn, wait!’ Morgan cried, as Dawn made a run for the door. But by the time Morgan pulled on her trainers, she had already left.

‘Let her go,’ Naomi said, as Morgan reached the door. ‘Her dad’s waiting outside. Give her time.’

‘But he’s not her dad, is he?’ Morgan’s eyes shone with tears. ‘Why did you do that? Why didn’t you speak to me first?’ She looked through the window as Reverend Humphries drove out of the car park, Dawn slouched in the passenger seat.

Just who was Dawn Humphries – and would Morgan ever see her again?








CHAPTER FIFTY


Ten Years Previously

Grace was under no illusions. Even at her tender age, she had grown sceptical. There was only one reason her mother was being nice to her today, and that was down to guilt. Susan wasn’t made of stone. Grace had heard her cry herself to sleep. Heard her praying every night to God to help her family get through what lay ahead. It was as if her mother didn’t know that she was the reason their family was falling apart.

It had started with the iPad. Grace had been so excited to get help. But the hope she carried came crashing down as she slipped her hand beneath the pillow and discovered that it was gone. Her mother denied all knowledge, but Grace had heard the jingle of games emanating from her room at night. Like everything that was meant for Grace, her mother had coveted it for herself.

Today, Daddy was home, which meant everything was better and Grace was allowed out of her room.

‘I’m making some cookies for Daddy. His favourites,’ Susan said, helping Grace into her wheelchair and fixing her hair. But her mother seemed unnaturally happy. She was high on more than life. Grace wasn’t the only person in the house taking drugs.

As Grace was wheeled into the kitchen, her heart lifted at the scene. There was music playing on the radio, the sun was shining through a crack in the kitchen curtains, and the floor lamps were on. It was the most light she had seen in months. Her daddy was unpacking in the bedroom, but his voice carried into the hall as she heard him speaking on the phone. The conversation took a turn as her daddy mentioned Lloyd’s name.

‘Yes,’ her father continued with what sounded like fake cheeriness. ‘Good to know that local law enforcement is keeping an eye on the place.’

‘Go into the living room and watch some cartoons,’ her mother said, her good mood evaporating. There was an edge to her voice that made Grace’s tummy feel all twisty. Grace had wanted to see Daddy now, but she didn’t have much choice as her mother wheeled her in front of the TV.
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The argument between her parents started in the hall and carried on into the kitchen. Their voices rose to a sharp-edged pitch – something about village gossip, and Mummy seeing Lloyd. Slowly pushing her wheelchair forward out of the living room, Grace wheeled herself down the hall and peeped through the open kitchen door, taking care to stay out of sight. The air felt thick with negativity. Something was very wrong.

‘He’s been here, hasn’t he?’ her father said, throwing his car keys on the side. ‘The minute my back is turned, that bastard is slipping through the door.’

‘He’s my friend!’ her mother wailed, making no effort to deny it.

Grace’s fingers tightened around the metal frame of her wheelchair as she listened. Things were building into a dark crescendo and it scared her. Perhaps if she could persuade her father that Lloyd was her friend . . .

Then she heard it. The familiar rumble of Lloyd’s truck as he drove up to the house. Bonnie’s excited bark heralded the visit of a man who was at the eye of this storm.

‘What are you doing?’ Susan cried as her father marched to the cabinet in the kitchen.

‘Getting my gun!’ he shouted. ‘This is the only way of getting through to someone like him.’

Peeking through the door, Grace held her breath. Before she got sick, Daddy used to line some tin cans up at the bottom of the yard and show her how to take aim. She liked spending time with her daddy before his new job took him away. But her daddy wasn’t hunting rats, or taking shots at tin cans. Lloyd would be here any minute, and Daddy was really mad.

‘Don’t hurt him!’ Her mother stood behind the counter in the kitchen, rooted to the spot.

‘Because you love him, don’t you?’ he said, loading cartridges into his gun. ‘You’ve always loved him. I can see it in your eyes. After everything I do to keep you and Grace happy at home. You want to leave me. Just like the others. One day I’ll come home and you’ll both be gone.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Susan said. ‘I need you!’

‘Liar!’ Martin roared. ‘You’re a liar, just like the rest of them.’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Susan said. ‘Grace will hear you.’

‘She’s awake?’

‘She’s in the living room, watching cartoons.’

‘I . . . I didn’t know she was up.’ Martin rested his gun on the table, the heat of his anger dissolving for now. Grace watched through the crack in the door as he kept his voice low. ‘When are you going to realise that Lloyd isn’t interested in you? It’s Grace he’s after.’

‘You’re disgusting,’ Susan blurted. ‘None of that is true.’

‘And you’re a brain-dead idiot, who can’t even do the maths,’ her father spat, marching towards her. He gripped her by the arms and gave her a little shake. ‘Why can’t you do what you’re told? It’s not as if I ask for much.’

Pushing open the door, Grace wheeled herself into the kitchen. Her parents were too busy tearing strips off each other to notice. Slowly and quietly, she slid the gun from the table and rested it on her lap. It was weighty in her arms, but she still had some strength left. She curled her hands around the metal as she became re-accustomed with it. It had been two years since she’d held her father’s rifle. Two years since he’d allowed her to shoot some tin cans. She had only been six, but everything he had taught her was still there.

‘I’m going to kill that bastard!’ Martin spat.

Bonnie barked continuously in the hall as Lloyd knocked on the front door.

‘And when I’m done with him,’ Martin continued, ‘I’m going to shoot his effing dog!’

Not Bonnie, Grace thought, her hands trembling as she stood on shaky legs. She was still strong enough to manage a few steps. She took off the safety, just as she had done before. Her finger curled around the trigger, the nightmare of her life closing in. The drugs, the cramps, being a prisoner in a home that was little more than a black cave. Now they wanted to take away the only creature she loved.

‘No,’ Grace said, gripping her father’s gun. For years she had felt invisible. She had their attention now.

She pointed the weapon at her parents. All she wanted was for them to stop. For her mummy to stop poisoning her. For her father to leave her friends alone. Guns worked just fine on tin cans. Even better in cartoons. Pull the trigger – bang bang – you’re dead. At least for a little while. Then the cartoon figure got up again. Just like Cleo, her pet fish. Dead wasn’t really dead, after all. Deep down, she knew that wasn’t true, but she aimed the barrel of the gun just the same.

Pointing it towards her mother, Grace squeezed her eyes shut as she pulled the trigger hard. The sudden explosion jerked her back into her chair, and as she opened her eyes, her father loomed before her, his face enraged as he screamed her name.

‘Grace!’

Boom!

She pulled the trigger a second time, her chair spiralling backwards until she hit the wall. Then . . . a few seconds of silence. Even Bonnie had quietened, cowering in the hall.

In the kitchen sink, the tap was running, but Grace couldn’t hear a thing. A high-pitched ringing noise was piercing her ears.

Then came the muffled banging on the door. She could see Lloyd’s eyes as he stared through the tiny crack in the curtains, just wide enough for him to see in. But Grace couldn’t move. She stared, unblinking, at the window. In her peripheral vision, her parents’ bodies lay lifeless on the floor. Her heart was fluttering like a bird in a cage.

It was over.

She was free.








CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


‘Stop the car,’ Dawn instructed her father as the twinkling lights of Nighbrook village came into view. In self-preservation mode, her mind was reeling as she planned what to say to the police.

‘But Dawn . . .’ Slowly and cautiously, her father pressed his foot to the brake.

‘I need some air!’ she shouted, unbuckling her seatbelt.

Her father might not want to let her out of his sight, but he had no choice. She had spent half her childhood in captivity. He could not begrudge her some fresh air.

‘Be careful,’ he warned as she opened the door. ‘Please, Dawn . . .’ His brown eyes were soft and pleading. ‘You’re all I have left.’

‘For God’s sake, why can’t you give me some space!’ Dawn snapped. Then she softened, feeling a pang of love for the man who had taken her in. ‘I won’t be long. I’ll walk straight home.’

God knows, it hadn’t been easy for them, adopting a shell-shocked, traumatised little child. More than anyone, Reverend Humphries had had to battle with his conscience, and night after night, she’d hear him consulting his Bible for guidance. Then his wife’s voice, soft and gentle as she justified them taking her in. ‘She’s just a child,’ Betty had said. ‘We let her down. All of us. We can put this right.’ And they did. As well as covering up her secret, Betty and Mike Humphries were the kindest, most loving people she had known. She’d been devastated when Betty died. Reverend Humphries had carried on the best he could. But why had Lloyd dedicated his life to hiding her crimes?

She trudged down the woodland path, past the wooden hut where Lloyd had found Morgan, on the brink of hypothermia on the floor. Dawn had heard all about Joel on the grapevine. Nothing escaped the villagers. But these days, as they were individually questioned by police, they were more worried about saving their own skin.

Her father spoke of bringing them all together, of doing what was best for the community as a whole. A vow of silence had been agreed on by everyone but Dawn. So far, she had kept the Harper family secret, but how much longer could she keep up the act? She didn’t want to go back to being Grace. That part of her had died in Ivy Cottage, along with her biological parents. The guilt of their deaths had weighed heavily on her conscience, but she had been a different person back then. Her thinking had been skewed by drugs, her body poisoned into submission. Psychologically, she believed that pulling that trigger was the only way out of the torture inflicted on her. As she matured, she coped by creating a new identity, convincing herself that she was someone else.

But her feelings for Morgan ran deep. She couldn’t imagine never seeing her again. Lost in thought, Dawn didn’t hear footsteps approach until they were almost upon her. She spun around as a hand pressed on to her shoulder, her shriek causing the birds to flap from the branches.

‘Joanne!’ she exhaled, breathy with relief.

Joanne was cloaked in a long black coat, a scarf wound around her neck. Her eyes were puffy from crying, her face lined with grief. But there was something else. An underlying current of anger.

A sense of shame washed over Dawn. She had not spoken to Joanne since Lloyd’s death. She fell into step with the woman she had known almost all her life.

‘I’m sorry about Lloyd,’ she blurted.

In truth, she wasn’t. She was glad the man was dead.

‘At least say it like you mean it,’ Joanne spat. ‘Not a card . . . not a flower. What is the matter with you? After everything he did . . .’

‘It was all for himself,’ Dawn said, as a cool breeze curled around them both. Once, she might have portrayed Lloyd Thomas as the hero, but not any more. ‘We all know what he was.’ The truth was ugly, but tonight it needed to be looked at without flinching. ‘The only reason nobody reported him was because they wanted to protect me from the stigma of being the kid who killed her mum and dad.’ Dawn’s voice carried a dark edge. ‘Not one of the villagers saw what was right under their nose. It came down to one thing – one person. Susan Harper was a manipulative witch who made my life hell.’

Dawn had spent so long keeping it a secret that it was a relief to hear the truth echo around the forest. It had taken her months to adjust to living a normal life, although she’d never truly been free. Joanne needed to be told.

‘What sort of mother poisons her daughter?’ Dawn continued. ‘Can you imagine torturing your only child for attention?’ It was a rhetorical question. Dawn was lost in the past now, her hands clenched in fists. ‘Everyone thought my mum was some kind of saint, but my illness was nothing but a sham. And then your paedo husband comes wading in . . . why couldn’t he have handled it properly? Seen what was going on? So many times I asked for help, but nobody listened.’

‘You know nothing, you stupid girl!’ Joanne’s nails dug into Dawn’s wrist as she flung her around to face her.

‘Get your hands off me!’ Dawn screeched, fury rising in her chest. ‘You knew what he was, and you accepted it. Everyone in Nighbrook knew.’ Dawn remembered the many times Lloyd had hugged her. The look of love in his eyes as he’d leaned in to kiss her cheek.

Joanne’s face was twisted with long-buried emotion. ‘We took you in, protected you from the stigma of being a killer. It took a village to raise you.’

‘And where were you when I needed you? Where were any of you?’

‘We did everything we could,’ Joanne said, a pinch of regret in her words.

‘Too little, too late,’ Dawn snapped. ‘Lloyd only helped because I was his precious “moonlight girl”.’ Their eyes met as she recalled the term. ‘Oh yeah.’ She nodded as she saw a flicker of recognition in Joanne’s eyes. ‘He told me the story of how he first laid eyes on me. But all the time, he was in love. Funny how he lost interest when I grew up.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Then tell me. Why would a grown man want to be friends with a child?’

‘Because he was your father!’ Joanne’s words rang around the forest, leaving Dawn in stunned shock.

‘No,’ she whispered. ‘You’re lying.’ She struggled to find her footing as she absorbed the implications.

‘God help me, I’m telling the truth. It was such a well-kept secret that even your own mother didn’t know.’

Dawn walked unblinking, the half-moon highlighting her face. Shadows danced around them as long-kept secrets were spilled.

‘Now can you see? Do you understand why he protected you all these years?’ Joanne looked at her expectantly, as if waiting for her to break down.

‘No,’ Dawn said. ‘No, I don’t.’

For the last ten years, Dawn had worked hard to put the past behind her, distancing herself from Lloyd and planning to travel the world. But her actions revisited her in nightmares. How she had pulled the trigger, once, twice in quick succession. Had her father not run towards her, he would never have been shot. With Lloyd, it was different. He planned Morgan and Naomi’s murders. Dawn was glad he was dead.

Twigs snapped beneath their feet as they walked, and the cry of an owl speared the night. All around them, leafless branches rattled in a sudden gust of wind.

‘You were wrong about your mother.’ Joanne broke their silence. ‘She wasn’t poisoning you.’

A lump rose to Dawn’s throat. Joanne seemed determined to say her piece.

‘All this time, Lloyd tried to protect you. He wanted to take you in, to raise you himself. But I put my foot down. It was bad enough, him and Susan having an affair. I didn’t want to be reminded of it every day.’

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Dawn said. ‘Susan tortured me – I was dying under her care.’

‘Where do you think the drugs came from?’ Joanne stepped around a dead tree branch as they walked down the leaf-strewn path.

‘She was a nurse.’

‘Not after you were born. Susan had a brain injury. She hadn’t practised in years. Martin was a pharmaceutical rep, for God’s sake!’

‘No,’ Dawn whispered. It couldn’t be true.

‘Martin was a foster child. He had . . . attachment issues. Every home that took him in sent him back within weeks. When he was sixteen, his foster parents moved away without telling him. He came home from school and they were gone. Just upped and left. Can you imagine that?’

Martin’s last argument with Susan rose from the recesses of Dawn’s mind. You want to leave me. Just like the others. One day I’ll come home and you’ll both be gone.

‘He drugged you and your mother to keep you both at home,’ Joanne continued. ‘She was a victim of domestic abuse – you both were. He kept his gun in the kitchen – his way of keeping control when he was home.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Dawn said, unable to process the news. Yet . . . she recalled the look of fear on Susan’s face every time her father came home. How her own protests at being drugged had fallen on deaf ears. The night he had promised her that she would be cured . . . as soon as he was home for good. The effects of the drugs were always more debilitating when he was away.

She tuned back into Joanne’s narrative.

‘You have to remember, Susan was brain-damaged after her accident. Martin told her what to think, who to see. Her long-term memory was shot. Lloyd did the maths. He knew you were his.’ She met Dawn’s gaze. ‘But Susan didn’t remember their affair. Even her money . . . She had fifty thousand pounds in the bank that she didn’t know she had. Martin had power of attorney. He controlled everything.’

Everything Joanne said slotted into place. No wonder Susan had encouraged fundraisers, thinking she was penniless. But Joanne and Lloyd had been childhood sweethearts. His infidelity must have stung.

‘Is that why he burned the bodies? Made it all disappear? Because he was being protective of me?’

Most protective fathers put curfews in place, or limited time online. They didn’t cover up a double murder. But Lloyd’s drinking addiction skewed his thinking and powered his obsessions. The same obsession that drove him back to Ivy Cottage time after time.

‘I told him to call the police.’ Joanne’s words frosted on her breath as she trudged the forest path towards Nighbrook. ‘He wouldn’t listen. He didn’t want you tainted with what you’d done. You had more in common than you think.’ Dawn knew of the story of Lloyd’s father, who had shot himself while cleaning his gun.

‘And what about the villagers? Why did they keep their silence for me?’

‘Because the rest of us accepted our portion of the blame. We all knew what Martin Harper was like, but we turned a blind eye.’

Pushing her hair back off her face, Dawn looked Joanne in the eye. ‘What do you want from me?’

Joanne had always factored in Dawn’s life, showing her kindness and loyalty. But Dawn had sensed a darkness beneath. Joanne’s feelings of resentment ran deeper than she knew.

Joanne raised a warning finger in her direction. ‘I want you to keep quiet. Do you think it was easy for us, covering up your crimes? You murdered your parents in cold blood. If I go down, I’ll take you with me.’ Ten years of frustrations finally unleashed, she strode ahead.

‘I didn’t ask for any of this,’ Dawn called after her, before checking over her shoulder. What if someone had overheard? But there was nothing but the forest, still and unmoving as she came to terms with Joanne’s revelation. All these years, Lloyd had been watching her from afar. Satisfied she was safe with the Humphries, he’d stepped aside to allow her to lead her life. Given the animosity that Joanne felt, she could see why. Lloyd wasn’t a paedophile. The love he felt for her was paternal. Nothing less, nothing more. And every day the villagers kept her secret, Lloyd’s legacy went on.

‘No more,’ she whispered to the forest in which she had once played, barefoot, beneath the stars. She slid her mobile from her pocket. It was time for the truth to be told.








CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


THE VILLAGERS

The lights were dimmed in the rectory, and the curtains firmly closed. Lloyd’s cottage was out of bounds, because journalists had taken residence in the village. His death and the secret of Ivy Cottage were making headline news.

‘Thank you all for coming,’ Joanne said to the chosen neighbours who had been privileged with an invite. ‘Full turnout as usual.’

Reverend Humphries watched as Joanne completed her usual mental headcount. Her lips moved silently as she worked out the numbers. Only one person was missing – Dawn. He swallowed the tightness in his throat, wishing Dawn had listened to his warnings instead of taking things into her own hands.

Joanne’s eyes were alight as she shared the news of her perceived betrayal. ‘I’m sure you’re all aware, Dawn has turned informer. She’s with the police now, telling them everything.’

Her gaze lingered on Mike Humphries as he stood at the front of the room, teacup in hand.

‘We need to come together on this. Make sure we have the same cover story. It’s what Lloyd would have wanted.’ Joanne nodded sadly to herself, her grief evident. ‘As Lloyd used to say, you’re either with us or against us. And anyone who’s not on board may as well pack up their bags and leave.’ Her expression tightened as she glared at the villagers, her eyes glittering with distrust.

A mumble of discontent spread throughout the room. They all knew what had happened to Petunia and her husband Charlie. Then there was the Ward family, who had almost been shot. Lloyd had been willing to kill to keep their secret sealed. Lloyd’s old partner, PC Bambridge, was nowhere to be seen, but it seemed Joanne was ready to step into Lloyd’s shoes.

The vicar’s teacup rattled as he rested it on the table and took his place beside Joanne.

‘Joanne does not speak for this village,’ he said, mustering up his courage as he stood tall. ‘It’s time we relieved ourselves of the burden of this terrible truth.’ He glanced around the room, to every member of his community. His flock. Not Lloyd’s. ‘“Therefore, having put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbour, for we are members one of another.”’

But Joanne seemed unimpressed by his Bible quote. ‘We can’t tell the truth. We’ll end up in jail! Is that what you want?’

‘Better to speak the truth and face the consequences than to be at the mercy of a tyrant for the rest of our days.’

‘So I’m a tyrant now?’ Joanne didn’t look at Reverend Humphries as she spoke, but rather, addressed each of her neighbours. ‘All these years, Lloyd has protected us from the threat of jail. If you want to get into name-calling, I have one for you . . .’ She turned to face him as she shrieked the word. ‘Traitor!’

But instead of backing down, the vicar stood firm. For too many years, he had lived with this secret. First, he’d bowed to his wife’s pressure to give Grace a home. Then he’d been blinded by love and loyalty to the child, fearing for her future in the outside world. But as each year passed he was increasingly uncomfortable as Lloyd’s grip on the community tightened. It wasn’t loyalty that had bought the villagers’ silence. It was fear.

‘My daughter is brave beyond belief.’ Humphries spoke with conviction. ‘We’ll do well to follow her lead. Your children deserve better than to live their lives in a village constricted by secrets and lies.’

‘I called this meeting . . .’ Joanne began.

‘And this is the house of God!’ Reverend Humphries bellowed, asserting himself at last. ‘Should anyone want to meet, I’ll be happy to host a gathering. But it will be conducted in the spirit of loving and forgiving, not with threats of banishment or force.’ Sighing, he turned to Joanne. ‘You’ve been living under Lloyd’s shadow for so long, you don’t know what it’s like to be free. None of us know what the future may bring. But if I want to live with a clean conscience, then it starts with repentance.’ He pointed towards a side door. ‘I’ll be taking confessions in the church should anyone wish to seek forgiveness. This meeting is closed.’

‘Then we’ll vote with our feet,’ Lisa Stevens piped up from the back of the room.

Tears rose to Reverend Humphries eyes as he watched his flock flood through the door that led into the belly of the church. Only two people turned left and followed Joanne outside. The door would always be open for when they changed their mind. Lloyd’s hold over their village had been broken. Nighbrook would begin again.








CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


TRUE CRIME DETECTIVE

by Marsha Bowers

The disappearance of the Harper family was a mystery that baffled couch detectives for a decade. How could a family of three vanish into thin air? Few clues were offered. To the outside world, Ivy Cottage was a vision of normal family life. Mrs Harper had been baking, as evidenced by the ingredients on the side. But where was the man of the house? Her husband’s suitcase was half-unpacked on their bed and all that was left of their terminally ill daughter was her empty wheelchair. Despite extensive ground searches, nothing was found.

Until now. Because I was one of those couch detectives so intrigued by this mystery that it drove me to despair. I could not let go of this case. It became an obsession which haunted my days and nights. An obsession so deep that it could have cost me my marriage . . . and my life.

Not only did I investigate this mystery, I persuaded my husband to buy Ivy Cottage. But he did not know what he was letting himself in for. None of us did. As we drove into the pretty New Forest village of Nighbrook, it became apparent that we weren’t welcome there.

Stepping into Ivy Cottage felt like walking into someone else’s home. I felt unsettled and uncomfortable, always expecting a knock on the door. Would the Harper family return to reclaim their home? But soon it became apparent, as old secrets were revealed, that the family who lived there were long gone. As the story unravelled, we had no comprehension of the depth of the lies.

This is a tragic story of lies, love and deceit that spread throughout the village of Nighbrook like the ivy wrapped around the cottage where it all began.








CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


Picking up the snow globe, Naomi gave it a shake. It served as a daily reminder that home wasn’t a building or location. It was where your heart was at peace. Now every day was precious, and she had learned to make life count. She was back in the heart of London, free of the web of lies she had become entangled in. This time, they were viewing properties as a family. There were no more secrets – and no ghosts of the past.

She thought she would feel excited when the truth was revealed, but all she felt was relief that her family had survived this ordeal. They had all run the gamut of emotions since their return to London. Forgiveness had been key, but they could not forget.

Plans for the new movie about the Harpers took up most of Ed’s day. Dawn’s character had been the toughest to write. Briefly, Naomi closed her eyes, recalling the vision of the little girl captured on the video screen. Only now could she see the resemblance between Grace and Dawn. Her implanted row of perfect white teeth, her blonde hair that had been dyed to protect her identity. How torturous must her life have been hidden behind the illusion of a terminal illness? One by one, the villagers of Nighbrook had opened up now that Lloyd could no longer threaten them. Reverend Mike Humphries had been instrumental in leading the way. Dawn’s confession meant they had no reason to keep their silence.

Naomi rested the globe on the window, next to a family photo of her, Ed and Morgan. Whatever trials they faced in the future, they would do so together and in London, the city she loved.

‘It’s time!’ Morgan said, giddy with excitement as she almost danced into the living room. She still spent far too long in her bedroom, but that was only to be expected with a long-distance romance.

‘Go on then, turn it on!’ Naomi settled down on the sofa in front of the TV. She watched as the screen burst into life, laughing as Morgan sang along to the theme tune. Within minutes, the celebrity couple were introducing their first guest.

Dawn looked beautiful in her heels and fitted blue dress. Given her age at the time of her parents’ murders, no charges had been brought against her. Due to the quantity of drugs she’d been on, she was cleared of any wrongdoing when it came to covering up their deaths. It wasn’t in the public interest to pursue a case against a child who had been subjected to years of abuse.

Naomi watched the interview with interest; it was one of many Dawn had given. She had found her niche in life, being a voice for child victims of domestic abuse. She’d been scheduled to speak at TED Talks, all expenses paid, all over the world. There was a book in the making, and she’d worked as a consultant for Ed’s movie, which told the story of her life. She had finally got what she wanted – to expand her life past Nighbrook and beyond.

The same could not be said for Joanne, who had been charged with aiding and abetting, among other things. The trial was ongoing, and given her age, it was likely that she and the other implicated villagers would be handed suspended sentences rather than prison terms.

Naomi shuddered at the thought of setting foot in Nighbrook again. She was done with village life and small-town mindsets. She returned her attention to Dawn, who oozed confidence as she spoke. She had bounced back from her ordeal like a rubber ball. It may have taken a village to raise her, but Dawn was finally going it alone.
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