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      Kelsey had never known rain like it. She could not help but tense up as they took a corner on the road, and the distinct sound of wheel slip let rip below them.

      “Joe, will you slow down?” she said, gripping hold of the handrail.

      “Oh, chill out, would you?” Joe replied, taking a sip from his can. “Have another drink.”

      Kelsey sighed and reached behind her to grab another beer from the back seat. It was her sixth. The familiar warmth of drunkenness made her feel slightly more relaxed than she normally would be in the situation.

      “Don’t tell me that you can see out of that windscreen,” she told him. “It’s pitch black and it’s hammering it down.”

      As if to illustrate her point, there was a loud watery thud on her window as the car sped through a large puddle.

      “Just relax, babe, will you?” Joe laughed. “I know these roads like the back of my hand. Through Harmschapel, and then we’re about twenty minutes from home.”

      Kelsey shook her head. She had never met a man as free spirited and rebellious as Joe Tilsley. He had the ability to excite her and worry her all at once. “Yeah. You shouldn’t be driving though. Not after all the pints you’ve had.”

      “Babe, I’ve driven in much worse conditions than this,” Joe said, laughing. “And not always just drunk, as you well know. I think I can handle this drive.”

      As they sped along the road, a flash of lightning illuminated the sky. For a second, Kelsey could make out a sign zooming towards them, welcoming them to the village of Harmschapel, and respectfully asking that they drive slowly. Then, it was gone, swallowed by the inky black night and ferocious rain again.

      “Isn’t this one of those named storms?” Kelsey asked as she took a long swig from her can. “I’m sure I heard it on the news today. I think it’s called Chloe.”

      Joe scoffed. “Chloe? What sort of name is that for a storm? Why do they give them such stupid names? A big fierce storm, you want to call something like Satan. Or Voldemort.”

      Kelsey spluttered with laughter sending foam and beer flying out of her mouth. “Don’t make me laugh when I’m drinking. Anyway, slow down, we’re coming up to the village now.”

      The streetlights from the village of Harmschapel were just visible through the thick sheet of rain pelting down on the windscreen. As they approached the first houses of the village, Kelsey glanced at the speedometer lit up on the dashboard.

      “Joe, slow down!”

      Joe glanced at her, then yawned in an exaggerated fashion, taking his hands off the steering wheel and stretching his arms.

      “Joe!” exclaimed Kelsey. She went to grab the wheel, but Joe laughed and clasped his hands back onto the top of it.

      “I told you, chill out. You’re such a worrier. You tell me how you expect me to ask someone to move in with me who worries as much as that?”

      Kelsey nearly choked on her drink again. She slowly lowered her can and stared at him. “Move in? Move in with you?”

      “Of course, you daft cow,” Joe replied, finally slowing down slightly. “We’ve been together nearly two years. I think it’s time, don’t you?”

      Kelsey’s heart felt like it was melting. It was something she had been wanting to ask him for months but had not wanted to scare him off. “I’d love to,” she said quietly.

      He turned and smiled at her. Her acceptance of his offer seemed to temporarily diminish his cockiness. For just a few seconds, he looked humbled, and extremely happy.

      Then everything changed.

      Joe turned his head back towards the road and slammed his foot on the breaks. The next second, Kelsey screamed as there was a loud thump as something was hit by the car. It went flying over the roof and landed on the road behind them. The car came to a halt. For a few seconds, the silence around them, other than the rain hammering down, was deafening.

      “What the hell was that?” Kelsey said, her voice shaking.

      Joe looked behind him. “We hit someone.”

      Kelsey looked at her side mirror. Just visible behind the car was the shape of a body, motionless and curled up on the road, the rain seeming to soak it further with every passing second.

      “We’ve got to get out and help,” Kelsey urged, undoing her seatbelt. Joe grabbed her arm and shook his head, a terrified look in his eyes. “We’ve got to, Joe,” she told him, her heart hammering in her chest. “You’re a doctor, I’m a nurse. We have to help them!”

      Ignoring Joe’s protests, Kelsey leapt out the car. Instantly, she was hit by the cold wind and lashing rain as she ran towards the crumpled heap on the ground in front of her. She gently turned the body over and recoiled. The woman they had hit stared back at her with unmoving eyes, without a flicker of life. Her head was twisted at an angle and a heavy flow of blood was visible through a wound in her head, washed away with the force of the rain, turning the road a muddy coloured crimson.

      Kelsey crouched down, dread and horror washing through her. The feelings of joy she had felt mere moments before were now a distant memory.

      Joe stood behind her. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

      Kelsey nodded. “I think so.”

      She felt Joe’s hands on her shoulder pull her back up again, then he turned her around to face him, his eyes intense. “Then we need to go. We did this, both of us. We’re way over the limit. If this gets out, then our careers, our lives, it’s all over! Listen to me Kelse,” he said firmly, shaking her slightly as she went to argue, “there’s nothing we can do for her. We just need to get out of here. This never happened. Come on!” Kelsey’s legs felt routed to the spot, so Joe frogmarched her back to the car.

      Then, they drove away, leaving the body of the woman whose life they had just taken away staring up at the merciless rain which continued to hammer down around her.
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      Kelsey’s eyes flew open. As she stared at the ceiling of the hospital’s staff bedroom she was lying in, she could still see the face of the woman staring back at her. Her dream had been vivid, as it always was. The same dream she had so many times since that night.

      Her body aching to the point that the dream was her only indication that she had slept at all, she sat up and stretched out, wincing as her body cracked. She was regretting volunteering to work the night shift, especially having done a shift that morning. She had wanted to remain as distracted as possible for as much of the day as possible. She had gone to the staff bedroom to get a few hours sleep before starting again, but the bed was infamously uncomfortable. There was a rumour on the ward that the hospital had made it so that the doctors and nurses would want to sleep in it as little as possible.

      Kelsey walked across to the mirror, immediately aware of the haunted look she had about her. Her dyed black hair with red highlights looked drab and lifeless. She had been dreading this day. A year to the day since she had been involved in the hit and run that had taken the life of the woman who had haunted her ever since. As she splashed some cold water in her face from the sink, she hoped she had a busy night ahead of her; anything to take her mind of the anniversary.

      The weeks after the accident had been the most difficult of Kelsey’s life. The woman had been publicly named a few days later. They had hit twenty-nine-year-old Lucy Pennock. She was an accountant and had left behind her parents and an older brother. Kelsey had not been able to stop herself reading all details of the woman she could find. She remembered how much she had been hit by the vibe from any picture she had seen of Lucy that this was a woman who had genuinely died far too early in life.

      Kelsey sat down on the bed and thought back to how many times she had sat in her living room waiting for the doorbell to ring and to find the police standing there waiting to take her away. But day after day would go by and she would remain a free woman. She knew she did not deserve it, but so much time had gone by now, that she could not think of handing herself in. And she knew Joe felt the same.

      Her thoughts were broken by a knock on the door.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened. Joe poked his head into the room. “Evening,” he said. “How you feeling?”

      Kelsey shook her head. “How do you think I’m feeling?”

      Joe glanced behind him to the corridor and then stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. “I know. I can’t believe it’s been a year.”

      “Neither can I.” Kelsey grabbed her locker keys from the table beside the bed and led Joe out of the room to the corridor of Ward 7A.

      The ward, as usual, was busy. The corridor was buzzing with doctors and nurses, carrying clipboards and pushing patients in beds and wheelchairs. They walked in silence to the locker room, which Kelsey was pleased to see was empty.

      “We can get through this,” Joe said to her, putting a supportive arm over her shoulders as she unlocked her locker. “It’s just like any other day. And it’s nearly over.”

      Kelsey sighed and turned to him. “For you, maybe. And, really, you think so?” Despite the fact that they were alone in the room, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “A year since we killed someone and just left them to die? Don’t you ever think about her family? Her friends?”

      “Yes, of course I do,” snapped Joe. “Every single day. In case you’ve forgotten, I was the one behind the wheel. You were just an innocent bystander.”

      Kelsey scoffed as she pulled her locker door open. “Yeah, of course, I had nothing to do with any of it. I’m sure a court of law would agree with you there.”

      She glanced out of habit at the calendar stuck on her locker door. It contained all her shifts and days off, but as she stared at the day they were on, she realised that there was a red circle around the date. She frowned.

      “What?” Joe asked.

      Kelsey shook her head. Her brain had been so distracted lately, she must have circled the date herself, though she had no idea what would have possessed her to do so. “It’s nothing. Look, I’m going to start early. The sooner this night’s done, the better. Will I see you at home?”

      “Of course you will,” Joe replied. He wrapped his arms around her and she held him tightly. He had been the only thing keeping her sane for the past year. “We’ve come this far,” Joe said softly. “We can’t turn back now. We agreed we were going to do this and try and move on from it. We still can.”

      Kelsey sighed. “If we’d just have gone to the police when it happened, maybe this would all be over. We’d still have killed someone, but we’d have faced the consequences.”

      “Me more than you,” Joe reminded her.

      Kelsey slammed her locker door shut. “How could I forget? I’ll see you later.”

      “Kelse,” Joe said, taking hold of her arm. When she stopped, he put both hands on her shoulders. “We’re going to get through this. The police have no interest in us. This will get better, I promise.”

      Kelsey stared at him until he released her, then left him alone in the locker room. She knew he was right, but the prospect of her life ever returning to normal again felt impossible.

      As she wandered down the corridor, she passed the large glass windows a little before the lifts. As she looked outside, she shook her head in disbelief. It was raining, heavily, lashing down against the window. For a few moments, she stood there, instantly back in the passenger seat of Joe’s car with the rain hitting the windshield. Then, she snapped herself out of it as best she could and continued down the corridor.

      She walked onto the ward and picked up her clipboard, praying for a normal, but busy night. She arrived at her first patient’s bed and read his notes. “Good morning, Mr Harte. How are we feeling today?”

      Blake Harte looked up at her and winced. “Like death, if I’m honest.”
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      It was fair to say that Blake Harte was not a good patient. He had only been at Clackton General Hospital for two days, but to Blake it felt like weeks. The pain throbbing from his abdomen was making it difficult to sleep, not that he would have found that easy with all the hustle and bustle of the ward he was on, and the constant noise from the other patients around him. He placed his hand on the area where it hurt the most and looked at Nurse Kelsey Richards with a mixture of irritation and self-pity. “When are you getting this thing out of me?”

      Kelsey read quickly through the notes. “Should be tomorrow morning. Don’t worry. I know appendicitis hurts, but you’re in the best possible hands.”

      Blake gave her a curt nod. He hated relying on other people like this. “Can I have some more painkillers?”

      “When was your last batch?” Kelsey asked, reading through his notes. She then shook her head. “Not for another hour yet. Just try and relax, okay? The doctor will be here to see you soon.”

      “Easy for you to say,” muttered Blake as he watched Kelsey walk away to her next bed. Blake wondered if she looked troubled about something, but a spasm of pain in his side brought his mind back to his own problems. He lay back down on his back and took a few deep breathes in and out, cursing his current position. His trip to hospital could not have come at a worse time. Life at Harmschapel police station was busier than ever. Blake had just been starting to get his workload under control, when he had gone home three evenings ago, aware that he was having stomach pains, but assumed it was something he had ate. But then, he had collapsed to the ground in pain, and an ambulance had had to come and pick him up.

      It was not just the work he should have been doing that was playing on Blake’s mind though. His home life was also starting to trouble him. Just before he had collapsed, Blake had been having an argument with his boyfriend, Harrison Baxter. Recently, it seemed that Blake’s work at the station had intensified tenfold. They had tried for months to identify the perpetrator of a hit and run incident that had killed a young woman on the outskirts of the village. They had had very little to go on. The collision had, according to forensics, happened late at night, with no witnesses. The stretch of road where it had taken place had no CCTV, and there was no debris left from the vehicle. With the added pressure from the family, the police had been trying to double their investigations, while at the same time having absolutely nothing to go on.

      Now, a year later, nothing new had come up and the investigation had come to a standstill. Meanwhile, a series of break-ins around the local area had kept the police busy too. While the suspects for those offences had all now been caught and charged, all of this meant that Blake had been spending very little time at home, and Harrison was clearly getting fed up with it. Blake knew how frustrating it could be being in a relationship with someone in his position, but the last thing he remembered saying to Harrison, before his appendix had forced him to his knees, was that he had been entirely honest with Harrison about what a relationship with him could be like before they had started dating. It had taken a while to come to fruition, but Blake’s predictions about his work interfering with his home life had been there from the start.

      As if on cue, Blake’s phone vibrated on the small table next to his bed. Harrison’s message asking how Blake was feeling stared back at him. Blake was unsure what the kindest way of saying ‘in pain, and still annoyed,’ was.

      He was saved from having to think of a response when he looked up and saw his boss from the station, Inspector Jacob Angel, walking towards him, still as tall and skeletal looking as ever, with his usual air of grace that seemed so unsuitable for his position. Blake often wondered what Angel would be like when faced with a pair of thugs. He groaned as he pulled himself back up to a sitting position. Angel was hardly the kind and supportive type he needed in his life at this particular moment.

      “Good evening, DS Harte,” Angel said as he approached. “You’ll forgive me for not bringing grapes. I understand that when one is about to have an operation, it’s nil by mouth.”

      “Evening, Sir. Yes, that’s right,” Blake replied. “Lovely as it is to see you, I thought visiting hours finished about half an hour ago?”

      “Yes, well the sister was kind enough to let me have five minutes,” Angel replied, sitting in the chair by the bed. “I told her it was police business I had to discuss with you.”

      “I’m stuck in bed, Sir,” Blake replied, slightly dumbfounded that Angel clearly expected him to work regardless of what was going on. “I can’t really do a lot.”

      “I understand that, DS Harte,” replied Angel. “But I thought you might like an update on how we plan to get on without you. I know you’re the sort to lie here and worry about how the station is getting by without your hand at the helm, as it were, so I thought I’d come and put your mind at rest.”

      Blake said nothing. He was slightly peeved that Angel was probably right.

      “So, Sergeant Gardiner will be taking over your duties until you can get back to us,” finished Angel lightly.

      Blake stared at him. “Gardiner? Michael? Michael Gardiner?”

      “That’s right. He was the natural choice, being third in command behind yourself and I.”

      “You’ve got Gardiner taking over my duties?” repeated Blake. “I’ll say one thing for you, Sir, they want to look into getting you bottled and brought up with the medicines. You’ve taken my mind completely off the pain.”

      “Oh, good,” Angel said, smiling. “I thought it would put you at ease.”

      “Put me at ease?” repeated Blake, his eyes wide. “Michael has been after my job since before I arrived in Harmschapel – he’ll be a nightmare.”

      “I am sure Sergeant Gardiner will behave in a perfectly professional manner,” Angel replied. “He knows his job, dresses well, and seems to have a perfectly functional appendix.”

      Blake glared at him. “I see.”

      “I knew you’d understand,” Angel said cheerfully, standing up. “I understand that your operation is tomorrow?”

      “Apparently.”

      “Well, I wish you luck with it. It’s a fairly simple procedure, isn’t it? I’m sure it’ll all go according to plan. I shall see you back at work.”

      Blake gave Angel a glib smile and watched him disappear in the direction of the lifts, which were just visible at the end of the corridor. As the doors closed on Angel, Blake put his head back on the pillow and immediately messaged Harrison back.

      ‘Could be better.’

      

      ***

      

      Blake had paid for the use of the television above the bed, though after two days of daytime television, he was sincerely regretting it. While he now had the knowledge of how to produce the perfect tiramisu, how to brighten up his drainpipe with left over Christmas decorations, and was now vaguely interested in the lives of the characters of an early afternoon soap opera that he had never heard of before he had arrived, none of it stopped him from feeling increasingly more restless and trapped.

      It had been a cheap looking quiz show, the evening news, and a chat show that featured a lot of gossipy z-list celebrities discussing world events since he had finally received another dose of painkillers, and he was now starting to feel uncomfortable again. In the next bed, an elderly man was snoring loudly. Blake glanced across at him wondering how he had managed to fall into such a deep sleep with all the noise that was going on around him.

      The chat show began telling a story about a little boy who had died while on holiday with his family. Blake could not help but feel worse by the depressing story. He was also aware that Harrison had not messaged him back, suggesting that he was either still at work, which considering it was nearly nine PM was unlikely, or he was ignoring Blake and the inquiry into his wellbeing had been more out of politeness than anything else. As the snoring next to him got louder, Blake sighed and wondered what he was going to do. There was no way he could reduce his workload once he was out of hospital, in fact if anything he would be playing catch up, especially if Gardiner was now in charge. Until work was quieter, Harrison would just have to deal with things.

      As the night drew in, the ward became ever so slightly quieter. After all the water Blake had drank from the jug next to his bed, he was desperate to go to the toilet. They had provided him with a container for any of his toiletry needs, but Blake had decided point blank that unless they needed any of it for tests, he would be using the patient’s bathroom. He pressed the buzzer above his head and a few moments later, Kelsey appeared. Her black and red hair had been tied back in a tight bun, and she looked extremely tired.

      “Yes?”

      “Can I go to the loo, please?”

      “You’ve got a bottle there.”

      Blake glanced distastefully at the strangely shaped bottle next to the bed. “I’d rather use the loo. If only just to stretch my legs.”

      Kelsey narrowed her eyes. “You’re not just looking for an excuse to use that vape pen of yours, are you? We told you last time, you’re not allowed to use it in here.”

      “No!” protested Blake, his ecig protruding into his arm from where he had hidden it in his sleeve. “I just want to go to the loo.”

      Kelsey looked like she was still suspicious of his true intentions, especially as Blake had been whining about needing to use his ecig from about two hours into his time on the ward. But she nodded and helped him stand up.

      “Just give me a shout if you need me,” she told him as Blake closed the door.

      “Will do.”

      As soon as the door was closed, Blake sat on the toilet and pulled his ecig out of his sleeve. It was not normal for him to blatantly disregard the rules in this manner, but he had been deprived of nicotine for two days and he was not feeling at his most reasonable. As he gratefully inhaled, he fleetingly considered the fact that some people would have taken this opportunity to begin quitting entirely, but as his craving became slowly satisfied, Blake realised that it was not going to happen while he was stuck here. The pain from his appendix had been a fairly good distraction, but not enough.

      Eventually, he was satisfied, and after using the toilet for what he had come to do in the first place, Blake unlocked the door and made his way back towards his bed.

      As he was passing a room marked ‘Office,’ he heard raised voices. The door was ajar, so with a lack of anything better to do, he peered inside.

      Kelsey was stood with her back to the door talking to a doctor that Blake vaguely recognised from when he had first been brought in. The doctor, young looking, with brown wavy hair, wearing a white coat with a stethoscope round his neck, was sitting in a chair with his arms crossed, looking up at Kelsey with a pained expression on his face.

      “I can’t cope with it, Joe!” Kelsey cried. “Everywhere I look, she’s there. Every time I close my eyes, all I can see is her!”

      Blake frowned as he watched them. Joe looked impatient.

      “Look, Kelse, you need to move on from this.”

      “How can I?” exclaimed Kelsey. “Even the bloody weather’s the same. It’s chucking it down, just like it was that night! There was a copper here earlier. The guy with the appendix, he’s a policeman!”

      “Yes, and he’s here because of his appendix!” Joe said firmly. He stood up and grasped Kelsey by the hand. “Nothing else, just his appendix. He’s not interested in you, me or anything else.”

      Blake stared at the pair of them as Joe pulled Kelsey in for a tight hug. He was just about to knock on the office door when he heard a voice behind him.

      “Can I help you, mate?”

      Blake turned to see a man who looked to be in his sixties standing behind him. He had greying ginger hair, a large round pair of glasses, and a beaming smile. He was wearing a dark blue tunic and as Blake glanced down at his badge which was hanging from one of his lapels, he read “Stan Alderman – PORTER.”

      “No, I’m okay, thank you,” Blake said. “I was just on my way back from the loo.”

      “Oh, so you’re the reason it smells faintly of gingerbread, are you?” Stan said, chuckling. “Using one of those vape thingies, no doubt. Hey, Kevin – we’ve got another one here.”

      A small, young looking man with dark brown eyes and large ears appeared behind Stan. He was wearing a similar uniform and greeted Stan’s remark with a mere nod of his head.

      “Oh, vaping, was he?”

      Blake jumped and turned around to find Kelsey standing in the doorway behind him, glaring at him. Her eyes were red and tears were faintly visible on her cheeks. “Back to bed please, Mr Harte. And next time, you can use the bottle!” She disappeared back into the office and slammed the door which rattled in the frame. The next moment, a large blind had come down over the window to the office.

      “Don’t mind Kelsey,” Stan said. “Those two are often rowing. They’re a couple. Mind you, between you and me, you sometimes wonder why they don’t just make a clean break of it. I mean, it’s not worth it when you have that much to argue about, surely? Anyway, shall we get you back to bed? Come on, Kevin. Lend a hand.”

      The young man nodded but said nothing. Blake quickly assumed he was straight out of college and yet to decide his direction in life.

      “Hmm,” said Blake, glancing at the office. He allowed Stan and Kevin to lead him back to his bed. But all he could think of now was that Kelsey was hiding something, and she seemed to be extremely worried that he was a police officer. Suddenly, boredom and fatigue seemed a distant memory.
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      Did I tell you by the way? She wants him back now! She knows he’s mine, but she can’t resist sinking her bright red fake talons into him. She makes me sick, honestly. Kelse? Are you even listening to me? Kelse!”

      Kelsey looked up from staring into her cup of tea. “Sorry?”

      Her best friend, Gloria Nicolls, rolled her eyes. “What is up with you lately?”

      “I’ve just got a lot on my mind, that’s all.”

      Gloria raised her eyebrows. “Like what? Is it Joe? Has something happened?”

      “No,” Kelsey replied. She leant back in her chair and stretched. She would have preferred to have spent her break on her own, but Gloria had spotted her coming into the cafeteria and followed her in. “I’m just busy on the ward, that’s all.”

      “Kelse, I do work on the same ward as you,” Gloria scoffed. “It’s been a fairly quiet night. Come on. I’ve known you too long. Tell Auntie Gloria what the matter is.”

      Kelsey stared at Gloria for a few moments. She imagined just telling her everything about what had happened a year ago. For one, brief, wonderful, second, she pictured the pressure she felt being put on somebody else for a change. But then, she realised that it would only make matters worse. “It’s just work. It’s putting a bit of a strain on me and Joe, that’s all.”

      Gloria nodded knowingly. “You want to tell him to pay more attention to his own job, babes. You’re an independent career woman! We’re in the twenty-first century! What’s up with him? Is he whinging about you never being there to have his dinner waiting for him on the table? Having to iron his own uniform, is he?”

      Kelsey sighed. “Something like that, yeah.”

      Gloria stood up. “Then you tell him from me to stop dragging his knuckles around and to start treating you with more respect, or he’ll have me to deal with. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment with a Mr Jenkins and a catheter. Talk later, babes.”

      Kelsey watched her saunter out of the cafeteria. Everything about Gloria suggested that working in a hospital was against everything she could deal with. She loved wearing makeup and had her nails manicured once a fortnight. Anyone who did not know her would think she was too squeamish to work in the medical profession, but Kelsey knew that she had more gumption about her than that, and that was one of the reasons why they were such good friends. But Gloria also had a habit of not noticing what was immediately in front of her when it came to those around her, proven by the fact that she had only recently noticed that Kelsey was not herself, when the truth was that Kelsey was struggling to remember what feeling like her old self was like.

      She drained her cup of the remains of her black coffee and began walking back to the ward, glancing at the clock as she left the cafeteria. It was now two-thirty AM. It was half an hour away from being exactly one year to the minute that they had taken the life of Lucy Pennock. Kelsey had a crystal-clear memory of glancing at the clock on the dashboard of Joe’s car as they had fled the scene. Right now, Lucy would have been going about her normal life, unaware that she was a mere thirty minutes from it ending.

      As she pushed the door open to the ward, she was nearly sent flying by someone else on their way through it in the opposite direction.

      “Oh, sorry, Kelsey!”

      It was Nurse Chloe Prendergast. Kelsey grimaced slightly as she took in the huge frame of the woman before her. Chloe was a similar age to Kelsey, but she looked about a decade older than someone in her early thirties. She had very short brown spiky hair, a gold chain around her bulging neck and a face that Kelsey could not help but think resembled a goblin.

      Chloe smiled, her teeth crooked. “How are you, Kelsey? I wondered if you were working tonight, I haven’t seen you.”

      Kelsey nodded. She found Chloe slightly strange at the best of times and she was in no state of mind to try and deal with her at the moment. “Yep. Here all night. Excuse me.”

      She pushed past Chloe and walked back towards the front desk.

      “Me too!” Chloe called. “I’ll see you later then?”

      “Yeah,” Kelsey called back, not turning around as she continued down the corridor. In a slightly more positive frame of mind, Kelsey might not have been so cold. She knew Chloe could be socially awkward, but she had always thought of her as somewhat clingy and it was the last thing she needed at this moment.

      As she arrived back on the ward, she allowed the relative silence to wash over her. It seemed that all the patients were asleep. She gave a brief smile to one of the doctors on the reception desk as she walked across the ward and past the patients’ beds. She stopped as she reached the bed of Blake Harte. He was asleep, his face illuminated by the television that he had been watching. She stood opposite him, wondering, as she had been since she had sent him back to bed earlier that evening, about what he had heard when she had been arguing with Joe in the office. Perhaps it was her paranoia, but she was sure he had been giving her funny looks ever since. She glanced down at his name on his notes hanging from the end of his bed. ‘Blake Harte’. She had thought the name had sounded familiar when she had first heard it when he had been brought in. She had typed it into a search engine, and to her horror, it seemed Blake was an extremely talented officer, having been behind the solving of some truly baffling cases. Worse still, he had been in charge of the investigation into Lucy’s death, though he obviously had been unable to find anything. Kelsey felt no pleasure from this. She knew full well it was by more luck than judgement that neither she or Joe had been contacted regarding the death and that there had been no evidence linking them to the case. She switched off the television, pacifying herself with the thought that if Blake had heard anything incriminating, there surely would have been police now all over the building.

      As she went about her work, her eyes kept drifting to the clock above the wall near the lifts, watching the time tick towards three AM.

      With just a couple of minutes to go, she returned to the reception desk, which was now empty, and she sat down in front of the computer, desperately clicking at windows to find something to distract her mind, finally deciding on solitaire. She clicked randomly on the screen, not really playing the game. All the while, her mind kept taking her back to seeing Lucy’s face staring up at her from the road, her eyes glassy and her face shiny from the rain, blood trickling from her head onto the wet tarmac of the road. Her heart began to hammer in her chest as she glanced down at the clock on the computer screen. 2:59. She closed down the game and leant back in the chair, shutting her eyes, trying to steady her breathing, aware that a panic attack was threatening to brew within her.

      ‘Nothing is going to happen,’ she kept repeating to herself in her head. ‘You’re okay. There’s absolutely no danger. You can get through this.’ She took another deep breath in and exhaled slowly, feeling herself slowly beginning to feel calmer as she bathed in the silence of the ward.

      Suddenly, a loud bell blasted out around them. Kelsey jumped nearly a foot in the air as the distinctive sound of Big Ben boomed from the tannoy system above them. Kelsey stared at the speaker built into the wall as pandemonium broke out around her as the noise startled the patients into waking up. The familiar chimes of the Westminster Quarters reverberated around the ward as the clock finally arrived at three AM. Kelsey could not move. There was no sense to what was happening. The tannoy system had not been used in years, and yet now she was surrounded by the ominous bong of the hour arriving.

      “What the hell is that noise?” cried a patient behind her. “I was fast asleep!”

      “What’s going on?” exclaimed another. “How are we supposed to sleep with that going on?”

      “Where’s it coming from?” shouted Chloe as she waddled towards the desk. “What’s happening?”

      But Kelsey could not speak. She was transfixed, her eyes darting between the clock on the wall and the tannoy speaker.

      ‘Bong...! Bong...! Bong…!’

      Then, as suddenly as the noise had started, the ward fell into silence again.

      Kelsey’s heart felt like it was now beating in her throat.

      “Is that supposed to be some sort of alarm call?” Blake Harte was now sitting up in bed, watching Kelsey, bleary eyed and looking angry. “Is that sort of thing normal here?”

      “No, I’m so sorry,” Chloe replied, shaking her head. “So sorry everybody. I’ve got no idea what’s going on. I’ve never known anything like that to happen before, have you Kelsey?”

      Kelsey could not speak. Instead, she found herself running from the ward and down the corridor, arriving at the locker rooms. She hurried inside and slammed the door behind her. She felt dizzy and completely overcome with panic.

      Leaning against the door, she began to hyperventilate. What had just happened? There could, as far as she could see, be only one possible explanation. Somebody knew.

      Her thoughts were cut into by the sound of her mobile phone ringing from inside her locker. She hurried towards it, assuming that it must be Joe, calling from home to see how she was, as he had promised to do just before he had left, ready to return early the next morning for his own shift. She pulled the door of the locker open and grabbed her phone, which was vibrating against the metal floor of the compartment.

      But as she stared at the screen, it was an unknown number. She shook her head in confusion as she watched her phone flash. Joe had never called her from an unknown number before, and yet who else could it be at this time of night?

      Cautiously, she pressed answer and held the phone to her ear. “Hello?” she said, her voice shaking.

      There was a long pause, though there was clearly someone there. She could hear the sound of breathing.

      “Hello?” Kelsey repeated.

      What she heard next made her blood run cold.

      “Hello, Kelsey.” It was a low, automated voice. It was low and gravelly, but obviously altered.

      Her legs almost gave out beneath her as she looked at the phone, as if it would provide her suddenly with the identity of the caller. “Who is this?”

      “I’m your past. I’m your secrets,” replied the voice in the same sinister tone. “I’m what you want to keep hidden.”

      This time, Kelsey’s legs really did give way. She sank to the floor, more terrified than she had ever been in her life. “I don’t understand,” she exclaimed. “Who is this, who are you?”

      “Can’t you guess? The past has come back to play. You’ve got a secret. A dark secret. And I know what it is. Lucy Pennock says hello. She’s been in your nightmares. That’s where I’m from too.”

      Kelsey could not speak. She was pressed against the locker, her whole body rigid with fear

      “Did you like my bells?” the voice asked. “I made them just for you. The hospital tannoy still works after all these years. Isn’t that fortuitous? You’ll be hearing from me again and so will that murderous boyfriend of yours. Just one last thing.”

      Then, the voice disappeared. A moment later, it was replaced by another that Kelsey did recognise. It was the sound of the speaking clock.

      “At the third stroke, the time will be three AM precisely.” The usual beep preceding this announcement did not come though. Instead, the sound of a heart monitor bleeped in her ear, the final stroke being the long, monotonous tone of a flatline.

      Kelsey threw the phone away from her, letting out a sob of terror. It slid across the floor and clattered against the wall, finally coming to a stop underneath a set of lockers on the other side of the room.

      Somehow standing up, her legs shaking, she pulled the door to the locker room open and sprinted down the corridor. She did not stop till she came to the room she had been sleeping in before she began her shift. Bursting inside the room, which was thankfully empty, she slammed the door closed behind her and locked the door, before stumbling to the bed. She curled herself up in the corner and pulled her knees up to her chin. Somebody knew. Somebody knew what she and Joe had done, and they were after her. Her mind raced as she blinked away tears. She could not understand how any of what had happened in the past few minutes were possible. She needed to speak to Joe, but she was too scared to go and retrieve her phone from the locker room.

      She lay down on the bed in the darkness and closed her eyes. All she could think now was that the man in ward 7A, Detective Sergeant Blake Harte, could be the only person who could save her from whoever had discovered her darkest secret.
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      By the time Blake finally fell back to sleep, the birds could be heard singing outside and daylight was already threatening to stream through the large glass windows on the wards. After what had felt like only minutes, the trollies were rattling around, and more sleep soon became impossible.

      “Still, you’ll be able to sleep when you have your operation,” Stan said cheerfully when he did his rounds with cups of tea.

      Blake grunted in reply. “I’m not allowed tea, am I?”

      “Not just before your op, no,” Stan said as he passed a cup to an elderly patient opposite Blake.

      “Fine with me,” Blake said, hitting his pillow with some force to try and get the bumps out of it. “I don’t know what you put in that tea, but my guess is that it’s where they keep the penicillin.”

      Stan chuckled. “Not the first time I’ve heard that. I hear it wasn’t exactly a quiet night?”

      Blake shook his head. “I dunno what was going on. Very strange. Is that nurse alright? Kelsey?”

      Stan shrugged. “I haven’t seen her. Don’t you worry yourself about it though. They’ll be investigating whoever is responsible for what was going on with the tannoy last night. It was probably one of those nerds sat in front of a computer twenty miles away. You hear about these cyber-attacks. You can do anything now.”

      “Seems like a pretty strange cyber-attack to me,” Blake said suspiciously. “Unless terrorists are now partnering up with Greenwich Mean Time. It seemed to me, judging from Kelsey’s reaction, there was something else going on. Have you found she’s been acting strangely at all?”

      “Not really,” Stan said, leaning on the rails of Blake’s bed. “Mind you, nobody tells me nothing. I’m just a porter, that’s an odd job man to the rest of the world. I go about doing my job, trying to make staff and patients’ lives easier. But whatever goes on between the staff, I’m not privy to it.”

      “You seemed to know a fair bit about Kelsey and her boyfriend when I saw you last night,” Blake suggested.

      “They row a lot, I told you that,” Stan replied. “I remember one row a few months ago. I was changing a bulb in the loo and I could hear them through the wall.”

      “What were they arguing about?”

      Stan frowned. “Why? What are you, some sort of detective?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact,” Blake responded. “I’m a detective sergeant. Strange behaviour is my forte. And anyway, it’s not like I’ve got a lot else to keep me occupied in here.”

      “Don’t you worry,” Stan said, chuckling. “You’ll be out of here soon enough. Then the daily dramas of Clackton General Hospital will be the last thing on your mind. A detective sergeant, eh? I bet you’ve got your own problems to be dealing with.”

      At that moment, Blake noticed Harrison hovering around the reception desk, trying to attract the attention of one of the nurses.

      “Yes, you could say that,” Blake replied.

      Stan wandered off to give out more tea as Harrison was pointed in the direction of Blake’s bed. It was the first time he had been to see Blake since he had arrived at the hospital.

      “Morning,” Harrison said quietly as he arrived at Blake’s side.

      “Hello there,” Blake replied. “I was starting to think you’d forgotten about me.”

      “Don’t be daft,” Harrison replied, as he sat down. “I’ve just been working, that’s all.”

      Blake nodded but did not reply.

      “How are you?” Harrison asked. “Is it still hurting?”

      “It’s not too bad,” Blake replied. “I’ve been having some quite strong painkillers on a fairly regular basis. I can still feel it though.”

      There was silence for a few moments. Blake was unsure of what to say. The argument they’d been having just before he had collapsed had been by far their worst one yet and there had been things said on both sides that were clearly still stinging.

      “All’s quiet in Harmschapel anyway,” Harrison murmured. “Jacqueline’s got herself some new curtains. She was bragging about them to me this morning.”

      “Harrison,” cut in Blake. “Shall we skip the pussyfooting around, move on from our landlady’s curtains, and discuss what we actually need to talk about?”

      Harrison bit his lip. “Now? You’re in hospital.”

      “Yeah, and I’m not exactly going anywhere, am I?” Blake replied. “I want us to try and sort this.”

      Harrison sighed. “I just came to see how you were before your operation, Blake, I don’t want us to get into an argument now.”

      “It doesn’t have to be an argument,” Blake protested. “All you need to do is realise that when I’m busy at work, I’m busy at work. I’m a police officer. The public don’t stop committing crimes just because you want us to spend an evening in front of the telly.”

      “I know that Blake, but I have barely seen you these past few months. You’ve been leaving first thing in the morning, you come home last thing at night, when I’ve already got to be in bed because I have to get up early for the shop myself.”

      “You know how busy we’ve been at the station,” Blake told him. “We had that hit and run, that went nowhere, so we’ve had to work so much overtime. We owe it to the family. That’s my job, Harrison. I’ve told you all this.”

      “Okay, alright, fine,” Harrison said sharply. “I told you, I don’t want to do this while you’re stuck in hospital. I already feel bad enough that you’re in here in the first place.”

      “Why? You didn’t burst my appendix.”

      “No, but it happened when we were arguing.”

      “So? That doesn’t make you responsible. It’s not stress related.”

      There was another silence between them. Blake could tell there was a lot more Harrison wanted to say. He briefly wondered whether he was being selfish, but then reassured himself with the thought that Harrison knew how important Blake’s work was to him. He had also known right from the start of their relationship that there would be times when Blake’s work would take priority.

      “What time’s your operation?” Harrison asked at last.

      “Whenever they come and get me,” Blake replied. “They said it would be this morning though.”

      “Is it alright here? Are they looking after you?”

      “Sort of. There’s been some weird stuff happening though.”

      “Weird?” repeated Harrison. “Like what?”

      Blake told him about the conversation he had overheard between Kelsey and Joe, and then about the bells being played over the tannoy and Kelsey’s subsequent reaction. When he had finished, Harrison looked confused.

      “Why would she have anything to do with bells being played? It sounds like it was some weirdo in a basement hacking into the hospital sound system for a laugh.”

      “That’s sort of what the staff have been saying,” Blake replied. “And honestly? I don’t believe it for a second. The way that nurse ran from the ward last night, it almost seemed like it was some sort of message.”

      “A message? For what?”

      “I don’t know,” Blake murmured. “But I’d like to find out.”

      Harrison sighed and chuckled, though Blake was not sure if he was laughing with any sort of humour. “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You can’t stop yourself investigating things, can you? Something vaguely mysterious happens and you’ve got to find out why.”

      “It’s my job, Harrison,” Blake replied, lowering his voice as Stan rattled past them with the tea trolley. “There’s something weird going on around here. And remember when they were talking in that office she was worried that I was here because she found out I was a copper because Angel came in earlier and wanted to speak to me. She’s worried about the law catching up with her about something.”

      “Blake, it could be a parking ticket for all you know,” Harrison replied irritably. “Can’t you just focus on resting and getting yourself better?”

      “Oh, I can rest when I’m dead, Harrison,” Blake said waving a dismissive hand. “If there’s something I need to know about going on in this hospital, then I need to see what I can find out.”

      “Yeah, well keep on going like this and you might actually end up being dead. Can’t you just let it rest? For once?”

      Before Blake could answer, a nurse appeared beside them. Blake was slightly taken aback by her appearance. She had short spiky hair, buck teeth which were visible from the slightly deranged looking smile she was giving him, and a large red stain on the front of her tunic which looked suspiciously like blood. Her badge read “Chloe Prendergast – ANAESTHETIST.”

      “Hello, Mr Harte,” Chloe said cheerfully. “I’m Chloe. I’ll be taking you down to theatre shortly. Get you all dosed up and counting down and we’ll have the problem out of you in no time, alright?”

      “That would be lovely, thank you,” Blake replied, glancing at the stain again.

      Chloe followed his eyeline down to her tunic. “Oh, sorry,” she said, looking embarrassed. “Just had my breakfast.” She hastily blotted the stain away and took hold of Blake’s clipboard from the end of his bed. She read briefly through his notes and looked down at Harrison. “So, you’ll probably want to be saying your goodbyes. Well, not goodbyes exactly, you’ll see him again, hopefully.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow. If this was an attempt at medical banter, Chloe was failing miserably.

      “Okay, can I just have a couple more minutes?” Harrison asked her.

      “As long as you’re quick,” Chloe replied. “The doctor will be along in a minute. I’ll see you down there, Mr Harte.”

      She waddled away, clutching Blake’s clipboard.

      Harrison watched her leave then turned back to Blake. “I don’t like leaving it like this. Especially just before you’re getting an organ removed.”

      Blake shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ll ring you when I wake up. If I wake up.”

      Harrison shook his head. “Blake.”

      “I’m joking.”

      “Well, I’m not,” Harrison replied, standing up. “I love you. I’ll talk to you later. Good luck. Or whatever the appropriate thing to say before operations is.”

      “Break a leg?” Blake suggested. He thought he was being quite witty, but it appeared Harrison was not amused. He merely kissed Blake on the head and disappeared from the ward. Blake watched him leave and sighed. The argument had apparently left Harrison more annoyed than Blake had ever seen him, and Blake did not like it. It was unusual for them to disagree on anything other than what to watch on television, but it seemed that it was going to take more than the +1 channels to solve this.

      [image: ]

      Soon, Blake was being wheeled down to the operating theatre, and he was glad of it. Just before the doctor had arrived, he had felt a very sharp pain in his side, the worst yet.

      “Don’t you worry,” Chloe kept saying as he was wheeled along. “A few days and you’ll be as right as rain.”

      As the sign for the operating theatres came into view, they passed a room marked “Staff bedroom.” Blake would not have noticed it if it had not been for Kelsey appearing from it. She looked awful. Her eyes were as red as the dye in her hair, her makeup was streaky, and she had a haunted look about her.

      “You alright, Kelsey?” Chloe said, stopping the bed in the middle of the corridor. “You don’t look great.”

      Kelsey seemed to barely recognise her. “What? Where’s Joe? Have you seen Joe?”

      “Joe?” Chloe repeated. “No, not since last night. He was on his way home, I think. Hope that rain didn’t hold him back, it was terrible!”

      “Right, yeah,” Kelsey mumbled. Her eyes then landed on Blake, and she immediately put her head down and hurried away down the corridor.

      “Oh dear,” Chloe said, to nobody in particular. “Trouble in paradise, I think.”

      Blake frowned. He was now surer than ever that Kelsey Richards was hiding something. As he was wheeled down to theatre, his mind did not stop spinning over what he had witnessed since he had been at Clackton General. The last thing he remembered thinking as he was counting down after he had been given the anaesthetic was how glad he was that Kelsey had no part in his operation.
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      Kelsey ran into the locker room and immediately threw her head into the sink, dousing herself with as much cold water as she could gather in her hands. She had not meant to fall asleep in the bedroom last night, especially as she had been in the middle of a shift. The thought that she would be in trouble with the sister on the ward was the last thing on her mind. She had woken up on the floor of the bedroom, the memories from the night before flashing through her mind. She did not know where to even begin working out how any of it had happened, who had been responsible and how they had found out about her secret.

      She needed to speak to Joe as soon as she could. Then, a thought occurred to her that she had not even been able to consider when it had all been happening the night before. What if Joe had received a phone call like she had? What if something had happened to him? Her heart began to race again. Joe would have been on his own at home. The one saving grace with her being in the hospital the night before was that she had been surrounded by people, but what if whoever had been on the phone threatening her had been able to get to Joe?

      She patted her pockets to search for her mobile, before remembering that she had chucked it across the room when she had received the sinister phone call.

      She dropped to her knees and hunted around under the lockers for her phone. Eventually, she found it, amongst a ball of dust and cobwebs. As she pulled it out, she realised the screen was slightly broken. She turned it on and saw that she had received a video message.

      Slowly, she sat on the floor and opened the message, a horrendous surge of adrenaline coursing through her when she saw the face of someone wearing a surgical mask and cap. It was covering the majority of their face and their head, meaning that it was impossible to determine who was wearing it. They seemed to be standing in complete darkness. Her hands trembling, Kelsey pressed play on the video.

      When the figure spoke, it was in the same distorted deep voice it had been on the phone, immediately removing any hope Kelsey would have had about discerning who it could be.

      “The third of April 2017,” the figure began, holding up a newspaper. It was a copy of the local newspaper, on the day after Lucy’s death. “HORROR IN HARMSCHAPEL” screamed the headline.

      “This was the day you played a part in the death of a young woman. A year to the day since you cruelly snatched the life of an innocent victim. I am The Watcher. And now, the time has come for your justice. Joe Tilsley, come on down!” And the video cut out.

      Immediately, Kelsey was on her feet. She ran out of the locker room, with the phone attached to her ear. Again, Joe’s phone went straight to answer machine.

      She let out a loud cry of frustration as she kept running down the corridor, sending nurses and visitors flying as she pushed past them. As she tried to think as clearly as she could. Her best bet to finding him was to check on his ward, 10B, which was three floors up. Then, if he was not there, she would have to get home as quickly as she could. From there, she did not know.

      As she was rounding a corner to 7A, she was stopped in her tracks by Stan pushing his tea trolley from the direction she wanted to go, blocking her way.

      “Stan, move!” she exclaimed.

      “Hello, Kelsey,” Stan said cheerfully, apparently not noticing her frantic mood or the fact she had been sprinting towards him. “You alright? You look in a terrible state.”

      “I need to find Joe!” Kelsey cried. “Will you move this bloody trolley?”

      “Joe? I’ve not long seen him up on 10B.”

      “He’s on 10B?”

      “That is where he works isn’t it, love?” Stan chuckled. “What’s all this about? You two haven’t had another barney, have you?”

      “I just need to find him,” Kelsey snapped. “Can you move this -”

      But she stopped as she felt her phone vibrating in her pocket. Her heart skipped when she saw Joe’s name on the screen. “Joe?” she exclaimed, as she answered. “Thank God, where are you?”

      “I’m coming down,” Joe replied. “I need to see you.” His voice was low and urgent. Kelsey could immediately tell that something was wrong. She pushed Stan’s tea trolley out of the way and hurried towards the lifts.

      “What’s wrong? What’s happened? Are you alright?”

      “I don’t know,” Joe said quietly.

      “Joe?” Kelsey repeated. “Talk to me. What’s going on? Joe? Are you there?”

      The silence on the end of the phone made her panic even more. She listened as hard as she could as she began to hear the sound of coughing.

      “Joe?”

      “I’m here,” he said at last. His voice sounded strained. “I’m coming down. I’m at the lift now. Meet me.” Then, he hung up.

      By this time, Kelsey had reached the lifts. There were two elevators, numbered one and two in gold plating above the doors, one right next to the other. As she arrived, a couple of nurses were pushing a patient in a bed into lift two, meaning that Joe would be coming out of lift one. She watched the screen next to the call buttons. It showed that lift one had stopped at 10B and was now coming down.

      The lifts were by no means slow, but to Kelsey at that moment, it felt like it was taking forever. The number ticked from ten to nine. Then, to eight. But then, just as it was about to hit seven, there was a loud clunk from behind the doors and the screen went blank.

      Kelsey hammered the call button with her thumb as the ominous sound of metal grinding to a halt echoed around from behind the door.

      “Joe?” she shouted through the slot of the big metal doors. There was no answer. “Joe! What’s going on?”

      “What are you shouting about now?” Stan asked, as he caught up with her. “What’s the matter with you? You’ll be in trouble with your staff nurse if you carry on like that.”

      “I think Joe’s stuck in the lift,” Kelsey told him frantically.

      “Is he?” Stan said, staring at the doors.

      As if to answer their question, the sound of a faint knocking sound came from behind the doors.

      “Joe? Can you hear me?” Stan called, cupping his hands over the slot. “Is he in there on his own? I can’t hear anybody. Did it say on the screen where he got to?”

      “I think between this floor and the eighth,” Kelsey replied. “Get him out of there, Stan, please!”

      “Don’t you worry,” Stan told her. “Maintenance will just be coming in. I’ll be back soon. Don’t go anywhere, Joe! We’ll have you out in a jiffy!”

      He hurried off down the corridor, before Kelsey could point out how ridiculous it had been to tell Joe not to go anywhere when he was stuck in a lift.

      A few people were hovering around the lift areas to get a glimpse of what was going on. Kelsey was close to telling them that unless they knew how to get Joe out, they would be better to keep on walking. The last thing she needed was more eyes on her now.

      She tried calling Joe again, but his phone did not even ring before going straight to his answer machine. Clearly, he had lost all signal in the lift. She sent him a quick text message asking him if he was alright, but she did not get a reply.

      The time ticked on. Still Stan did not return, and the lift did not move either. Kelsey kept calling for Joe through the door, but he had now even stopped knocking in response. She was becoming more worried by the second, wondering if he had pressed the emergency call button from inside the lift.

      At last, Stan appeared, followed by Kevin and two maintenance men in blue overalls.

      “Right, step aside, folks,” Stan ordered. “We’ll soon have this thing working again.” He knocked sharply on the door and shouted through it. “Going to get you out now, Joe! Just hang in there! Alright fellas, get it open.”

      One of the men produced a key from his pocket, knelt down and unscrewed a hidden compartment next to the doors. He then placed the key inside it and turned. Nothing happened.

      “Ah,” said the man. “I don’t think she’s listening. We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.”

      He reached for his toolbox and produced what looked to Kelsey to be a large metal hinge. “You get that side Kevin, I’ll get this.”

      Kevin nodded wordlessly. Carefully sticking the hinge into the slot in the door, and with Kevin and Stan pulling with all their might, the big silver doors slowly began to open.

      Then, they all looked up to where they could see Joe’s lift compartment. It was halfway onto the seventh floor, its own doors jammed shut.

      “Right, give me a leg up, Kevin,” ordered Stan. “I’ll see if I can get him out.”

      Kevin nodded and knelt down, pushing his colleague up to where he could reach to slip the metal bar into the doors as they had just done with the exteriors.

      Finally, the doors opened, but when they finally did, Stan gasped loudly and toppled backwards, landing on top of Kevin in a heap on the ground.

      Kelsey looked up to the compartment, expecting to see Joe glaring furiously at them and demanding to be let out as she would have expected him to do. But what she saw instead nearly made her faint.

      An arm. It was hanging through the open door, implying that whoever it belonged to was lying on the floor. On the wrist was the same watch Kelsey had bought Joe for Christmas.

      “Joe!” shrieked Kelsey. “Get him out! Get him out of there!”

      “Will you stop getting yourself into such a state?” Stan told her sternly, as he brushed himself down and helped Kevin to his feet. “He’s probably just gotten a bit claustrophobic. My sister is exactly the same.”

      “Stan, I think there’s something more serious gone on with him that that,” one of the maintenance men said, who had now lifted himself up to peer into the lift compartment.

      “Don’t be daft,” Stan said. “Come on, let’s get him out.”

      With the help of the two men, Stan pulled on Joe’s arm and soon they were able to pull his whole body out of the lift and gently lowered him to the floor. But as Kelsey looked down at him, horror flooded through her.

      Joe’s eyes were open, staring coldly straight ahead of him. His mouth was open, his tongue slightly hanging out. She had seen too many patients during her time as a nurse not to recognise the obvious. There was no life in him whatsoever. Joe Tilsley was dead.
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      Blake opened his eyes, feeling like he was in the middle of the worst hangover of his life. For a few moments, he wondered why he had had such a terrible night’s sleep, before remembering that he had not been to sleep, but had just had his operation. But as he began to regain his focus on the world around him, Blake immediately wondered if he was dreaming.

      From his bed, his viewpoint allowed him to see right down the corridor to the lifts at the end of the ward. There, around the lifts, were his colleagues from Harmschapel Police Station.

      Police Constable Billy Mattison was talking to Stan, just a few feet away from the end of the bed. Stan had an extremely serious look on his face.

      Blake shook his head to try and gather himself. It was disorientating enough to have woken up from his sedation in a completely different place to where he had gone under, but to see police everywhere was making him think that the drugs had had an unusual effect on him. Then, he saw Sharon Donahue, a forensic pathologist, appear from one of the lifts. Blake stared at her in surprise. If Sharon was here with the police, it could only mean one thing. Somebody was dead.

      He glanced up to see Mattison finish talking to Stan. “Oi, Matti!”

      Mattison turned in surprise to see Blake gesturing to him to come over.

      “Hello, Sir!” he said cheerfully. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ve just woken up from an operation to find the ward buzzing with police,” Blake told him. “How do you think I’m feeling? What the hell is going on?”

      “I don’t know if I should really tell you in your condition, Sir,” Mattison said cautiously. “You are in recovery.”

      “Matti,” Blake retorted warningly.

      Mattison sighed. “One of the hospital’s doctors was found dead in the lift.”

      Blake glanced across at the lifts. He could see Sharon taking a picture of the interior of one of them. “Which doctor?”

      “Oh, come on, Sir,” Mattison said, grinning. “You’re not going to know him in a hospital this size.”

      “Just tell me the name.”

      “Tilsley. Doctor Joe Tilsley.”

      Blake swallowed, his mouth suddenly incredibly dry. “And if I was to tell you that I know exactly who that doctor is?”

      Mattison raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Really?”

      “Yes. How did he die?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” Mattison replied. Sharon reckons there might be bruising round his neck, but she can’t be sure it’s got anything to do with his death. Doesn’t seem to have been violent though. There’s no blood or anything.”

      “Mattison!” came a voice from the corridor.

      Blake groaned as he spotted Sergeant Michael Gardiner strolling towards them. “Mattison, what are you doing?”

      “I was just talking to DS Harte,” Mattison replied.

      Gardiner stopped at the foot of Blake’s bed and put his hands on his hips, raising his eyebrows at Mattison in an expectant manner.

      Mattison rolled his eyes. “Sir,” he finished.

      Gardiner glared down at Blake. “And what can we do for you? I think you’ll find we have everything in hand. You concentrate on your recovery, I’m leading this investigation.”

      “I know you are, Michael,” Blake replied. “So, I expect you’ll already have a list of people you need to interview.”

      “Of course.”

      “And the victim’s girlfriend would be top of that list.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Gardiner said irritably. “I had managed to work that out for myself. Mind you, I don’t know why you’re referring to him as a ‘victim.’ We have nothing yet to tell us that this was anything other than a tragic, natural death.”

      “Don’t you? I do,” Blake replied cheerfully.

      “Yes, well you’re dosed up with God only knows what,” Gardiner said airily. “So, you’ll forgive me if I don’t exactly count you as a reliable witness at this point. Mattison, I want statements from both of those maintenance men. Off you go.”

      Mattison went to argue but seemed to decide against it and stormed off in the direction of the lifts. When he had gone, Gardiner crossed his arms and looked down at Blake smugly.

      “Inspector Angel has instructed me to take over your duties while you’re indisposed.”

      “I know, he told me.”

      “Seemed very keen to give me the job actually,” Gardiner continued. “He clearly felt he needed someone with a firm and decisive hand.”

      “Yes,” Blake replied. “Inspector Royale said that to me when he gave me the job in the first place.”

      Childish as it was, Blake felt some small satisfaction in Gardiner’s expression faltering slightly. Royale had been the inspector in charge of the station before Angel had replaced him. He was greatly missed after his fatal stroke in his office chair.

      “Come on, Michael,” Blake reasoned. “I can be of some help to you here. There is something going on in this hospital, and I really think that Tilsley was murdered.”

      “That’s impossible. He can’t have been murdered.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he was alone in a lift. And he got stuck in said lift between this floor and the one above. It wouldn’t have been possible for anyone to get to him.”

      “And yet, someone did. You need to speak to Nurse Kelsey Richards. Like I said, something weird is going on and everything I’ve seen seems to revolve around her.”

      “I will be speaking to her personally, very shortly,” Gardiner said sharply. “And I don’t need you to tell me how to do my job.”

      “I’m not telling you how to do your job, I’m telling you how to do my job,” Blake replied.

      “Well, it’s not your job anymore, is it?” Gardiner snarled, leaning in and leering down at Blake. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a witness to interview.”

      Blake watched him stalk away, shaking his head in disbelief. It was not unusual for Gardiner to be so obstinate and disagreeable. He had been after the job of detective sergeant since before Blake had arrived in the village of Harmschapel, and Blake’s arrival had put those plans to rest very quickly. Ever since, Gardiner and Blake had never seen eye to eye on anything.

      Blake continued watching what was going on. He was not alone. All the patients in the ward were leaning around to try and see what was happening.

      He could hardly imagine what Harrison’s reaction would be to him wanting to get involved with the case going on around him now when he had only just woken up from an operation. It was at that moment that Blake remembered that he was now without an appendix. He glanced down at his abdomen, lifting his nightshirt up and taking in the large bandage that was no doubt covering his scar. It felt tender to the touch and he could already tell that he would be incapable of any great movement for a while. As he watched the officers and forensic teams go about their business, he felt more useless than ever.

      Once it had become clear that Sharon had finished taking photographs, Blake called her over.

      “Shouldn’t you be breathing down my neck, asking me questions I don’t yet know the answers to?” she asked, grinning at him. “What are you doing in here? Undercover?”

      “I wish,” grimaced Blake. “I’ve just had my appendix out.”

      “And a body turns up right under your nose. Typical.”

      Blake leant forward. “What have you found?”

      “Should I be telling you this? I was under the impression that Michael Gardiner was in charge.”

      “Oh, come on Sharon,” Blake pleaded. “Give me something. I’m going crazy in here. What the hell is going on?”

      Sharon looked thoughtful for a moment, before chuckling. She sat beside Blake on his bed, talking in a low voice. “I’ve got a Joe Tilsley. Mid-thirties I’d say. Apparently, he went into that lift on his own from the tenth floor. There’s a cleaner who was mopping the floors and saw him go in. He was on his own. The lift then gets stuck for about twenty minutes or so. When they finally get it open, our doctor is dead on the floor.”

      Blake frowned. “And he was completely on his own?”

      “Yep. And he was definitely alive when he walked in.”

      “So, he only died once he was in the lift?” Blake clarified, more to himself. “Interesting. Anything else? What about a cause of death?”

      Sharon pulled a face that Blake had seen her pull before. It was one that suggested that she had found something that she knew did not make any sense. “He’s got some faint bruising around his neck. Now, in a hospital, that’s not necessarily all that unusual. He could have got them lifting a patient, or one of them turned a bit nasty and lashed out, it happens. Other than that, he hasn’t got a mark on him.”

      “You mean it could be natural?”

      “That’s the problem,” Sharon told him. “I gave him an initial look over when I arrived. And what I found in and around his mouth doesn’t make any sense.”

      “His mouth?” repeated Blake.

      Sharon nodded. “Water. And his eyes are showing signs of some form of asphyxiation or choking. There seems to be tears in his eyes, you know like how it sometimes does when you’ve been coughing?”

      Blake stared at her, his eyes wide with confusion. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “I’m not saying anything yet,” Sharon reminded him. “Not till I can get him back.”

      “But your initial thoughts are?” Blake pressed her. “Come on, Sharon.”

      Sharon sighed and shook her head. “If we were in a more likely setting, with all that in mind and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say that Joe Tilsley was drowned in that lift.”
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      Gloria pulled Kelsey in tightly. Kelsey was too numb to even feel how hard she was squeezing. “Oh Kelse. I don’t know what to say. I really don’t.”

      “What is there to say?” Kelsey said quietly, staring into the distance. The memory she had had of Lucy Pennock’s dead eyes staring up at her were now replaced by Joe, sprawled out on the floor of the lift. It was all so senseless. The impossibility of the event, the way Joe had somehow died while alone in the confines of the elevator, had not even begun to solidly register with her yet. What did it matter? Whatever had gone on, and however it happened, Joe was still dead.

      “I don’t understand though,” Gloria said. “He was absolutely fine yesterday. He was a fit guy, there wasn’t anything wrong with him, was there? He wasn’t ill?”

      Kelsey merely shook her head.

      “Are you sure though?” Gloria pressed, as she released Kelsey and stared at her, confusion etched across her face. “I mean, nobody just drops dead for no reason. Are you sure he wasn’t keeping something from you?”

      “There was only one secret Joe had,” Kelsey murmured. Her mind felt too exhausted from everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours for her to think about what she was saying. “And he wasn’t keeping it from me.”

      “What do you mean?” Gloria asked. “What secret?”

      Kelsey stared at Gloria, realising she was now completely on her own with the death of Lucy on her conscience, and an apparent stalker watching her every move. With Joe now gone, would all the responsibility for Lucy’s death fall to her? The only way Kelsey could see it, either The Watcher, whoever that was, was coming for her, or the police were.

      She was saved from having to think of a response by a knock at the locker room doors.

      Gloria frowned. “Who knocks to come in here? Come in!”

      Kelsey’s body tensed up. Under the circumstances, she knew exactly who would need to knock before entering the room.

      Sure enough, the door opened, and a young policewoman was standing there. “Kelsey Richards?” she said gently, walking in. “I’m Police Constable Mini Patil. Are you alright to answer a few questions for me?”

      “Does she honestly look like she’s in any fit state to be answering questions?” Gloria snapped, pulling Kelsey into a tight grip again. “Her boyfriend just died.” She whispered the last word as if she thought it would spare Kelsey from any additional pain.

      “I know,” Patil replied. “But it’s best we get all the details we can get while everything is still fresh in Kelsey’s memory. Would that be alright, Kelsey?”

      Kelsey looked up at Patil. She had no idea what to say, but refusing an interview seemed to be just delaying the inevitable. She nodded, and Patil sat down beside her, smiling in a sympathetic way.

      “Okay,” she said softly. “I’d like to start with -”

      “Are we ready, Patil?” said a sharp voice from the doorway. Kelsey jumped as another police officer strode into the room. He was about thirty years older than Patil, and already Kelsey could tell that he had none of Patil’s gentleness about him.

      Patil turned to the new arrival with a look that seemed to Kelsey to be a glare. “Yes, I was just about to talk to Miss Richards.”

      “Sergeant Michael Gardiner,” said the officer, flashing his ID lazily at her. “I’ll be the officer in charge of the investigation into Mr Tilsley’s death.” He turned to Gloria. “And you are?”

      “Gloria Nicolls,” replied Gloria. “I’m a friend.”

      “I’ll have to ask you to leave us to it, I’m afraid,” Gardiner told her firmly.

      “Oh, come on! You can see the state she’s in!”

      “Yes,” Gardiner replied sharply. “And we will make this as brief as possible.”

      “It’s fine,” Kelsey said to Gloria. “Go. I’ll be alright.”

      Before Gloria could argue, her pager bleeped from her pocket. She stared at the screen and sighed in frustration, before throwing a filthy look at Gardiner. “Alright, but I will be back.” She stood up and turned to the two officers. “Look after her.”

      “We will,” Patil said. “Don’t worry.”

      With one last concerned glance at Kelsey, Gloria left the locker room and closed the door behind her, leaving Kelsey alone with the two officers.

      Gardiner sat down in the chair Gloria had just vacated.

      “Now then, I’d like to begin by expressing my most sincere condolences for the death of Mr Tilsley.”

      He could not have sounded less sympathetic if he had tried, but Kelsey was too nervous to argue. “Thank you.”

      “I’d like you to run through what happened this morning,” Gardiner told her. “From the start. I want to know your movements leading up to his death.”

      Kelsey took a deep breath. “I woke up in the staff accommodation down the corridor. I was trying to find Joe. I knew he was starting his shift, so I wanted to find him before he started.”

      “Why did you need to speak to him so urgently?” Gardiner asked her.

      Kelsey hesitated. “Just to see him before his day started. Ask him what he wanted for his tea when he got in. We work long hours, he was always starving whenever he got home.”

      “And did you manage to get hold of him?” Patil asked, scribbling in a notebook. “Was this on the phone? How did he seem?”

      “Seem?”

      “She means was there anything that suggested that he was in any trouble or at risk of suddenly dying?” Gardiner put in abruptly.

      Kelsey was slightly stung by his words. “No. He sounded like he had a bit of a cough, but that’s all.”

      Gardiner pulled a face that suggested that Kelsey had not given him a particularly helpful answer. “Go on, you were saying?”

      “He said he’d come down to meet me, and that he was about to get in the lift. He hung up and that was the last time I spoke to him.”

      “And the next time you saw him was when he was lying dead in the lift?” Gardiner clarified.

      “Yes.”

      Kelsey’s eyes darted between the two of them. There were questions she needed to ask, but she was unsure as to whether she actually wanted to hear the answers. “How did he die? Was it by natural causes?”

      “I think it’d be a bit difficult to murder him in the middle of a lift shaft,” Gardiner told her.

      Kelsey saw Patil throw Gardiner an exasperated look, before she turned to her. “We’re looking at every possible angle. We’ve got forensics on it now. There wasn’t anything else going on with him though? He didn’t have any enemies that wanted to do him harm?”

      Kelsey’s eyes widened. “Enemies? You mean you think he was murdered?”

      “Like I said, we’re investigating all possibilities until we’ve got a fix on the cause of death,” Patil told her gently.

      Kelsey was finally starting to feel emotional. The idea that someone had done something to hurt Joe was almost too painful for her to comprehend. There was, of course, a very real chance that whoever had sent her the video message, played the bells over the tannoy, and had been responsible for that terrifying phone call was in some way responsible, but telling the two officers about it would be surely lighting a fuse that Kelsey had no way of putting out. Through the frantic confusion in her head, she landed on the decision to tell them nothing for now, until she had had a chance to come to terms with what had happened. She needed time to come up with a plan, and she felt a long way off cognitive thinking at this moment.

      “I don’t think so,” Kelsey said at last, as the tears began to fall from her eyes. “Everyone liked him. He was really popular in the hospital, with the staff and the patients. I don’t know what I’m going to do without him. Every phone call we ever had always ended with ‘I love you.’ Every single one. I don’t know why, it was just habit. Just tacked onto the end of ‘goodbye.’ We didn’t do it this time though. I didn’t get to tell him I loved him again.’

      She began to sob, the last thing she had said being the most honest so far. Patil leant forwards and grasped her hand, then looked up at Gardiner. “I think we’re done here for the moment, aren’t we?”

      Gardiner grunted. “Alright. We will need to speak to you again, Miss Richards, so don’t go where we can’t get hold of you.”

      “Is there somebody you’d like us to call for you? Family?” Patil asked as Kelsey stood up.

      “No, no, I’ll do that,” Kelsey said, her voice trembling. There was no family they could have gotten hold of anyway. Kelsey’s father had died about ten years ago, and her mother had been living in Spain for the past five years. Joe had been her only family.

      Kelsey left the locker room and closed the door behind her, leaning against the wall while she tried to gather herself. As she took a few deep breaths in, she heard the two officers talking from inside the room.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, Sir, you really need to work on the way you talk to relatives who have just lost someone,” Patil said crossly. “DS Harte is normally much gentler with them.”

      “Yes, well I’m not Harte, am I?” Gardiner snapped back. “And she wants to be thankful that I’m not.”

      “Why?”

      “I spoke to him before I came in. He was babbling on about how he’s convinced Tilsley was murdered and that she, the girlfriend, is somehow involved in it all.”

      Kelsey held her breath, listening to every word as she wiped her eyes free from tears.

      “Really?” Patil asked. “What gave him that idea?”

      “An extremely large dose of morphine, if you ask me. I had it when I had my kidney stones a couple of years back. Had me talking all sorts. Anyone can see she’s just a grieving girlfriend. Nothing suspicious about her.”

      The door opened, and Kelsey flattened herself against the wall fearfully as Gardiner and Patil walked out of the locker room and made their way down the corridor, without seeing her.

      Kelsey watched them disappear around the corner towards 7A, horrified by what she had heard. Blake Harte really was suspicious of her. All those distrustful looks she had seen him giving her had nothing to do with paranoia after all, and now all his colleagues were buzzing around the ward, trying to piece together the details of Joe’s death. Kelsey slid down to the ground and pulled her knees up to her chin. The walls were closing in on her, and she did not have a single clue what she could do about it.
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      For the next couple of days, ward 7A was a hive of activity with officers coming and going, talking to the staff and the occasional patient about what they knew about Joe Tilsley. Despite this, Blake was impressed that once Joe’s body had been removed, the ward seemed to return to some degree of normality. But Blake was itching to get back to work.

      On the second morning after his operation, one of the nurses arrived at his bed to examine him. Blake recognised her from her badge as Gloria Nicolls. She had been, from what Blake had seen, the main person rallying round Kelsey.

      “Morning, Mr Harte. How are we feeling today?”

      “I’m fine,” replied Blake. “Can I go home? I’m able to walk around now. A bit more gingerly than I would normally, granted, but that’s nothing I can’t fix at home, surely?”

      “Are you still feeling any discomfort?” Gloria asked as she retrieved a stethoscope from around her neck.

      “No, not really,” Blake lied.

      “Just lift your shirt up.”

      Gloria pressed the stethoscope around Blake’s abdomen and listened. When she frowned, Blake asked, “What? What’s wrong?”

      She removed the stethoscope from her ears. “Nothing to worry about too much. I’ve just listened to your bowels.”

      “Whatever floats your boat,” Blake replied. “And? What did you hear?”

      “Not a lot,” Gloria said briskly. “I would like to be able to hear something that tells me that your digestive system has recovered from the operation. As of yet, I can’t hear anything. Like I say, nothing to worry about, but I wouldn’t advise you go home just yet. Another day or so, and you should be good to go.”

      “Another day?” Blake repeated, dismayed.

      “It won’t do you any harm,” Gloria replied. “You’ll thank me when you haven’t collapsed again.”

      “I need to get back to work,” Blake protested. “There’s nothing you can do? No medication?”

      “Sometimes, time is the best cure,” replied Gloria.

      Blake nodded. “Is that what you said to Kelsey? That time would heal her wounds?”

      Gloria stared at him. “I don’t think that’s really -”

      “Look, we can do this one of two ways,” Blake told her. “The second I’m out of here, I’m going to be back working, and trying to work out who killed Joe Tilsley, and why. Either, we can talk now, and you can have the knowledge that I’m working without even getting paid for it, or I can come back and talk to you in a more official capacity. What’s it to be?”

      Gloria bit her lip and then glanced around the ward before sighing. She pulled the curtains around Blake’s bed. When they were isolated from the rest of the ward, she sat down in the chair.

      “She won’t thank me for this,” she said. “I’m supposed to be her best friend.”

      “Which in my eyes means that you’re probably going to be able to be the most helpful to her,” Blake told her. “Anyway, she won’t be hearing from me that you’ve spoken to me. Where is she? At home?”

      “Yeah. She hasn’t been in since it happened. She said she wanted some time on her own.” Gloria looked down at the floor and wrung her hands together. “I’m worried about her though.”

      “How long have you known her?”

      Gloria shook her head, apparently resigned to Blake’s unofficial interview. “About two years. We both started nursing together.”

      “And when did Joe come on the scene?”

      Gloria shrugged. “About two months after. He used to work on this ward, but he applied for a new position last year, and got it.”

      “So, he was quite a talented doctor then?”

      “Yeah.”

      Blake narrowed his eyes. He could detect a slight air of resentment from her. “How did you get on with Joe?”

      Gloria paused, perhaps trying to decide how to answer. “Fair to middling. I don’t think it’s unfair to say that we never fully saw eye to eye.”

      “Why not?”

      “I thought at first it was because I was jealous. I mean, there were me and Kelsey, best gal pals, shopping, going out, having a laugh, and then he came along and suddenly she’s turned all her attention to him. I won’t deny it stung slightly.”

      Blake nodded. “I can understand that.” He remembered feeling similar feelings of annoyance when his best friend from his old position in Manchester, Sally-Ann, used to cancel on him constantly, because of some drama she was going through with a man. It was something he felt he had grown out of quite quickly, but he understood the notion.

      “But I don’t think it was that,” Gloria added. “I just didn’t like how he treated her.”

      “How he treated her? What do you mean?”

      “It’s hard to put my finger on exactly what I mean,” Gloria said. “Which is why I never bothered saying anything to Kelsey about it. She was happy. And you’re supposed to be supportive of your best friend, aren’t you?”

      “Not if you think they’re in danger,” Blake said. “Did you think she was?”

      “No, it was nothing like that. He just always seemed distant. He drank a lot. I assume it was just drink, I don’t know if he did anything else.”

      “Drugs?”

      Gloria shrugged. “I don’t know. It wouldn’t surprise me, put it like that. What I do know is that there were nights that Kelsey had no idea where he was. He’d just vanish, go on a bender, and then turn up the next morning, looking like crap but pretending nothing had happened. But whenever I’d ask Kelsey about it, she’d just shrug it off and make out that everything was fine.”

      “I’ve heard that they rowed a lot.”

      “Yeah, they did. It was normally about where he’d swanned off to. I tell a lie, once I said something to her. I asked her why she was letting him walk all over her.”

      “And what did she say to that?”

      “Not a lot.” Gloria sighed. “I could tell everything I was saying was just going in one ear and out the other. Before he came along, I remember we used to stay up till all hours of the night, planning for the future. She always used to talk about the big white wedding. Kelsey tries to pretend she doesn’t dream of being a princess for a day, but I know her better than that. I don’t think she even pictures who this guy is standing at the end of the aisle waiting for her. She’s in love with being in love, no matter what might be telling her that what was going on in that relationship wasn’t true love.” Gloria ran her hands through her hair and looked at Blake with a slightly sad expression. “Honestly? I think Kelsey stuck with Joe because she didn’t think she could do any better. She’d never admit it. She builds up this image of herself, loud hair, big personality. But beneath it all is a little girl dreaming of Wonderland.”

      Blake thought about the picture Gloria had painted to him of her best friend. More and more, he was suspecting that there was more to Joe Tilsley than just someone who did not know when to stop partying. His mind went back to the conversation he had overheard Joe and Kelsey having when he had been on his way back from the toilet.

      “Do you think that Joe would ever have tried to get Kelsey to protect him? Say, from something that might have gotten him in trouble with the police?”

      Gloria pulled a face. “No idea. I hope you don’t think I’m sitting here bitching about the bloke just because he’s dead. I’m not like that. I’ve seen them both very happy together plenty of times too.”

      “I understand. But there’s just some things that your gut told you weren’t right?” Blake suggested. “Did Joe have anything in the way of a criminal record?”

      “Not that I know of. Now, come on. I’ve let you play policeman for a bit, now it’s time for me to finish doing my job.” Gloria stood up. “Are you feeling comfortable?”

      Blake watched her pull back the curtains and realised he could hardly stop her from leaving. “Yes, thanks,” he replied despondently.

      “Good. I’ll be back in a bit to check where you’re at with your medication.”

      Blake nodded, deep in thought about what he had been told. He thought of the many options he would now be pursuing if he was able to work. He was just deciding to get in touch with the station, when he realised that Mattison and Patil were walking through the ward, towards his bed.

      “Hello!” Blake said, delighted to see them. “This is a nice surprise.”

      “Morning, Sir,” Patil said, smiling.  “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a caged animal,” Blake replied. “I can’t wait to get out of here.”

      “How long till you’re back at work, Sir?” Mattison asked.

      “Not long, hopefully. How’s the case going?”

      Mattison and Patil exchanged looks.

      “Gardiner is impossible,” Patil told him. “He’s a nightmare. He’s got no interest in us working together. I don’t even think he’s even decided whether Tilsley was murdered or not.”

      “It’s not me you want to be complaining to,” Blake pointed out. “If you’ve really got issues with Gardiner, then you need to speak to Inspector Angel. I’m in hospital, I’m not in charge.”

      “But, let’s just pretend that you were, Sir,” Mattison suggested. “Just act like you’re not in here for a second. What would you be telling us to do?”

      “Matti…”

      “Come on, Sir,” Patil groaned. “Gardiner’s alright, but he’s got nothing on you. We can’t complain to Inspector Angel, because we haven’t technically got anything to complain about. But he’s just not you.”

      Blake, despite the fact that he disapproved of them coming into see him just to whinge about Gardiner, was rather touched by this. Finally, he shook his head and sighed. “Pull those curtains across again.”

      He watched as Patil hid them all from view with the curtain. Then, Blake leant forward and spoke quietly.

      “Have you spoken to Tilsley’s girlfriend? Her name’s Kelsey Richards.”

      “I did, yesterday,” Patil replied. “Or at least I tried to. Gardiner took over.”

      “Can I just remind you both that he is still your senior officer, whatever you might think of him. It’s Sergeant Gardiner, Mini. You know that.”

      “Sorry, Sir.”

      “So disrespectful, Mini,” teased Mattison.

      Patil stuck her tongue out at her boyfriend as Blake shook his head, amused.

      “What did Kelsey have to say?” he asked.

      “Not a lot. She was the typical grieving widow,” Patil said. “Gardiner…. Sergeant Gardiner didn’t think that she had anything helpful to offer.”

      “I think she knows more than she’s letting on,” Blake told them. “I’ve heard from a couple of members of staff in this hospital that they weren’t exactly the most well-suited couple. By the sound of things, they were bordering on dysfunctional. It sounds to me that Joe Tilsley had more than his fair share of secrets, and Kelsey was too in love with him not to be easily manipulated. Has Sharon gotten back to you about a cause of death?”

      “That’s the really weird thing,” Patil said as she opened up the folder. “And it’s why Sergeant Gardiner doesn’t think there’s been any sort of foul play gone on, when to be honest, it looks to us that it couldn’t have been anything else.”

      “And? What has Sharon said? It wouldn’t have anything to do with drowning, would it?”

      They both stared at him in amazement.

      “How did you know that?” Mattison exclaimed.

      “Sharon spoke to me on the day of the murder,” Blake replied. “So, she’s done the post mortem and she thinks he was drowned?”

      “Sort of,” Patil said. “She’s giving him another look over to make sure she didn’t miss anything. But, she’s said that there were traces of water in his lungs, around his mouth, on his hands, in his windpipe – places you wouldn’t expect it to be when a man is stuck on his own between two floors in a confined lift. Did she mention the bruises on the back of his neck?”

      Blake nodded.

      “She thinks that they’re consistent with someone grabbing him from behind and forcing his head down,” Mattison said, looking bewildered. “So, until she’s found anything better for us to go on, right now, we’re looking for a killer who can somehow get into a lift, drown someone in water that he’s managed to make appear from nowhere and then disappear again before the lift doors open.”

      “And there’s a witness who confirms that Tilsley definitely entered that lift on his own, at the time we’ve been led to believe he did?” Blake clarified. “How long was he trapped in there?”

      “About twenty minutes,” Patil replied. “Apparently, once the maintenance blokes arrived, they were able to get him down fairly quickly, but it was too late by then.”

      “And in those twenty minutes, somebody got in and drowned him.” Blake murmured. “Despite the fact that the only water anywhere was small traces on his hand and in his mouth. Other than that, he was bone dry?”

      “Exactly,” Mattison said finally. “So, like we say, Sir. When are you coming back?”
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      This is against medical advice, you do know that?” Gloria told Blake as she watched him hobble around his bed to retrieve his belongings.

      “I know,” Blake said as he popped his ecig into his pocket, immensely looking forward to the moment he could use it without having to hide in the toilet. “But, I honestly think I will recover faster at home. Don’t worry. I know discharging myself is going against anything you’ve said to me, and rest assured, should I die, I won’t sue.”

      “This isn’t funny, Mr Harte,” Gloria argued. “This is your health we’re talking about here.”

      Blake zipped up his wash bag and threw it into the small rucksack that Harrison had brought in for him when he had first arrived. “I’ll be fine.”

      Gloria pursed her lips. Blake could not help but wonder if her bright pink lipstick was against hospital regulations. “Do you need a taxi?”

      Blake smiled. “That would be great, thank you.”

      Clearly unhappy with his decision, Gloria hurried away down the corridor.

      By the time she returned, Blake had finished packing his belongings together. “It’ll be about five minutes.”

      “Thanks,” Blake replied.

      “It’s not too late for me to cancel it,” Gloria told him sternly. “I really would advise that you stay, and we can get you back so that you’re fighting fit.”

      “There’s going to be people that need that bed more than me,” Blake told her. He pulled his bag over his shoulder, trying his hardest not to wince at the pain in his abdomen. It was nowhere near as bad as it had been when he had arrived, but it was still very noticeable, as if someone was jabbing him with their finger. He took a deep breath and began walking slowly in the direction of the lifts.

      As he approached them, he looked all around them, trying to see if something would jump out at him. He pressed the call button and watched as the screen began tracking an elevator that was coming down from the ninth floor. As he stood back and took in the two sets of steel doors in front of him, he shook his head. They were just an ordinary pair of lifts.

      The doors opened, and Blake stepped inside the compartment that the body of Joe Tilsley was discovered in. He pressed the button for the ground floor and watched as the doors slid shut. As he glanced around, it became apparent very quickly that it was, effectively, a small prison. There were doors on both sides, which meant that the lift was accessible from both ends, but both ends had the same thick, steel doors closing him in, like any ordinary lifts anywhere would do.

      As the lift began to descend, he looked up at the ceiling. There was no hatch at the top, meaning that there really was no way of getting in here, other than the doors.

      As he arrived on the ground floor, he looked down beneath his feet and examined the floor, kneeling down to touch it. It was bone dry. Admittedly, it had been a couple of days since the murder, and if there was any water involved, it would have been at the very least mopped up by now. But the type of material on the floor of the lift was a very thin and cheap looking layer of rough carpet. As Blake frowned and felt around it, he could not help but think that water would surely have left its mark if it was in enough vast quantity to drown someone, but the floor looked dirty and tattered, but not like it had come into contact with any moisture.

      “Are you alright down there?”

      Blake looked up to realise that he had been too deep in thought to notice that the doors had opened on the ground floor and Stan and Kevin, the two porters, were looking down at him.

      Blake nodded as he carefully stood up. “Fine thanks. Just checking something.”

      Stan glanced at the floor, looking confused, then back up at Blake. “What are you doing down here anyway? Have they said you can go home?”

      Blake shrugged. “In a way, yeah. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon, Stan, Kevin.”

      Kevin nodded in reply as Blake stepped out. He glanced back inside the lift as the doors closed behind him, scratching the back of his head thoughtfully, before walking slowly out of the hospital.

      [image: ]

      Blake had never been happier to see the familiar sights of Harmschapel as the taxi began driving through the village. As he passed The Dog’s Tail pub on the corner of the street a few yards away from his cottage, he made a mental note that it would be somewhere he would have to visit as soon as he could.

      The taxi pulled up outside Juniper Cottage and Blake delicately climbed out, having passed the driver a ten-pound note beforehand.

      The door to the cottage opened and Harrison was standing in the doorway staring at Blake in surprise.

      “Blake? What are you doing here? I didn’t think they’d be letting you out yet?”

      Blake gave him a small smile, unsure how Harrison would react if he found out that Blake had discharged himself. “Grab hold of this, will you?”

      Harrison hurried forwards to retrieve Blake’s rucksack as the taxi drove away.

      “How are you feeling?” Harrison asked him.

      “Not too bad,” Blake replied, as they walked into the cottage. “Sore. But, nothing that I can’t deal with. It’ll heal.”

      Harrison led Blake to the sofa. “You should have called me, I’d have come and met you.”

      “Don’t fuss,” Blake said jovially. “Honestly, I’m fine.”

      He sat down on the sofa and exhaled. He had only been sitting on it for three seconds and it was already comfier than the hospital bed.

      “What did the doctor say to you?” Harrison asked, once he appeared satisfied that Blake was settled. “When he said you could go home?”

      “It was one of the nurses,” Blake told him. He glanced towards the back door and chuckled. Harrison’s pet goat, Betty, had spotted him and was butting the door with an irritated look in her eyes. Blake was not the biggest fan of the goat, but he found he had even missed her bleating angrily at him whenever he passed the back door, and her frequent attempts to headbutt him through the nearest wall.

      “Doctor, nurse, whatever,” Harrison said. “What did they say when they told you were ready to go home? Just so I know. I’m going to guess you’re not allowed to go parachuting for a few days.”

      “Yeah, they did say to knock that on the head.” He looked at Harrison’s expectant face and sighed. “Alright, look, promise me you won’t go mad.”

      Harrison’s eyes narrowed. “Mad? Why?”

      “I discharged myself.”

      “You did what?”

      “Look, calm down. I’ve got medication, all I need is a bit of rest. You know me, Harrison. The thought of being cooped up in that hospital for another day was driving me mad. I’ll still recover at home, if not quicker, because I’m in a familiar environment.”

      “Oh, and that’s medically proven to be a quick cure, is it?” Harrison said sharply. “To escape from hospital?”

      “I wasn’t under lock and key!”

      Harrison shook his head in disbelief. “You bloody should be.”

      Blake looked up at him, doing his best to appear endearing. “I thought you’d like the chance to look after me instead.”

      “Yeah? And I think you’d like the chance to be back at that station trying to work out how that guy died in the lift.” Harrison replied, folding his arms. “Come on, Blake, I’m not stupid. You’re right. I do know you.”

      “I promise you I will not be going back to work until I am better,” Blake told him. “How can I catch murderers if I can’t walk any faster than a hobble?”

      “I don’t believe you, Blake,” Harrison exclaimed. “You collapsed. Right there in the middle of the kitchen, before which we were arguing about how you never turn your head off from work. Now, you discharge yourself from hospital, when you’re clearly not ready to come out, just so you can get back to work. You’re unbelievable!”

      Blake attempted to stand up and defend himself, but a slight spasm in his side prevented him, so he flopped back onto the sofa again. “Alright, fine, I get your point. But, someone was murdered in that hospital, Harrison. This isn’t just me dying to get back to helping old ladies across the street. Somebody was murdered. This is real crime we’re talking about here!”

      “And the rest of the station isn’t capable of dealing with it?” Harrison asked him.

      Blake hesitated. Before he could come up with a reply, Harrison groaned in frustration.

      “You actually don’t think they can cope without you, do you? You don’t think that Michael Gardiner is going to catch whoever did it, so you’ve got to get back and take over again before the station burns down. Don’t pretend, Blake, I can see it in your face.”

      Harrison’s words stung slightly, mostly because deep down, Blake knew what he was saying was true.

      “Patil and Matti came to see me in hospital. They told me that they didn’t think Gardiner was doing a good enough job, and they want me back. And honestly? He’s not. He’s not doing things properly.”

      “You mean he’s not doing things the way you would do them?”

      “I do my job properly!”

      “So?” Harrison said, holding his arms out in confusion. “Are you not allowed to have time off?”

      “Of course I am.”

      Harrison sat down next to Blake. When he took hold of Blake’s hand, Blake realised that he was not that angry, more frustrated. Blake could understand why, which was the reason that they seemed to have reached such an impasse with the topic.

      “You know what your problem is?” Harrison said quietly. “Your ego. You genuinely don’t think that station can cope without you, do you?”

      “It’s not that,” Blake said. “They’re all excellent officers in their own way, and every single one of them is capable of solving this case.”

      “But?”

      Blake let out a resigned sigh as he came to his realisation. “But, I want to be the one that solves it. It’s not ego, Harrison, it’s never been about that. But when I’m out there stopping these people from committing the sort of atrocities we come across, I feel like I’ve got a purpose. It makes me feel like I’m helping people.”

      Harrison squeezed Blake’s hand. “You’ve already got a purpose, you doughnut. And don’t think I’m fooled by the Ghandi act either, I know somewhere in there is a big old kid who likes playing the superhero and saving the day.”

      “No…” Blake began, but could not stop a grin from appearing across his face.

      “Yeah…” laughed Harrison. “I get it though. Sometimes, when I’m standing behind the counter of that shop, I wish I could do something that actually made me feel like I was doing something worthwhile. Sometimes, I’m jealous. Sometimes, I want Master Detective Blake Harte all to myself.”

      Blake was touched. “I’m always coming home, you know. Every day.”

      Harrison smiled. “You better be.”
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      For the past couple of days, Kelsey felt like she had done nothing but merely exist. She was lying on the sofa, staring up at the ceiling, the third cup of tea she had made for herself that day, sat cold and untouched just like the other two had been.

      The feelings of shock and untold anxiety she had felt in the aftermath of Joe’s death had been replaced by numbness. Her ward sister’s assurances that she could take as much time off as she needed floated around her brain aimlessly. Kelsey had no idea how long she would need in order to feel somewhat normal again, or indeed if she ever would.

      Time and time again, she had watched the video that The Watcher had sent her, trying to figure out who was behind the mask, but with the voice modifier on and the surgical cap and mask completely covering all but their eyes, it was impossible. Kelsey was even starting to wonder if they had put contact lenses in.

      Now, she was flicking through old photographs of her and Joe. Most of them had been taken over a year ago, before Lucy Pennock’s death. Kelsey studied Joe’s face in the pictures, and then her own. They had been so carefree, with no idea of what was coming their way. Both smiling, laughing and enjoying life. Then, she came across a picture that she remembered having been taken six months ago. Even if she did not remember the party it was taken at, Kelsey would have known it was taken after the accident. She recognised the haunted expression in her eyes.

      The sound of the letterbox snapping shut broke into her thoughts. It was too late for the postman, not that she ever received anything worth opening, so she hauled herself off the sofa and trudged through to the hallway, stopping in her tracks when she spotted what had landed on her doormat. It was a single white lily and a card. She unlocked the front door and hurried into the street, looking frantically around. The street was empty.

      She walked back into the house and slammed the door, locking it behind her, and then picked up the card. It had her name scrawled onto the front, but she did not recognise the handwriting.

      She tore open the envelope and pulled the card out. It was a sympathy card, with a blue teddy on the front. She opened the card and frowned at the message inside. ‘Sorry for your loss,’ followed by a single ‘x’. Why would someone send her a sympathy card and not sign it?

      Her heart began to hammer in her chest. Was it The Watcher? Did he know where she lived? She sighed heavily and returned to the sofa, clutching the card and the lily. This constant state of paranoia was starting to make her feel like she was going crazy. She felt like she did not even have enough emotional energy left to grieve for Joe properly.

      Her phone began ringing in her pocket. As she looked at the screen, and saw Gloria’s name, she groaned. It was not that she did not want to speak to Gloria per say, more just that she did not want to communicate with anybody. The idea of shutting herself away from the rest of the world seemed to be the most attractive notion at this point, but she knew that Gloria would consistently ring her until she got a response.

      “Hello?” she said flatly.

      “Kelse, thank God. Are you okay?” her best friend asked her hurriedly. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I’ve been run over,” Kelsey replied, though she immediately regretted her words as her eyes landed on the lily again.

      “Do you want me to come over when I’ve finished work?”

      “Honestly? Not really. I’m sorry, Glo, it’s not you. I just need to be on my own at the moment. I need to decide what I’m going to do. I can’t arrange the funeral yet, not till the police release Joe’s body. I just need time to get used to everything.”

      “I understand,” Gloria said, though Kelsey could detect a hint of disappointment and slight hurt in her voice, though Kelsey hardly had the time or energy to try and deal with that now. “That policeman was asking me questions, by the way.”

      Kelsey sat up straight, alarmed. “Which policeman?”

      “Mr Harte with the appendicitis,” Gloria replied.

      “What was he asking you?”

      “Oh, nothing much really. But I’d have felt bad if I didn’t tell you I’d spoken to him.”

      “He was a patient, Gloria. He had no right asking you questions!” Kelsey exclaimed, feeling a huge surge of resentment towards Blake and his suspicious mind.

      “I know that, but he said that once he was out of hospital, he’d be back in charge of the investigation into Joe’s death anyway, so I gave him a few minutes. It would only have been prolonging it otherwise.”

      Kelsey sighed and put her head in her hands. “What did he ask you?”

      “Just about Joe and you. Asking about your relationship, about whether I thought he had any secrets from you.”

      Kelsey frowned. “Secrets? Like what?”

      “I dunno, he’s the policeman, not me. I got the impression he thought there was more to Joe’s death. I mean, I’ll be honest Kelse, it’s looking like he was murdered. I mean, how, God only knows. He was alone in a lift. But, it sounds like that’s how they’re treating it.”

      Kelsey had feared as much. It confirmed above anything else that had happened that The Watcher was dangerous, and for all she knew, whoever it was could be after her next.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come over?” Gloria asked her. “It wouldn’t be any trouble.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Kelsey told her firmly. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” Gloria replied. She sounded slightly despondent. Kelsey could not believe she would choose to sulk at a time like this. “Well, take care of yourself. Speak to you tomorrow.”

      “Bye.”

      Kelsey hung up the phone and dropped it back on the sofa. She picked up the lily and examined it carefully.

      A loud bang on the kitchen window made her jump.

      “What the hell was that?” she murmured to herself.

      As if in reply, another, louder, bang came from the kitchen. It sounded as if someone was chucking something at the window.

      Her heart beating faster, she slowly made her way towards the kitchen. She had closed the curtains when she had returned from the hospital and had not opened them since.

      She took a deep breath and pulled them open, and nearly fainted from shock at what she saw. She backed away from the window and came to a stop, staring at the sight before her.

      Standing in her back yard, with a fixed gaze on her, a large stone in hand, was a tall figure wearing a surgeon’s mask and cap. The Watcher titled his head to the side slightly, throwing the stone up in the air and catching it.

      Kelsey did not feel immediately unsafe. The back door to the yard was locked, and double bolted, but The Watcher did not seem fazed by this. Again, he threw the stone up in the air and caught it, before moving forwards and throwing it at the window. It bounced off and broke into two.

      For a few moments, neither of them moved. Kelsey stared at the figure. Looking at his figure, she was almost positive it was a man. The Watcher was tall and looked to have broad shoulders. But, as he had been in the video, completely unrecognisable underneath the cap and mask. There was only one way she could think to attempt to answer any of the questions she had. If he only had stones to chuck at her window, then he was perhaps not armed in any other way.

      Before she could stop herself, she had walked forwards and unlocked the back door. Then, she pulled it open and stepped out into the yard.

      The Watcher did not move. He kept staring at her, as Kelsey took a couple of steps forwards.

      She took a deep breath. “I’ll call the police,” she threatened. “You need to leave me alone.”

      There was a pause, then The Watcher spoke in the same distorted voice he had used in the video. “Lucy Pennock.”

      Kelsey nodded. She could feel her forehead breaking out in a cold sweat. “I know.”

      “You let her die. You could have saved her, and you let her die.”

      “I don’t think I could have saved her,” Kelsey said quietly. Despite how scared she was, she felt a strange sense of relief being able to speak frankly about Lucy’s death with someone, even if that person was responsible for Joe’s murder.

      “I saw you,” replied The Watcher. “I know what happened. I watched what happened.”

      Kelsey’s eyes widened fearfully. “What do you mean?”

      “The night of Lucy’s death. Joe Tilsley was driving, you were his passenger. You could have saved her.”

      “Joe’s dead,” Kelsey said, the words difficult to say. “I don’t know how, but he’s dead. You’ve killed him, and what happens now? I’m next? You’ve taken away the only family I had, the only man I could say that I actually loved. Haven’t you punished me enough?”

      The Watcher did not reply for a moment, perhaps thinking. Then, he said, “There is more going on here than you could know. Lucy’s death was no accident. Your justice is coming.”

      “You need to leave me alone,” Kelsey said, trying to sound more aggressive than she felt. “If I see or hear from you again, I’m going to the police.”

      The Watcher tilted his head to the side again. “Are you? You’ve had a whole year to go to the police. What difference do I make? They’ll be involved. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Who are you?” Kelsey whispered. “And what do you mean Lucy’s death wasn’t an accident? Of course it was.”

      “How well did you know Joe Tilsley?” the figure asked her. “How well do you know anybody until you know their darkest secrets? There was more to Joe than you realise, and when you do, that is when your justice will come.”

      Suddenly, The Watcher turned around and leapt over the fence at the back of the yard. Kelsey ran to follow him, but by the time she had reached the fence and hauled herself over, The Watcher was already leaping over a wall and out of sight.

      Kelsey stood for a few moments, her stalker’s words having taken her completely off guard. Was he implying that Joe had meant to kill Lucy? What did he know about Joe that was so terrible? She knew that Joe was a private person, especially when they had first started dating, but surely there was nothing so terrible as the implication that Joe had deliberately hit Lucy?

      She took a deep breath as a realisation came into her head. The only one that was clear. It was time for her to end this constant nightmare for herself. The Watcher had said that the police would be involved eventually, and Kelsey knew that he was right. She was going to have to go and confess to her involvement in Lucy’s death.
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      I can’t go in, Blake,” Harrison argued. “You’re not well.”

      Blake sighed in exasperation from the sofa, from which he had not moved from since he had arrived back in Harmschapel. “Harrison, go. It’s fine, I’ll be fine. All I’m going to do is rest. You know Jai wouldn’t call you unless it was urgent. There is no reason why you can’t go in and cover for the night. My phone is here, I will ring you if there’s a problem. Go. Earn money. If it makes you feel better, ring me when you can. I’ll either be absolutely fine, or asleep, during which I will also be fine.”

      Harrison pulled a face, clearly unhappy but shrugged. “Okay, okay. But you ring me if you need anything.” He glanced at the backdoor which Betty was still headbutting, though Blake doubted she even remembered what she was annoyed about. “Will you feed her?”

      “To an alligator?” Blake asked lightly.

      Harrison raised his eyebrows.

      “I was joking. Of course I’ll feed her. Now, will you go before Jai is ringing for someone to cover you?”

      Harrison kissed Blake. “It’s good to have you back,” he said warmly and then disappeared out the front door.

      Blake watched him leave and then glared at Betty, who had stopped headbutting the door and now was just staring at him, as if daring him to just try and come any closer. He hauled himself up, then hobbled across the living room to the cupboard where her food was kept, then approached the door cautiously.

      “I’m warning you,” he said darkly as she tapped her foot on the ground. He pushed the door open gently, lowering the bowl down to the ground. She watched him carefully. Then, he slowly rose up again. “Good girl,” he said, smiling.

      He had spoken too soon. Betty reared on her hind legs bleating furiously and charged into the side of his legs with as much force as an animal her size could muster.

      “Ow!” he exclaimed. “You little -”

      His loud expletive was drowned out by the sound of him slamming the door shut. Betty tapped her foot on the ground again, then went about eating her meal, apparently very pleased with herself.

      Blake exhaled in pain at where she had hit him. If she had decided to do it just a second beforehand, she would have got him right in the abdomen. He made a mental note to tell Harrison that he would be feeding Betty in future.

      He turned around, rubbing his leg and looked out of the living room window just as Michael Gardiner walked past.

      “Michael!” Blake called, hobbling as quickly as he could to the door, which was made even slower now he had a sore leg to contend with.

      He pulled open the front door and shouted Gardiner’s name down the street again.

      Gardiner turned around and his face dropped slightly. “Oh,” he said, walking back towards Blake again. “It’s you. Aren’t you supposed to still be in hospital?”

      “I escaped,” replied Blake, leaning against the wall of the cottage for support. “Just on your way to work?”

      Gardiner narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Yes. We have a meeting.”

      “Oh? About the Joe Tilsley case?”

      “I don’t think you need concern yourself.”

      “Oh, go on, Michael,” Blake pressed. “Is it about the case?”

      Gardiner sighed in irritation. “Yes, if you must know.”

      “I’m only asking because I actually have some information for you. I managed to speak to a couple of the staff, so I could come and hand over that information. Don’t worry, I’m not here to tread on your toes. I’m just trying to help you with intel, that’s all.”

      Gardiner looked as though he wanted to argue but he then huffed, followed by a nod.

      Together, they made their way to the station, which was a few streets away. The journey felt much longer than usual though, partly because of Blake’s slow speed and because Gardiner barely said a word throughout the journey.

      When they eventually arrived, Gardiner hurried ahead up the steps. Blake thought at first it was to open the door for him, but instead Gardiner disappeared inside the building.

      “Oh, he is such an arse,” Blake muttered to himself. He limped up the steps, but as he went to reach for the door handle, he suddenly felt a sharp pain from his stomach. It seared through his abdomen, causing him to double over and lean on the handrail for support. But then, just as suddenly as it had hit him, it faded away.

      The door opened, and Gardiner poked his head out. “Are you coming or not? What’s wrong with you?”

      Blake straightened himself up again, taking a moment to check that everything felt normal. “Nothing, I’m fine,” he said at last. “Just a bit of trapped wind I think.”

      Gardiner looked revolted, then disappeared back inside the station. Blake exhaled with relief that nothing else seemed to be wrong, then followed him in.

      “DS Harte,” Angel said in surprise as they entered the meeting room. “This is a surprise. I take it you’re on the road to recovery?”

      “Getting there, thank you, Sir,” Blake replied. “I met Michael on the way, thought I’d just pop in.”

      “He has some information to give us,” Gardiner said sharply. “Then he’s going home to rest up again.”

      Blake bit his tongue to prevent him from saying something inappropriate, then smiled cheerfully at Angel. “That’s right. I understand that you’re just about to have a meeting about the case?”

      “That’s correct,” Angel said. “Were you planning on staying for it?”

      “Oh,” replied Blake, feigning surprise. “I can do, I suppose. It would make sense for when I come back to work to be as up to date with the case as I can be.”

      “I’m sure you’ll catch up,” Gardiner said through gritted teeth.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Angel said. “Alright, take a seat, DS Harte. Obviously, you won’t be leading the meeting as Sergeant Gardiner is currently in your shoes. Doing a very good job of it as well.”

      “Absolutely,” Blake said, as he sat down next to Mattison. “I’m sure he is. Carry on, Michael.”

      Gardiner glared at him for a moment, then picked up the case file, cleared his throat and addressed the room.

      “Okay, silence please. As you’re all aware, we are currently investigating the death of Joseph Tilsley, thirty-five.” He pulled the forensic photograph of Joe’s body at the scene out of the folder and pinned it to the whiteboard. “He was found, apparently drowned, in a lift on the seventh floor of Clackton General Hospital. Quite how he ended up like that is a bit of mystery, which we will come to in a moment.”

      He paused to glance at Blake, who was watching him with his arms folded. Blake gave an encouraging nod for Gardiner to continue.

      “The forensic report points out a couple of bruises on the back of the victim’s neck,” Gardiner went on, pulling another photo out of the folder.

      Blake looked at the bruises frowning. He agreed with Sharon, they certainly did look like they were applied with force.

      “Do we know what happened before Tilsley went into that lift?” Mattison asked.

      “Yeah, we spoke to the girlfriend and one of the porters who found the body,” Patil answered. “And we have a witness statement from one of the cleaners that Tilsley entered that lift about twenty-five minutes before he was discovered.”

      “Yes,” Gardiner said, producing a photograph of the lift and sticking it on the board. “The lift he was found in was stuck for approximately twenty-one minutes. In that time, someone has apparently entered the lift, drowned him, then escaped again.”

      Blake raised his hand tentatively. Gardiner glared at him. “What?”

      “Well, it’s not just the killer that would have had to get in and get out of that lift before the doors were opened again. If we’re saying he drowned, then there would have also had to be enough water somehow present in which to do it. I was in that lift today. It doesn’t look to me like it’s had any contact with any water whatsoever.”

      “What are your theories, DS Harte?” Angel asked from behind them.

      “Could you pass me the forensic report please, Michael?” Blake asked, holding his hand out.

      Gardiner looked across at Angel with a look of annoyance on his face, then slammed the marker pen down on the desk and thrust the folder at Blake.

      “Thank you, Michael,” Blake said dryly. He pulled the forensics report out of the folder and read it through as quickly as he could. “As I thought. Sharon has stated here that there were traces of water around his mouth and on his hands. Other than that, he was bone dry. If we’re going by the bruises, then it would seem that someone had a very tight hold on the back of his neck. It fits with the theory that he was drowned, of course it does, but where’s the water come from? And how does someone get it into him, then back out again without spilling a drop on the carpet?”

      “Lots of questions there, do you have any answers to go with them?” Gardiner asked sardonically.

      Blake gave him a tight smile. “I’m not in charge of the investigation, am I? Do you?”

      “That’s quite enough of that,” Angel said sharply. “DS Harte, do you have any theories as to how this was achieved or not?”

      “Not yet, Sir. But I’m willing to bet it’s got something to do with that girlfriend of his.”

      He told them all about what he had seen of Kelsey during his stay in hospital. How he had overheard her having an argument with Joe, and how she was worried when she realised that Blake was a policeman. He explained how two members of the staff, including Kelsey’s best friend, had said that there was something not right with their relationship, as they had been arguing all the time. Then, he told them about the bells ringing out at three in the morning, and how Kelsey had run from the ward in tears.

      “So, as I said,” he concluded. “Kelsey Richards definitely knows more than she’s letting on.”

      Angel scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Have you spoken to Miss Richards, Sergeant Gardiner?”

      “Yes, of course I have,” snapped Gardiner. “But that was before he mentioned any of this! Why didn’t you tell me about bloody bells ringing out in the middle of the night?”

      “I did try, Michael.”

      “No, you didn’t!” Gardiner snapped back. “You kept it all to yourself because you’re determined to mess this up for me. I should arrest you for withholding evidence! The renowned Detective Sergeant Blake Harte needs to be the one that solves it, and God forbid anyone else should be allowed any credit!”

      “Michael, that’s not true!” Blake argued. “I’m just telling you what I know, and if you remember I was having an operation when I was in hospital. I could hardly stroll in here on the day of the murder because during that time I was having my appendix removed!”

      “You’ve just got an answer for everything, haven’t you?” shouted Gardiner.

      “That is enough, the both of you!” Angel said loudly from the corner.

      “Excuse me,” said a voice behind them. “Not interrupting, am I?”

      They all turned to see Sharon Donahue standing in the doorway watching the proceedings with some interest.

      “Sharon, do come in,” Angel told her.

      “Thank you. I was hoping to have a word with you all. I was led to believe you were having a meeting this morning regarding the Tilsley murder? We’ve found something on the victim’s phone that I think you’re all going to want to see.”

      Gardiner shot one last furious look at Blake, then threw himself into a chair in the corner, with his arms folded, his face thunderous.

      “Carry on, Sharon,” Angel said quietly.

      Sharon glanced around the room, perhaps to make sure that nobody else was going to start arguing, before pulling a memory stick out of her pocket. She walked across to a computer and inserted the stick, nodding at someone to get the lights. Mattison switched the projector on and they watched on the wall as Sharon opened the files she wanted.

      “We found two videos. This one was sent to his phone at 03:02, about seven hours before the murder.”

      She clicked on one of the videos and they were presented with an image of someone wearing a surgeon’s mask and cap, completely covering their face. Sharon pressed play and they watched as the figure held up a newspaper with a large headline about the hit and run incident over a year ago.

      “What the hell?” Blake murmured.

      ‘“The third of April 2017,”’ The figure said, his voice distorted, so it was indiscernible to any gender differences. ‘“This was the day you played a part in the death of a young woman. A year to the day since you cruelly snatched the life of an innocent victim. I’m The Watcher. And now, the time has come for your justice. Joe Tilsley, come on down.’” And the video cut out.

      There was silence in the room as they took in what they had watched.

      “The hit and run from last year?” Mattison asked, looking amazed. “Tilsley had something to do with it?”

      “Oh, you bet he did,” Sharon said. “Whoever this Watcher is, he’s been worthy of his name.” She closed the first video down and then began playing the second.

      The film seemed to have been taken in the middle of the night. As the camera zoomed out to focus on the scene ahead, Blake recognised an old shed that was on the outskirts of Harmschapel. “That’s the location of the hit and run,” Blake muttered.

      The film has clearly been taken from behind some bushes on the side of the road. They watched as the camera panned across to a car that had stopped a few metres ahead from the cameraman’s vantage point. They watched as Kelsey Richards climbed out of the front passenger seat, looking horrified. It was raining heavily, and the wind nearly knocked Kelsey off her feet as she ran down the road, past the camera and then to a body lying on the ground.

      Then, the camera panned back to Joe. He was leaning casually against the car, watching Kelsey panic over the body on the road. A smirk was visible on his lips as the camera zoomed in.

      “He’s smiling!” Patil exclaimed.

      “This wasn’t a hit and run,” Blake said, watching Joe walk calmly down the road to Kelsey and put his hands on her shoulders. “This was a murder.”

      They could just about make out Joe’s words to Kelsey as the wind audibly died down slightly.

      ‘“We did this, both of us. We’re way over the limit. If this gets out, then our careers, our lives, it’s all over! Listen to me Kelse, there’s nothing we can do for her. We just need to get out of here. This never happened. Come on!”’

      They watched as Kelsey walked back to the car. For a few moments, Joe examined the road around them, Blake guessed to check for any debris from the car that would implicate them. Then, with one last glance back at the body, he got back into the car and they drove off.

      The cameraman waited until the car was a good way in the distance before stepping out to the road and walking to the body. Blake frowned as a strange sudden huffing sound suddenly became evident, just before the cameraman knelt down and focused on the body. The face they all recognised as Lucy Pennock stared back up at them. Then, the video cut out.

      “Just rewind it,” Blake said. “Just after the car drives away.”

      Sharon clicked on the video and they all watched as the cameraman stepped out on to the road again. Then, as they walked towards Lucy’s body, the loud huffing sound came again.

      “What is that sound?” Blake asked.

      Sharon scowled and clicked the video back again. The huffing sound made them all look at each other cluelessly.

      “It sounds like he stubbed his toe or something. You know that noise you make?”

      “You stubbed your toe the other day, and you never made that noise,” Mattison said to her. “You made a lot of other noises, but not that one.”

      “I bet The Watcher is who called the emergency services to her,” Patil said, ignoring Mattison. “So, all of this with Tilsley, this is revenge?”

      “Exactly. Three AM,” said Blake, staring at the paused video in amazement. “That’s when Lucy was killed. And it was three AM when those bells sounded, which means that whoever this Watcher character is must be behind Tilsley’s death.”

      “The second video, the one of Lucy, was sent to Tilsley’s phone at 14:14 on the day of his death,” Sharon announced. “I think whoever sent this to his phone knew that Tilsley was dead. I think this video is for you guys.”

      Blake closed down the video of Lucy and then clicked across to the other one where the surgeon was leering at them, holding his paper. “I think we’ve found our killer, ladies and gents. We just need to unmask him.”

      “And how do we do that?” Mattison asked.

      “I think it’s time we spoke to Kelsey Richards. Properly.” Blake replied.

      “And by ‘we,’ I assume you mean officers that aren’t off on sick leave?” Gardiner sniped.

      Before Blake could reply, there was a knock on the door and Sergeant Mandy Darnwood poked her head into the room. “Sir, there’s a lady here wishing to speak to the officer in charge of the investigation into the death of Joe Tilsley?”

      “Who is she?” Gardiner asked.

      “She says her name is Miss Richards. She says it’s urgent.”

      All the officers looked at each other.

      “She’s here?” Patil exclaimed. “She’s just come to us?”

      “Then I better go and speak to her,” Gardiner said. “Thank you for coming in, Detective Harte, but I think I can take it from here.”

      Blake glared at Gardiner as he left the room.

      “I think you can probably be getting off home,” Angel told Blake. “I’m sure Sergeant Gardiner is capable of handling things.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Blake replied quietly. He followed Gardiner out of the room and towards the reception desk where they found Kelsey waiting for them. She stood up from her chair as they approached.

      “Miss Richards?” Gardiner clarified.

      “That’s right,” Kelsey said, looking extremely nervous as she wrung her hands together. “I was hoping to speak to you about Joe.” She spotted Blake approaching and sighed. “Oh, you’re here as well are you? I should have known. I guess I better speak to you too.”

      Gardiner rolled his eyes and opened the nearest interview room. “Could you step inside, please?” he told her. “We’ll be with you in just one moment.” He closed the door behind her and then stood in the doorway, staring at Blake. “And where do you think you’re going?”

      “Oh, Michael, stop being so bloody childish,” Blake told him. “She says she wants to speak to me too.”

      “It does seem that was her request, Sergeant Gardiner,” Angel said calmly from behind them. “But, and this is a substantial ‘but’, Detective Harte, I will expect you to conduct this interview with the upmost professionalism. You are in there to interview Miss Richards, and you will do so without trying to get one over on each other. And if I ever am witness to behaviour like I saw during that farce of a meeting from either of you, then I shall be reporting my findings to the Superintendent. Do I make myself clear?”

      Gardiner and Blake glanced at each other. They both nodded.

      “Good,” Angel said. “Now, I shall be watching the interview from behind the glass. Carry on, gentlemen.”

      He nodded curtly at the pair of them and then disappeared into the side room, where he would watch proceedings through the one-way mirror on the interview room wall.

      Gardiner turned to Blake. “As far as I am concerned, this is my investigation, and you are coming in here as a supporting officer. I think that’s more than reasonable.”

      Blake reluctantly agreed.
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      Kelsey sat in the interview room, her hands clasped together. Now she was here, she wanted nothing more than to flee from the room and keep running, but she knew that it was now or never. As far as she knew, whoever had been standing in her yard could have similar plans for her as he had for Joe. If telling the police absolutely everything was what she needed to do to stop it, then it had to be done, regardless of the consequences.

      Gardiner and Blake entered the room and sat down opposite her. Gardiner watched her for a few moments as he sorted the paperwork out from inside his folder then leant across and pressed on a recorder on the other side of the desk.

      “Interview commencing at 13:42. Present are Acting Detective Sergeant Michael Gardiner, Detective Sergeant Blake Harte and Kelsey Richards.”

      “Oh, is this going to be an official interview?” Kelsey asked, nervously.

      “Yes,” replied Gardiner flatly. “Now, I believe you had some information for us?”

      Kelsey took a deep breath. Her mouth had gone incredibly dry. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “Try at the beginning,” suggested Gardiner.

      Kelsey glanced up at him and then at Blake, who was watching her with a frown. “I’ve come to confess to my involvement in a death.”

      Gardiner and Blake looked at each other.

      “Go on,” Gardiner said.

      “A year ago, I think you were investigating the death of Lucy Pennock,” Kelsey continued quietly. It felt so wrong saying the words out loud that she had held so closely to her chest for so many months, but there was no going back now. “I was involved in her death, and so was Joe.”

      She watched them for some sort of reaction. Blake crossed his arms. “Why are you telling us this now?”

      “Because I should have done it a long time ago,” Kelsey murmured. “I can’t keep it a secret any longer. It’s been eating away at me for so long. I never sleep, I never stop thinking about it, replaying that night in my head, seeing her lying there. I can’t do it anymore.”

      “The rain, the wind, the feel of Joe’s hands on your shoulders telling you that you can’t tell anyone?” Gardiner asked.

      Kelsey nodded. “Exactly.” But then she frowned and stared at them. “How did you know about the wind and the rain?”

      “Because we’ve seen a video of you at the scene of Lucy Pennock’s death,” Gardiner told her.

      “You and Joe,” added Blake. “You hit her with your car, or rather Joe did, you got out the passenger seat. Then, you both drove away with no attempt to help her. Hit and run. And now, you’re telling us that it was you over a year later?”

      “What are you talking about?” Kelsey asked, unable to comprehend what she was being told. “What video? What do you mean?”

      “Joe was sent two videos to his phone. One the night before his death and another one, the one with both of you in it, the following afternoon, after he died.” Blake told her.

      “Does the name ‘The Watcher’ mean anything to you?” Gardiner asked her.

      Kelsey could not believe what she was hearing. Everything she had been trying to work out how to say, words she had battled internally with for months, were now being said to her. They knew everything.

      “Yeah,” she said, feeling dazed. “He’s sent me videos too. I’ve had threatening phone calls, videos, that whole thing with the bells. He turned up at my house today.”

      “You saw him in person?” Blake inquired. “Did you recognise him?”

      “No, he was in all of that surgeon getup,” Kelsey said. “He told me that Joe had paid for what he did to Lucy. He said that it was no accident. He seems to think that Joe knocked Lucy over on purpose.”

      “Well, when he’s filming your boyfriend smirking after knocking down this poor woman, you can hardly blame him.” Gardiner put in.

      Kelsey stared at him. “Smirking?”

      “Yes, smirking. While you were on your knees, looking down at your victim on the ground, your boyfriend was stood behind you looking like all his birthdays had come at once,” Gardiner told her.

      “She wasn’t my victim,” Kelsey protested sharply. “I’d never seen her before in my life, I tried to make him get help!”

      “Oh, but he was too charming for you to be able to coax? Come on, Kelsey!” Gardiner leant in to her. “Why has it taken you so long for you to tell us about it? You must have known that we were looking for Lucy’s killer. It’s been in the news, as our Watcher friend so kindly reminded us. ‘Horror in Harmschapel!’ You caused that horror. You and your boyfriend took the life of a woman and did nothing to help her. What I want to know is why?”

      Kelsey sighed and looked down at her hands, wringing them furiously. ‘Why’ was a question she had asked herself countless times over the past year.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. “When it happened, I was ready to go to the police there and then. I couldn’t think of anything else. But Joe kept saying how it would be suicide for us to report it. We were both drunk, so we’d be looking at a long prison sentence, especially him, our careers would be over.”

      “We heard him on the video,” Gardiner said.

      “Joe had a way about him. I don’t know. It was kind of like this magic power he had. He could just say things that could make any situation sound easier. How he persuaded me to keep quiet for those first few weeks, I’ll never know. I came so close. I’ve stood outside of this station so many times, just watching the police officers come and go, trying to work out what I was going to say. And I just couldn’t. The last time I even came in and got to the reception desk. But then I ran when the woman on the desk asked me what I wanted.”

      Blake bit his lip in annoyance. He could well imagine Mandy Darnwood standing at reception, merely shrugging and carrying on with her crossword in the situation, instead of going after a woman who had walked into a police station and just ran out again.

      “That time scared me,” Kelsey went on. “I went home and told Joe how close I’d come to blowing everything. We argued. And I don’t think we ever really stopped arguing since.” A realisation hit her suddenly and emotion flooded through her. “Even the last time I spoke to him face to face. The last thing I ever said to his face was how I wish I’d never met him.”

      Blake leant forward, his hands clasped on the table. “That would be the argument I overheard you having when I was trying to sneak back from the loos after vaping?”

      Kelsey glanced at him, and much to her own surprise, she let out a little laugh. “I knew that’s what you were doing. I’ve been a nurse for too long to not know that trick when I see it.” She leant back in her chair and briefly enjoyed the sensation of words she had been wanting to say for months finally leaving her mind.

      “Is there anything else you’ve been hiding?” Gardiner asked her. “Are you sure there’s no other secrets that we should know about? What about this nutter in the surgeon’s mask? What exactly do you know about him?”

      “Not a lot,” Kelsey said, wiping away a tear. “First time I knew anything about him was the night before Joe’s death. I got this weird phone call. Whoever it was had wanted me to know that they were behind the bells. I was a mess. I completely freaked out. I thought he was going to kill me. I still do, that’s why I came. To try and make this nightmare end.” She stared ahead, picturing her last memories of Joe. He had stormed out of the office after their argument. “Now Joe’s gone, it was easier actually. There was only me left to take the punishment. I’m not trying to make myself sound like a better person, but with Joe not here, it seemed like the most obvious thing in the world to do.”

      “So, The Watcher calls you, taunts you and generally goes out of his way to unnerve you,” Blake clarified, frowning slightly. “What else has he done?”

      Kelsey thought back. The past few days had begun to blur into one huge pile of horror and misery to the point it was difficult to pick out certain points. “I got a video, that was the first time I’d seen him in all this surgeon get up. He had a newspaper of the day it happened, and he was just talking about how we took this innocent woman’s life. It sounded like he was using one of those voice modifier things. I don’t know how they work, I’ve just read about them. You can get them online. He was definitely using one when I saw him tonight. It sounded quite tinny. He put a card and a white lily through my letter box tonight, and then I saw him.”

      “What did he say in the card?” Blake asked.

      “Not a lot. It wasn’t signed. It just said ‘Sorry for your loss.’”

      Blake leant back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “And you’re sure the card and the lily came from The Watcher?”

      Before Kelsey could answer, there was a sharp knock on the door and Angel appeared.

      “Can I have a word with you both, please?”

      Gardiner glanced back at Kelsey with an irritated sigh, then leant across the table to the recorder, looking up at the clock on the wall. “Interview suspended at 13:56.”

      They walked out of the room, leaving Kelsey alone with her own thoughts. She felt strangely happy. The world around her felt lighter, somehow. Her confession meant that she was no longer hiding anything.

      The door opened again, and Patil walked in. “I’m going to take you down to the cells, Miss Richards,” she told her.

      Kelsey nodded and allowed herself to be taken out of the room and through the station. They reached the end of a corridor and Patil opened a large steel door for her to walk inside. Her cell was as stark as she had always imagined it would be. The door closed behind her with a loud clang and as the lock turned, she stood in the middle of the small room and took in a deep breath. Then, she exhaled and smiled. It was the most content she had felt in over a year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake followed Gardiner into Angel’s office, his brain alive with what he had discovered since arriving at the station. It was frustrating that he now had more questions that ever after speaking to Kelsey, even though he had assumed that she was the one with all the answers. He shut the office door behind him and stood in front of Angel’s desk alongside Gardiner, who was looking more annoyed than ever.

      “Is there a problem, Sir?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “Not at all, Sergeant Gardiner,” Angel replied. “But I think it’s fairly clear that Miss Richards can’t tell us everything we need to know. Joe Tilsley was obviously hiding something from her.”

      “I agree,” Blake replied. “And I also think there’s more to The Watcher than meets the eye too.”

      “Oh, you do surprise me,” Gardiner muttered.

      “What are your theories, DS Harte?” Angel asked, ignoring Gardiner.

      “I know this sounds crazy, but it’s almost like there’s two people involved in this Watcher character. Think about it, Kelsey receives a flower and a sympathy card, then a few minutes later sees this guy standing in her yard, proclaiming how Joe has been punished. Do those two really fit together? Sympathy and threats?”

      “Oh, for goodness sake,” Gardiner snapped. “We’re talking about someone who films themselves dressed as a surgeon and goes to peoples’ houses with a voice modulator threatening justice. Obviously has a screw loose. And don’t forget about this drowning in a lift thing. Anybody who is capable of all that and still sleeps at night is hardly going to prioritise logic in their behaviour.”

      “Either way,” Blake said pointedly, “there’s more going on in Clackton General than we thought. Whoever The Watcher is, he obviously works at the hospital. What I don’t get is that if The Watcher is responsible for somehow drowning Tilsley in the lift, why didn’t he kill Kelsey today? She lives alone now, it would have been simple. Instead, he makes a run for it. He sent that video of Lucy’s death after Joe had been killed. He wanted us to see that because he knew we would go through his phone at some point. And, if Joe Tilsley did murder Lucy, our surgeon friend knew it was going to happen, otherwise, surely, he wouldn’t have been there to film it. There’s more under the surface with this, and I don’t think we’re going to get anywhere with any of it until we go back to the hospital.”

      “I quite agree,” Angel said lightly. “So, Sergeant Gardiner, I think that should be your next move.”

      “Certainly, Sir,” Gardiner growled.

      “That will be all,” Angel finished, and turned to his computer.

      Gardiner stormed out of the office, with Blake hobbling behind him.

      “Michael, hang on,” he called.

      “Never mind ‘hang on’,” retorted Gardiner, spinning around. “I have had quite enough of you poking your nose into my investigation for one day.”

      “I’m sorry,” Blake told him, when he finally caught up with him in reception. “But I think we’re going to have to work together to solve this. I don’t think we can do it on our own.”

      “There is no ‘we’. I am quite capable, thank you.” Gardiner turned and strolled out of the building. Blake groaned in frustration and followed him. His side was starting to hurt again, but he assumed it was because he was having to hobble around so much.

      When he got outside, he saw Gardiner unlocking the door to one of the police cars outside the station. He put in all the effort he could muster and came to a stop at the passenger side, slightly breathless. “I’ve said I’m sorry, okay?”

      Gardiner bit his lip in annoyance. “I am going to the hospital. I am going to speak to the staff on that ward, and I am then going to put together what I discover, and I will work out this whole affair from start to finish. Just because you’ve got ‘detective’ in your title, does not mean that you are the only one who can solve cases that require just a little bit of lateral thinking. At this moment in time, you are not my senior officer, you are, at best, my equal.”

      “I know that.”

      “So, I’m not going to let you talk me down, or order me about because you currently have precisely zero jurisdiction over me.”

      “So, let’s work together,” Blake insisted. “Do you not think that when me and you are on the same side, we’re the best in the station? That interview went better than it would if I was there on my own because I had you by my side. We ask questions that the other doesn’t think to. In all honesty, I don’t think this Watcher has a cat in hell’s chance against the two of us. There’s a reason you have the position you do, Michael, and there’s a reason I have mine. Because we’re good at our jobs.”

      “Ever heard the expression ‘too many cooks spoil the broth?’”

      “Ever heard the expression ‘two heads are better than one?’”

      Gardiner stared at Blake, then sighed. “Fine. Get in. But remember, it’s my investigation, and I call the shots.”

      Blake held his hands up in surrender. “Absolutely.”

      Gardiner grunted, apparently pleased his point had been made and climbed into the car. Blake rolled his eyes and then sat next to him, slamming the passenger door closed behind him. The action sent another sharp pain stabbing him in the side. He winced, but Gardiner seemed to neither notice or care. He merely started the car and they made their way out of the carpark, towards Clackton General.
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      They arrived at the hospital having spent the entire journey barely speaking, although Blake found the silence helpful. He had developed a couple of theories in his head about what had been going on. Of course, they were just theories at this stage, but he was hopeful that a few interviews would solidify some of the components floating around his mind.

      As he climbed out of the car, he felt his phone vibrating in his pocket. His heart sank as he saw Harrison’s name on the screen. He leant against the roof of the car and nervously answered it.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, how are you feeling?” Harrison asked.

      “Oh, you know,” Blake faltered. “Not too bad.”

      “Good. I hope you’re taking it easy. What are you up to?”

      Blake closed his eyes. What he knew was about to come out of his mouth was not something he felt proud of at all. “I’m just relaxing, you know. Nothing too strenuous.”

      Gardiner who was waiting impatiently for Blake to follow him, raised his eyebrows.

      “Lucky you,” Harrison moaned. “It’s been frantic here. Is there a snowstorm coming that I didn’t know about? It seems like the whole of Harmschapel is panic buying. Honestly, the shelves are nearly empty. We had a tour bus come through the village. You probably heard it if you haven’t moved off the sofa. I think they all came in here to get refreshments.”

      “Bless you. Well, don’t work too hard.”

      “I’ll see you tonight,” Harrison replied. “And Blake? I meant what I said. It really is good to have you back. Love you.”

      “I love you too,” Blake said. He hung up and groaned, resting his head on the car roof.

      “Well, well, well,” Gardiner said. “Trouble at home?”

      Blake raised his head and looked at him. “What?”

      “Even Mr Perfect is telling fibs to his other half. It’s nice to see some flaws in that oh so solid personality.”

      “Don’t,” Blake grumbled. “I feel bad enough as it is. He wants me to be relaxing at home with only that bloody goat for company. And she wants me dead more than you do. I’m not the stay at home type, especially when I’ve got a case like this to crack. Now, come on.”

      Gardiner watched as Blake winced slightly at yet another pain in his side. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Blake said dismissively.

      “You don’t look it,” Gardiner observed. “Still, if the worst happens, at least we’re in the right place.” He smiled cheerfully at Blake and walked towards the entrance. “Come on.”
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      They arrived on 7A and made their way towards the reception desk. The ward was busy as usual, and Blake was at a slight loss about where they should begin.

      “Might I suggest that we start with witnesses to some of these arguments?” Gardiner said. “They might be able to tell us how dysfunctional their relationship really was.”

      “See?” Blake said brightly. “I would never have thought of that.”

      Gardiner looked like he was not sure whether Blake was being sarcastic.

      “In that case,” Blake added. “I think we should speak to Stan. He’s a porter, and he told me that he heard them shouting at each other plenty of times.” He held his hand out as a nurse rushed past him. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’m looking for Stan Alderman?”

      The nurse turned around and stared at Blake in surprise. It was Chloe Prendergast. Blake remembered her as the anaesthetist who had taken him down for his operation.

      “Oh, Mr Harte, isn’t it?” Chloe said, smiling her bucked teeth grin at him. Blake could not help but feel that her teeth were sticking out even more than they had been than the first time he had met her. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m alright. I’m actually here in an official capacity,” Blake explained. “Actually, you seemed to know Kelsey pretty well when I saw you both talking. Do you remember when you were taking me down for my operation?”

      “Oh, yeah, Kelsey’s lovely,” Chloe beamed. “I’ve felt so sorry for her during this whole thing. It’s just been awful for her. I’ve not seen her, obviously, since it happened. Do you know how she is?”

      Blake and Gardiner exchanged looks. “She’s doing okay,” Blake said at last. “I was wanting to talk to you about anything you might know about her relationship with Joe Tilsley. Did you know him well?”

      Chloe shrugged. “On and off. He worked on this ward for a little while before he moved upstairs. They seemed pretty close.”

      “And what did you make of him?”

      “Not a lot to make of him, really. I thought he seemed a bit arrogant. Kelsey loved him though, so I guess that’s all that matters.”

      “Does the name Lucy Pennock mean anything to you?” Gardiner asked her, with a doubtful expression. Blake could tell that he had taken in Chloe’s large frame, short hair and dopey exterior and already built himself a picture of someone that would be of very little help.

      Chloe scratched the back of her head. “It rings a bell. Is she on telly?”

      “Well, she was,” Blake conceded. “She was killed in a hit and run accident last year. She would have been on the news. We have reason to believe that Joe Tilsley was the driver.”

      Chloe’s mouth opened in shock. “I knew he was bad news. I didn’t think he was capable of that though. Did he do it on purpose?”

      “We’re investigating all possibilities.”

      Chloe put the folder she was carrying on the reception desk and crossed her arms, shaking her head. “Poor Kelsey. She must be absolutely in bits.”

      “Actually,” Gardiner interrupted, “we have reason to believe she was involved. In fact, we know she was.”

      Chloe’s head shot round to Gardiner, her bright exterior replaced by one of anger. “Kelsey isn’t like that. She’s one of the kindest, most gentle people I’ve ever met! You don’t have any right to go around throwing accusations at her like that.”

      Blake glanced at Gardiner who looked like he wanted to argue back and held up a hand. “Alright, alright. Chloe, we’re just investigating all possibilities, but we do know that Kelsey was there at the time of Lucy’s death, and we’re trying to find out how it’s all connected to Joe’s death.”

      “Did you say you were looking for Stan?” Chloe asked. “I saw him upstairs. Ward Nine. He was fixing a light fixture in the staff room. Do you need to ask me anything else, because I honestly don’t know any more than what I’ve already told you? But Kelsey would never harm anybody. When I first came here, she was really good to me. I don’t have many friends, but Kelsey is one of them. I’m fully prepared to be a character witness or something for her.”

      Blake nodded. “Thank you, Chloe. I’m sure she’d really appreciate your support. Thanks for telling us about Stan. I’ll come and find you if I need anything else, alright?”

      Chloe nodded, then threw another glare at Gardiner and waddled away down the corridor. Gardiner exhaled, watching her leave with a distasteful expression. “She’s not exactly gifted, is she? On the outside or the inside of her head.”

      “Don’t be horrible, Michael,” Blake told him, watching Chloe vanish around the corner. “I thought she was quite helpful, actually. I wonder.”

      “What do you wonder?” Gardiner asked, with a disdainful sigh.

      “Come to think of it, I recognise her. Chloe.”

      “So do I,” Gardiner said shrugging. “You can see her on the roof of any cathedral.”

      “I forgot you had women queuing up ‘round the village to take you out,” Blake reminded him. “I remember now. Me and Harrison went to the gay bar in Clackton a few months back. She was there.”

      “What, her? That dainty little thing?” Gardiner exclaimed. “Surely not.”

      “Will you shut up a minute? My point is that if I remember rightly, she was chucked out. I don’t know what for, but I remember seeing a couple of bouncers dragging her across the dancefloor. Maybe she has a bit of a temper on her. She doesn’t sound that keen on Joe either.”

      “Are we going to see this porter or not?” Gardiner asked impatiently.

      “Hmm,” said Blake thoughtfully. “Come on then. We’ll take the lift. Have a look, see if you can find anything helpful when we’re in there.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry, I have a theory about what went on inside that lift,” Gardiner replied as they made their way towards the elevator.

      “Do you?” Blake asked as he pressed the call button.

      “Tilsley was stuck in this thing, right? For twenty minutes or so?”

      “Right.”

      The lift doors opened and they both stepped inside. Gardiner pressed the button for the ninth floor and continued. “If we got stuck in this lift right now, what would be the first thing you’d do?”

      “I’d shout for help, press the emergency button and try and get in touch with someone.” Blake replied, unsure where Gardiner was going with this.

      “Exactly,” Gardiner said triumphantly. “I noticed on the day of the murder that these lifts don’t have phones. I know some do, but these have these speaker systems installed instead.”

      As the lift began to climb, Blake followed Gardiner’s eye line to the grate above the buttons to the floors.

      “Look at these holes,” Gardiner went on, pointing to the small holes that made up the speaker. What if something was installed in this lift that made it so that when the lift stopped between floors, water began to pour out of these holes?”

      “Out of the speaker system?” Blake clarified.

      “Exactly,” Gardiner said proudly. “This lift breaking down was no accident. Once Tilsley is inside, the lift grinds to a halt and water begins to fill this compartment.”

      Blake cocked his head to the side. He was finding it very difficult to offer Gardiner any positives to his theory. “Okay,” he settled on. “Where does the water go?”

      Gardiner smiled smugly, clearly reaching the most genius part of his theory. “It gets drained out. You can get these industrial sucker things to get rid of large amounts of water. All you’d need to do it get the pipe in here.”

      “And how did they do that?”

      Gardiner hesitated. “Well. I’m sure there’s a hole in here somewhere that we haven’t seen. Maybe one of those ceiling panels comes loose. If someone was sat on the top of this compartment, they could throw the pipe in once Tilsley was dead and drain it out. All in twenty minutes. They’d probably even be able to get rid of it from the carpet.” He suddenly clapped his hands together as an idea struck him. “Maybe you wouldn’t even need the speaker thing. Those pipes can suck water out and put it back in again with just the flip of a switch. All you’d need is the pipe!”

      Blake was not entirely sure what to say. The theory was madness. As the lift arrived on the ninth floor, he just nodded and said “I think there’s something in that, Michael. Maybe just needs a bit of TLC. Iron it out a bit, and I think you might be onto something.”

      “Yes, I think we’ll find it’s something like that,” Gardiner replied airily. “Someone who works here with know how could get this lift to stop any time they wanted and get it going again. However long they needed to get rid of any evidence.”

      Blake merely nodded again as the doors slid open and they stepped out. As they followed the signs towards the ward, he began to wonder if it had been possible for someone to be hidden on the top of the lift, but something about the idea did not sit right with him.

      After asking one of the doctors if Stan was around, they were pointed in the direction of an office on the end of the ward, where they found Stan standing on a step ladder, fiddling with the wires of a fibrotic light in the wall.

      Stan looked down from his height as they entered the room.

      “Hello! Mr Harte, isn’t it? How are you feeling? I’d heard you’d discharged yourself. I had a feeling you were going to do something like that!” he chuckled. “Sometimes you get a sense who the difficult patients are going to be.”

      “Yes, ‘fraid I did, Stan,” Blake replied. “But, I’m back now. Can’t stay away from the place, really. We were hoping to speak to you about Joe Tilsley.”

      “Ah, yeah. I thought you might be,” Stan said, stepping down from the ladder. “Of course, what can I do for you?”

      “When did you last see him?” Gardiner asked. Stan glanced around at Gardiner as if he had only just noticed him. Gardiner rolled his eyes, then pulled out his ID. “Acting Detective Sergeant Gardiner, I’m in charge of this investigation. When did you last see Mr Tilsley?”

      Stan pulled a face that implied he was thinking. “It was the other night. The night before he died. I saw him leaving and called good night to him from across the floor.”

      “And how did he seem?” Blake asked.

      Stan shrugged. “Bit distracted. He seemed to barely acknowledge me to be honest, but I’m sure he didn’t mean to be rude. He was soaking wet I noticed, but then it was raining really heavily that night, so maybe he’d already been out in it once, forgotten something and wanted to get back in his car as quickly as he could.”

      Blake frowned. He could feel something was trying to get into his brain, but it couldn’t quite make its way in yet.

      “Does the name Lucy Pennock mean anything to you?” Gardiner asked him.

      “Yes,” exclaimed Stan, looking sympathetic. “It was that poor girl who got knocked down in Harmschapel last year. Nasty business that. It’s the family I feel for.”

      “We believe Mr Tilsley was involved in her death.”

      Stan stared at them in amazement. “What? Joe? No, I don’t believe it.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Blake told him. “And then somebody went after him because of it. When Joe broke down in that lift, what did you do?”

      “Me?” Stan asked. “I heard Kelsey banging and shouting on the doors, so I came to see what the problem was. Then, I went to grab the maintenance lads, and Kevin to give him a bit of experience, to try and fix it. It took me ages to find them, they were on the top floor, if I remember. Anyway, I brought them down, obviously we had to use the stairs cause the lifts weren’t working, then they went about mending it. But it sorted itself out in the end. They do that, lifts. Anyway, once we’d got the doors open, that’s when we found him, the poor lad.”

      “Sorry I’m late, Stan,” said a voice behind them. It was Kevin, Stan’s assistant. “The traffic was stupid.” Blake realised it was the first time he had heard Kevin speak. Normally, he just seemed to nod wordlessly.

      “No worries, lad,” Stan said cheerfully. “Just carry on with that fitting while I talk to these two gentlemen, would you?”

      Kevin nodded and climbed the step ladder. Blake watched him work while Gardiner continued talking.

      “Would you ever have access to any of the other uniforms in this hospital? Maybe from theatre? Do you ever go in there?”

      “Into theatre?” echoed Stan. “Yeah, every now and again. I’m normally helping push a patient about if I’m down there. Why do you ask?”

      “Has there been any reports about surgeon’s caps and masks going missing?” Gardiner asked.

      Stan shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. You’d have to ask them.”

      “We will be doing,” Blake said. He scratched the back of his head as he realised that Stan was not offering any especially helpful information. The feeling of having questions to ask that would led them to the culprit but having no idea who they should ask those questions to was extremely frustrating.

      Then, from behind them, a familiar noise echoed around the office. Blake and Gardiner looked at each other, their eyes wide.

      Then, it came again. A sharp, huffing sound, like a sudden intake of breath. Slowly, they turned around.

      Kevin was staring at them cluelessly, with an inhaler in his mouth. “What?” he asked, his eyes darting between the two of them. “I ran up here from the bottom floor, I’m breathless.”

      Blake’s mouth went dry. “How long have you had asthma, Kevin?”

      Kevin shrugged as he put his inhaler back into his pocket. “Since I was about ten I think. My mum smoked when she was pregnant with me. She says she quit soon after I was born, but the doctor says that the damage was already done. My sister had it too.”

      “And when does it come on? What triggers it?” Gardiner asked, stepping forwards.

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. “Why are you asking me about that?”

      “Rainy weather?” Blake asked. “Stress?”

      “Yeah,” Kevin said cautiously. “I dunno why it happens in the rain, something about mould spores being released apparently. And yeah, stress. Everyone gets stressed though, don’t they?”

      Again, Blake and Gardiner exchanged looks.

      “You never told me you had a sister,” Stan said, sounding slightly affronted. “I’ve told you about all my family.”

      “It just never came up,” Kevin said sharply, staring at Stan intently.

      “What’s your sister’s name?” Blake asked.

      For a few seconds, Kevin hesitated. It was all Blake needed.

      “Wouldn’t be Lucy, by any chance, would it?”

      Kevin stayed silent for a few moments, then he looked down at the ground and finally said in quiet voice, “Why did you ask about my inhaler? How did that help you?”

      “The video, Kevin,” Blake told him. “The one you took of Joe and Kelsey on the night of your sister’s death. It was raining really heavily that night, and I think witnessing your sister being hit by a car comes under the category of stress. You had a suck on your inhaler in the film.”

      Kevin frowned slightly, then his expression softened as he remembered. “I try not to think too much about that night. I’ve not exactly sat and watched it on repeat. I do remember needing my inhaler though. The last thing I expected was that you’d be able to hear it over the weather that night. You found the video then? On Joe’s phone?”

      Blake nodded. “Yeah, we did. Just like you wanted us to.”

      “Good,” said Kevin. He appeared to be at a loss for words, as if he and Blake had come to the end of a business deal and they were both about to go their separate ways.

      “Am I missing something?” Stan asked, staring around the room looking confused. “What video? Kevin? They’re not suggesting that your sister was Lucy Pennock, are they?”

      “We are,” Gardiner said sharply. “Because she was. Tragedy struck, and you decided to take matters into your own hands, didn’t you?”

      Kevin stared at Gardiner, as if insulted that he had summarised it to make it sound at all simple. “There was a bit more to it than that, come on. I’m not a psycho.”

      “Kelsey couldn’t have had anything to do with it though,” Stan said, still looking baffled. “What’s all this got to do with poor Kelsey and Joe?”

      “Oh, more than you could ever believe, Stan,” Kevin said, a slight smile appearing in the corner of his mouth. “Poor Kelsey? Maybe. At a push. But poor Joe? Do me a favour. That guy knew what he was doing, and he did it well. Kelsey never had a clue. He was out having affairs left, right, and centre, and she sat at home playing the dutiful girlfriend.”

      “We can carry this on down at the station,” Blake said. “We don’t need to do it here.”

      “I knew what he was like,” Kevin murmured, staring ahead and ignoring Blake. “You can tell, sometimes, can’t you? Just those types of people that don’t give a toss about who they hurt in the long run. And I could see it in him. Oh, Lucy was forever singing his praises, but how much happiness can you get from someone when you weren’t their first choice? Especially if they refuse to break up with the person who was. Look at what Joe had to gain by getting Lucy out of the way. Kelsey never found out about the affair. He could have his cake and eat it. Now, tell me that was an accident.”

      The room was silent. Blake watched Kevin as he took another puff on his inhaler and walked across the office, his back to them, staring out of the window. “It happened two days before my birthday, you know. I guess I was lucky it didn’t land on the actual day. I wouldn’t have a birthday to celebrate at all then. Lucy had got us tickets for this gig and it was just going to be the two of us. I couldn’t wait. We never got to spend all that much time together, especially since she started getting all obsessed with Tilsley.

      “But when we got there, there they were. Him and Kelsey. At the same gig. Didn’t take long for him to leave Kelsey dancing and to drag Chloe off somewhere. I knew it was going to happen the second I saw his smug little face at the bar. They disappeared for a bit, and I presumed that they’d gone off somewhere, but when I went outside, they were both there, arguing.”

      “What about?” Blake ventured. He was surprised that Kevin was divulging all this information in front of Stan, but like he had seen with Kelsey in her interview, he was someone who appeared to be getting a lot off his chest that had been there for too long.

      “Lucy wanted him to dump Kelsey. He said he wouldn’t. ‘Can’t we just keep things as they are, babe?’ When he said that, I just saw red, waded in and thumped him. Who was he to treat my sister like that? Anyway, the bouncer saw me throw the first punch and chucked me and Chloe out.”

      “And then, what? You walked home?” Blake asked.

      “Yeah, it was later than we thought,” Kevin replied, turning back to them at last. “Last bus had long gone, we didn’t have enough to get a taxi, so we walked. I say walked, Lucy stormed ahead, and I tried to catch her up. Arguing all the way. She didn’t like the way I’d interfered. I said to her, ‘you’re my sister. What am I supposed to do?’ But she wasn’t having any of it.

      “We’d been walking for about an hour. We were just coming up to Harmschapel, we were cold, wet, tired, my asthma was getting really bad. And then, she started going on, and on about how I never leave her to get on with her life, how mine was so dull that I had to get involved with hers. She was getting really in my face, and I’d had enough. So I just…” His voice trailed off.

      “What?” Blake asked. “You just what?”

      “I pushed her away from me.” Kevin murmured. “I didn’t think it was a proper hard push, but she slipped or something. I dunno if it was the mud from the path we were on, or whether she stumbled on the curb of the pavement, but she fell into the road.”

      Kevin closed his eyes as the moment seemed to return to him. Blake shut his eyes too, but in sympathy. He could not imagine what had gone through Kevin’s mind at the moment he shoved his sister away from him into the path of an incoming car. He doubted there was a feeling even close to it.

      Kevin sat down on an office chair, fiddling with a pencil sharpener on the desk. “I don’t think I was actually capable of movement for a minute or so. I was just staring into the road, waiting for her to get up. I didn’t even register the car really. Then I saw who got out of it.”

      “Kelsey and Joe?”

      Kevin nodded. “There and then, I had to make a decision. I dunno what made me settle on the choice I made, but I knew once I’d gotten it in my head, I wasn’t going to get it out. As far as I was concerned, Tilsley killed her.”

      “Well, I think you helped,” Gardiner said caustically.

      “Shut up, Michael,” Blake snapped. Gardiner returned to silence.

      Kevin did not appear to have heard. “I just knew there and then that I had a chance to make him suffer for a change.”

      “I’m guessing him smirking didn’t help matters?” Gardiner asked, slightly more cautiously.

      For the first time, Kevin looked up and frowned. “Smirking? What do you mean?”

      “In the video,” Blake said. “You filmed Joe. It looked like he was smiling when he was looking at Lucy.”

      “Oh,” Kevin said, shaking his head. “He wasn’t. I wish he was, it would have made his death much more sweet. But no, he was actually crying. I know what you mean. My auntie does something similar when she cries. We all thought she was laughing the first time she watched Titanic, but then we realised she was in floods of tears.”

      “So, you film these two having hit your sister,” Gardiner asked, his face suggesting he was having difficulty taking it all in. “Then, what? You keep the film all this time?”

      “I didn’t know what to do with it at first,” Kevin replied. “Then, as the weeks and months went by, and you lot didn’t have anything new to tell us, I knew they’d gotten away with it. I could deliver my own justice to them. I made a promise that if they were both still walking free within a year, then that’d be it. I made the plan of this Watcher bloke, and then went about it all a few days ago. Managed to get the key to the room where they kept the tannoy system. I didn’t think it’d still be working, but it worked a treat. Then I did the videos, the phone calls. I was really starting to enjoy myself.”

      “But then you killed Joe and it all changed?” Blake asked.

      Kevin stared at him and shook his head, looking slightly insulted. “I didn’t kill Joe. I dunno who did. But it wasn’t me. I’m not a murderer. I couldn’t. I’ve seen death, first hand and close up. I couldn’t do that to someone.”

      Again, there were a few moments of silence. Blake jumped slightly as he heard Stan move behind them, having completely forgotten he was there. He was standing, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, looking appalled.

      Blake nodded at Gardiner to cuff Kevin.

      “Come on,” Gardiner said to him. “You can tell us more about how you don’t kill people back at the station.”

      “I don’t,” Kevin said. “I know what you think about what happened with Lucy, but I don’t. Trust me, I wanted to. And if I had done it, I’d tell you now. I’ve got nothing to hide. The Watcher was the best thing that happened to me since Lucy’s death. I got my justice. In the end.”

      [image: ]

      They led Kevin out of the room and down the corridor. As they walked, he did not say a word. He had a look of almost tranquil calm about him, as if he had been expecting his arrest. As they made their way back towards the lifts, they passed various members of the staff who were looking as confused as Stan, asking Kevin what was going on. He did not reply to any of them.

      Gardiner tapped Blake on the shoulder and pointed into one of the private wards. “That’s the cleaner I spoke to. She saw Tilsley entering the lifts. I expect you’ll want to speak to her too? Seeing as you’re in the process of wrapping everything up once again?”

      “Yes, I would,” Blake murmured. “Can you take him to the car and wait for me? I only want to ask her a couple of questions.”

      Gardiner gave a resigned sigh. “Yes, go on then.” He turned to Kevin and walked him on. “Come on, you. I think we’ll take the stairs if you don’t mind.”

      Blake watched Gardiner disappear down the corridor then wandered into the office where a large tanned woman was furiously scrubbing the floor.

      “Excuse me,” he said.

      The woman looked up, her long black hair matted to her forehead. “Yes?” she said, a strong Spanish accent evident in her voice.

      “I believe you were interviewed by police the other day?” Blake asked, pulling his ID out of his pocket. “About Joe Tilsley?”

      “Ah, si, si, I was. I am Maria, and you are?”

      “Blake Harte,” Blake replied, smiling. “I just wanted to go over what you were saying when you saw Joe?”

      “Ah, si, he is doctor, yes? I see him, he go towards lift.”

      “That’s right. Two days ago?”

      “Si,” replied Maria. “I am mopping corridor floor, these visitors they come in with their mucky shoes and make my floor dirty, but I see him that morning, he is talking on telephone.”

      Blake nodded, thinking back to what he heard from Kelsey about talking to Joe on her mobile before he was found.

      “I think he was talking to friend,” Maria went on as she put her mop back in her bucket and leant on it. “He say, ‘yes, I come down, I am coming down, I meet you.’

      “That’s right. And how did he seem?” Blake asked her.

      “Seem?” repeated Maria, shaking her head. “I do not know.”

      “How was he?” Blake said patiently. “Was he happy? Was he sad?”

      “Ah, I see, sorry, sorry,” Maria laughed. “My English, I learn.”

      “Hey, don’t you worry.” Blake smiled. “You’re better at English than I am at Spanish.”

      Maria bit her lip as she brushed her hair out of her face. “Si, I remember. He cough, very bad.” As if to enunciate her point, Maria let out an exaggeratory hacking sound.

      “He had a bad cough?” Blake clarified.

      “Si, si, very bad,” Maria replied, nodding. She let out another couple of coughing sounds. “I go to ask him if he okay, should I get Doctor, but he had gone in lift and doors closed before I could.”

      Blake nodded. He had heard all he needed to, and things were finally starting to make sense. “Thank you Maria, you’ve been very helpful.”

      Maria smiled broadly at him and fluttered her eyelashes as Blake walked back to the lifts to meet Gardiner by the car. He needed to do some research, but he was starting to piece together exactly what had happened to Joe in the time leading up to his death. First, he needed to gather as much information from Kevin as he could.

      He entered the lift and pressed the button for the ground floor. But as he was standing there working through all the theories he had in his head, he was suddenly hit with the sharpest pain he had felt yet. It was like someone’s hand had reached inside him and was twisting his internal organs about. As the lift opened on the ground floor, Blake cried out in agony and dropped to his knees. As nurses rushed to him, Blake’s insides writhed, and he continued spasming with pain as he felt himself begin to move back into the lift again.
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      I told you that you weren’t ready to go home,” Gloria Nicolls told him as she stood over Blake’s bed. “Your wound has become infected. It can happen if you’re not careful after an operation, and I’m very willing to bet you weren’t careful whatsoever.”

      Blake groaned as the place where his appendix used to be continued to throb. “It’s worse now than it was when I had the bloody thing inside me. I haven’t got time to be here. I need to be back at the police station.”

      “You’re going down to theatre as soon as they have a window so they can sort out what you’ve done to yourself,” Gloria told him sternly. “And then, you’ll be staying in here until we are satisfied that you’re ready to go home. I’m sorry, but it’s for your own good. You’re very lucky it wasn’t more serious. Any more antics like you’ve been up to and it may well still be serious unless you get some rest.”

      Blake sighed and nodded. He had made sure that Gardiner had been told about what had happened and had been assured that he had taken Kevin back to Harmschapel to interview him.

      Gloria glanced around her and spoke quietly to Blake. “While I’ve got you here, is Kelsey alright? She rang me. She said she’d been arrested, but she wouldn’t let me come down. Has something happened?”

      Blake sat himself up in bed with some difficulty. “I can’t discuss that at the minute. Trust me, I’d like to. You’ll be asked about it soon enough though.”

      Gloria shook her head as she studied Blake’s case file. “I knew that Joe was trouble. It’s about that, isn’t it? She’s lashed out and killed him? I knew she was struggling, I could see it in her.”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that,” Blake said as he flicked through his phone to distract himself from the pain. He had found an article to read that was giving him the final answers he needed to send to the station so Gardiner could wrap up the case.

      “You better have some morphine,” Gloria said as she fiddled with his catheter. “The pain will calm down soon.”

      “That’d be great, thank you.”

      Before long, Blake had been given a dosage of morphine and soon the words on his phone started to come a blur. The pain began to fade slightly, and he leant his head back on the pillow. As the strength of the drug began to take over, a wave of contentedness washed over him and he closed his eyes.

      The next thing he knew, a voice was breaking into his consciousness. “Mr Harte? I’m going to take you down now.”

      He slowly opened his eyes, blinded by the light. Chloe Prendergast was stood over him, a serious expression on her face.

      “Now?” Blake said drowsily.

      “Let’s get you down there,” Chloe said. She walked around Blake’s bed and Blake felt himself begin to move. The florescent lights above him hurt his eyes as they went past one after another. He moved his eyes to Chloe, who was pushing the bed down the corridor from behind Blake’s head. Then, the lights disappeared, and Blake recognised the pattern on the lift ceilings as he was pushed inside.

      “You’ve arrested Kelsey,” Chloe said. “I’ve just heard it from one of the nurses. It’s gone ‘round the hospital like wild fire. Is this about Joe’s death? I told you, she wouldn’t do something like that.”

      “No,” murmured Blake. Through the fogginess of the drug, Blake could sense that the lift wasn’t moving, meaning Chloe had not pressed any of the buttons.

      “Joe was a danger to Kelsey, you know,” Chloe said. “She’s better off without him.”

      “Is that why you attacked him?” Blake asked. He was aware that he needed to try and stay lucid enough to listen to what Chloe was saying.

      Chloe looked down at him. “Attack him? I don’t know what you mean. I didn’t kill him.”

      “Yeah you did,” slurred Blake. “How does a man get soaking wet before he goes out in the rain? Be honest Chloe, did you and Joe have a little water fight the day before he died?”

      Chloe stared at him as Blake’s eyes began to close. He felt like the morphine was relaxing him to the point where he wanted to sleep, but he knew from Chloe’s face that the theory he had landed on was right. He needed to stay awake, so he could hear everything she had to say.

      “How did you know about that?” Chloe asked fearfully. “There was only me and him in the room. He didn’t report me, I know he didn’t.”

      “What happened, Chloe?” Blake asked, his head dropping to the side.

      Chloe leant against the lift wall. Blake could still feel that they weren’t going anywhere. She looked hurt, as if insults were being flung at her. “He was mocking me. Mocking me about Kelsey.”

      “Because you like her,” Blake said quietly. “You like her a lot.”

      “Like her?” Chloe repeated. “I don’t like her. I love her. It’s like I said to you, when I first came to this hospital, I was alone. I’d been bullied for years at school. When I got this job, I thought ‘finally. Finally, my life is changing and I can pick myself up from the ground.’ I’ve tried to have friends over the years, but none of them were interested. Even my mam says I’m too clingy. I scare people off. People don’t know how to deal with me. I get these obsessions. I’m just lonely, that’s all. Other lonely people get sympathy, so why don’t I?”

      “What happened?” Blake asked again.

      Chloe sat down on the bed, pressing the button on the lift at last. “I was running a bath for a patient. I’d just overheard Joe and Kelsey having an argument and he was saying some horrible things to her. Why would she stay with someone who spoke to him like that? I’d never have treated her that way, I’d have looked after her and made her happy. And I told Joe that. I took him in that bathroom, away from everybody and told him that he was out of order for speaking to her like that and he should treat her better.”

      “And what did he say?” Blake asked.

      Chloe kicked the wall of the lift in anger. “Horrible things. He said that I didn’t know what I was talking about. He called me a weirdo and a freak and asked me what I knew about relationships when nobody would ever come anywhere near me. He told me Kelsey couldn’t care less about my opinions and that I needed to mind my own business. So I argued with him, I told him Kelsey was my friend and he just sneered at me and told me that nothing I could say would ever make Kelsey give me anything other than pity. And I just saw red.”

      “What did you do?” Staying awake was becoming harder but Blake was hanging on for all his worth.

      Chloe looked down at her hands. “I lost it. I just grabbed him by the neck. I’m a lot stronger than I give myself credit for. My mam says it all the time. All I wanted to do at that moment was shut him up and stop him from thinking he could talk to anybody how he liked.

      “I didn’t know I’d done it until a few seconds in,” she continued sadly. “I just grabbed his head and dumped him into the bath, holding him down. He struggled for ages and I couldn’t stop myself, all I could think in my head was ‘shut him up, shut him up, shut him up.’ Then there was a knock on the bathroom door and it sort of brought me to my senses. I realised what I was doing and let him go and he sort of landed on the floor, gasping and choking. Honestly, I thought I had killed him. He didn’t move for a few seconds and there was still someone at the door, and they couldn’t get in ‘cause I’d locked it. Then, Joe sort of spluttered a bit, coughing like mad, but he was alive. I’ve not lost my temper like that in a few months and I’ve not got control when I’m in that place, so I was just glad that he wasn’t hurt.”

      “A few months? Last time you were in the bar in Clackton?” Blake asked, digging his fingernails into his palms to keep himself conscious.

      “Our ward sister was at the door,” Chloe said. “Once I’d seen Joe was alright, I let her in. She took one look at the water everywhere and went mad. She told me to get a mop to sort it out and told Joe that he better get out of her sight as well, and stormed off somewhere. Joe was looking at me with this fear on his face, like he was scared of me, and to be honest, I was pleased. Good! I wanted him to be scared of me. He was lucky I didn’t drown him in that bath.”

      “You did though,” Blake murmured, watching her carefully. “I had to do some research for what had happened to him. I knew something was going on, then I remembered. I’d seen this interview on the telly when I was here in the daytime. On one of those chat shows, about a little boy who died when he was on holiday. I was so bored, it didn’t stick in my mind, but he had drowned in the sea. I found the article again just now, because something from that interview was sort of in my head and I didn’t know why. Look at this.”

      He passed Chloe his phone and showed her the article he had found on the interview he had been half paying attention to when he had been complaining on Ward 7A about the wait for his operation. She read through the article and stared at him in horror. “This kid, I read about him. He didn’t die in the sea?”

      “No,” Blake said, shaking his head drunkenly from side to side. “He nearly drowned. But then died twenty-four hours later. It’s called secondary drowning, or delayed drowning according to that interview. It’s rare, but it happens. Someone can have a life-threatening incident with water, and enough water can enter your system to begin to have a really bad time with your body. Nobody saw Joe after you attacked him, apart from Stan. And Joe was soaking wet, because you’d just been holding his head down in a bath. He went home, and he would have spent the night coughing and having chest pains. It can make you disorientated – a bit like I feel now – but sometimes, like with that kid, it can take up to a day to actually kill you. Kids die from this because they can be acting relatively normal after a close call in water and their parents are none the wiser, until they start getting symptoms again, and by then it can be too late.

      “The next day, Joe comes to work and he’s starting to feel a lot of pain. Then Kelsey rings him. I’ve got a witness that puts Joe on the tenth floor, about to go in this lift, coughing his guts up. He was dying, and he didn’t even realise what was happening to him. But fate was cruel. He might have been alright if he had got down to the ward, but the lift breaks down. It had nothing to do with any amazing mechanics. Just timing in all the wrong places. Only a few percent of drowning cases go like this. It normally only happens with children apparently, but Joe was a rare, but perfectly possible case of it happening to an adult. And you did that to him.” The drugs were now fogging Blake’s brain, and he could not stop himself from resting his head back on the pillow.

      “You wanted to make him shuddup,” he murmured, his words feeling like they were falling out of his mouth. “And you did. Just not when you meant to.”

      Throughout all this, they were still inside the lift. The doors had opened to the ward Chloe had taken them too, but Chloe had not moved them, so the doors had closed again. Now, through the murkiness that was his brain, Blake could feel the lift starting to move again.

      “You killed him,” Blake muttered, his head loping downwards as he tried to stay awake. “That’s how Joe died.”

      Chloe stood back against the wall, horror across her face. “I’m no killer. That’s made up. You’ve made that up!”

      “I have to tell them,” Blake whispered. “The station…Have to.”

      He opened one extremely heavy eye lid and looked straight at Chloe. “You’re telling nobody.” She lunged towards him with an insane glint in her eye.

      Before Blake could stop her, she had taken a hold of his face and placed her hands over his mouth and nose, gripping tightly. He struggled wildly, but she was far too strong for him in his weakened state.

      “You died on the way to theatre,” she thundered, squeezing tighter on Blake’s nose. Blake couldn’t breathe, he began to convulse wildly on the bed as she continued to squeeze the life out of him. “Happens all the time,” he heard Chloe say. “A tragic battle lost on the way to theatre, that’s what I’ve heard the surgeon say when it happens. You’re just another victim. You can’t tell Kelsey!”

      The lights began to fade away as Blake’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, he could feel his chest bursting as his head became lighter and lighter. He could feel his life ending, his final thoughts of Harrison, and how the last thing Blake had ever said to him had been a lie. It could not end like this. Harrison did not deserve this ending.

      Suddenly, a huge rush of air automatically filled his lungs and he could hear shouting and struggling as if it was happening at the end of a long corridor. Blake gasped and choked, tears in his eyes as he slowly opened them to see the blurred sight of two bodies wrestling on the floor. As his vision became clearer and his head started to feel closer to normal again, he could see Gardiner and Mattison pining Chloe down on the ground while Patil pulled her wrists together to cuff her, Chloe screaming like a wild animal. When she was finally restrained, Gardiner stood up, looking breathless. “You owe me one, Harte,” he said. “Good job one of us worked out that there was a danger at this hospital.”

      Blake could not respond, he could only inhale much needed air that he had thought was never going to enter his lungs again. He looked at Gardiner with an intensity that he hoped was capable of passing on what he was feeling. Gardiner gave him the tightest of smiles, and nodded, before leading Chloe away down the corridor.
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          One Day Later

        

      

    

    
      When Blake opened his eyes, he found himself, yet again, waking up from an operation surrounded by the staff of Harmschapel Police Station.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” said a familiar voice to his immediate right. Blake turned and he smiled weakly as the familiar face of Harrison came into view. “How are you feeling?”

      “I don’t know,” Blake replied. “I’ve had a bit of a strange day. Is my operation done, am I fixed?”

      “They’re happy with your progress,” Harrison told him. “They’ve said that they’re keeping you in for a few more days and I am telling you now that that is an order. You are not leaving this bed until I have had express permission from the head of the NHS that you are ready to come home.”

      The officers around the bed chuckled. Blake gripped Harrison’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yes,” Harrison said, looking slightly annoyed. “We can talk about that when you’re out.”

      Blake turned his head to the officers. Gardiner was standing right in front of him with his arms folded.

      “You’re alive, then?” Gardiner asked dryly.

      Blake nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. Thanks to you.”

      “Sergeant Gardiner was amazing, Sir,” Patil said, looking at Gardiner with what seemed like reluctant admiration. “After he’d interviewed Kevin Browning, he realised that the killer and The Watcher had to be two different people.”

      “I realised what he was saying didn’t make any sense,” Gardiner conceded. “If he really didn’t kill Tilsley, then who did? Why confess to everything that The Watcher did and not the murder if he knew he was caught?”

      “What about Kelsey Richards?” Blake asked. “I know she was still involved in a hit and run, and she made a lot of very stupid decisions about that boyfriend of hers.”

      “Yes, the main one being giving him the time of day in the first place,” Gardiner muttered. “She’s still going to have to face the full brunt of the law. Like you say, whatever else was going on, she was still involved in a hit and run, and she failed to do anything about it. Admittedly though, it’s not her fault she got dragged into it all. She was a victim of circumstance more than anything. But she’d have made her life a lot easier if she just came forward in the first place. Maybe a court of law will be lenient with her.”

      “You were brilliant though, Sir,” Patil said to Blake. “With how you worked out that whole drowning thing. Delayed drowning. I’ve never even heard of that.”

      “Neither had I until I actually started paying attention to what that chat show was trying to tell me,” Blake conceded. “But it occurred to me that if there was absolutely no trace of water in that lift, apart from in his mouth and hands which he’d have coughed up when he was choking just before he died, then there must have been something else going on. The Watcher seemed only to be scaring Kelsey. He had the opportunity to kill her when he had her cornered at home, and he did nothing. That made me start thinking, mixed in with that lily, which Chloe obviously sent Kelsey, that there were two things going on and we didn’t realise it because the whole thing was so bizarre.”

      “Well, now that’s all over, hopefully you can actually rest and get yourself better,” Harrison told him.

      “We’ll leave you to it, Sir,” Mattison said. “We heard you were coming ‘round from your operation, so Inspector Angel let us come and see you. I reckon he’s a soft touch, really.”

      “Don’t push it, Matti,” Blake said. “He’d eat you alive given half the chance.”

      Mattison and Patil bid Blake their goodbyes and left the ward. Gardiner was just about to follow them when Blake called him over.

      “Yes?” Gardiner said.

      “Michael, thank you. You saved my life. I know the timing had a good deal to do with it, but you worked out that there was something more going on at the hospital.”

      “I was told you had been taken away by that nutcase, Chloe,” Gardiner said. “I went to check the lifts and apparently you were down in the basement. Didn’t sound like somewhere you were going to get a very helpful operation to me. Frankenstein has his operations in a basement, doesn’t he? Maybe should have left you there.”

      “Either way,” Blake said. “I’m grateful. And I’ll be telling Angel the same thing. You did a good job, and you deserve the credit.”

      Gardiner nodded, then left the ward without another word leaving Harrison and Blake on their own.

      “I think I’m winning him round,” Blake said as they watched Gardiner disappear. “Ever so slowly.”

      “So, you’re going to do as you’re told now then?” Harrison asked.

      Blake could tell that he was distant. He took hold of Harrison’s hand, but it was quickly pulled away. “What’s wrong?” Blake asked.

      Harrison turned to him, looking rather forlorn. “You. You lied to me, Blake. You told me that you were at home, relaxing, when in fact you were out and about, putting your life at risk. What was that conversation we had about? Did you take any of it in? Or were you just giving me lip service so I’d shut up nagging you about it?”

      “I’m sorry,” Blake said, and he meant it. “I was wrong, I should have been honest with you, and I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah,” Harrison told him. “You should.” He glanced at the clock and began putting his coat on. “I better go. I’ve got a shift in an hour and the bus leaves at ten past. I’ll ring you tonight. See you later.”

      He leant forward and kissed Blake on the head, before giving him a small smile and walking away. Blake watched him walk towards the lifts without looking back before he disappeared inside one of them.

      Now, Blake was alone with nothing but his own thoughts. As the tea trolley could be heard rattling in the distance, Blake continued watching the lifts hoping for the re-emergence of Harrison, but he was gone. Blake realised he had a lot of making up to do. For the first time since he had arrived in Clackton General, Blake knew that it was time to listen to somebody else apart from his own stubbornness. As he put his head back on the pillow again, preparing to get very used to the sights around him, Blake came to the conclusion that the only thing he needed to work on when he finally got out was re-building the trust of the blonde-haired man that had disappeared into the distance.
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