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  This trilogy is a work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination. While it includes reference to real locations, these are fictional representations, which may or may not be factually correct.
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  About Finding Amelia


  Following the horrific death of his wife and child, Robert Adams struggles to rebuild a life with his seventeen-year-old daughter, Jenny. Their relationship is tested further when she expresses a desire to contact her mother through a spiritualist and he watches helplessly as they slowly drift apart.


  But everything changes when Jenny begins to dream—dreams which take her into another world—a world inhabited by a young girl, imprisoned in a dark attic. A girl Jenny believes is an ancestor whose spirit is reaching out across the generations.


  But who is she? What does she want? As Jenny’s behaviour becomes increasingly dangerous and unpredictable, Robert finds himself confiding in Sebastian Tint—an old professor who claims to possess a sixth sense. Together, they employ retired genealogist Jack Staple to trace the family tree, but it is a journey that takes Robert down a road of discovery that threatens to tear their world apart.


  Prologue


  There are several things in life for which I am grateful, the first being that my parents decided not to call me Adam. It had been close, and the fact that I’m not is thanks to my father, who, having been caught in something of a dilemma, had leaned into the pram and asked his six-week-old baby boy if he would like to be named after the first man to inhabit the earth.


  Maybe even at that tender age, I’d seen the flaws in the Biblical version of events, as I had, by all accounts, stuck out my tongue, which my father interpreted as a sign from the Almighty. Hence, I was christened Robert.


  Robert Simon Adams.


  Perhaps now you can understand why I am grateful.


  Not that there is too much wrong with Adam Adams, but I prefer a name that doesn’t attract unwanted attention.


  You see, I just wanted a quiet life—to keep my head down, study hard, raise a family and earn enough money to get by. I’d never sought fame—not the way kids do these days. Not even the fifteen minutes’ worth to which, apparently, I’m entitled.


  One of the other things I am grateful for is my health. I am aware how many of my generation battle with disabilities, aggressive allergies and mental-health issues, yet I have rarely suffered from anything more than a common cold, and, according to a mystic at a local fairground, I’m going to enjoy a long and healthy life.


  That was good to hear, although back then, I’d never taken much notice of those crystal-ball-gazing sideshow merchants. Spiritual things baffled me, and I generally put them to the back of my mind and concentrated my energies on the things I could actually see with my own eyes. Of course, I watched the ghost-hunting programmes if only to laugh when one of the presenters ran screaming from the old castle vault at the sound of a creaking door. Or when someone from the crew commented that they felt an icy cold draught, seemingly oblivious to the fact they were standing in a dilapidated old building with more holes than a sieve. It’s great TV.


  I didn’t even mind watching the odd spooky movie; they always seemed to be based on true events, although I’d always taken that with the proverbial pinch of salt.


  But then, something happened in my own life, and it changed everything. From my casual disregard for those who saw ghosts lurking in the shadows around every corner, I found myself on a quest to prove that we could indeed communicate with the spirits of the dead.


  There are so many things I don’t understand, so many questions to which I’ll never have an answer on this side of the grave, but I keep my mind open. All I ask is that you do the same, because this is not a story ‘loosely based on real events’ nor the ramblings of a man with a mind warped by grief. It’s the truth, and that’s why I’m going to tell you exactly what happened—from the beginning.


  Chapter One


  The murder of my wife and five-year-old daughter was described by the legal system as an accident. Of course, the official term was misadventure because the suits and the wigs are programmed to categorise everything. Elizabeth and Hanna had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time; their notes were neatly filed away and the case was closed. Me? I should be reading bedtime stories to my child, climbing into a warm bed next to my wife and breathing in the faint scent of her perfume before gently drifting away. Now I don’t drift so much; I think. I think, and I watch, because there’s a movie inside my head, and for the past twelve months, it has run on a loop every night.


  It was mid-June and the temperatures had been climbing all week—nearly seven whole days of sunshine. Predictably, the media dragged the global warming issue into every news bulletin, and while two scientists argued over the ozone layer on the Sunday morning current affairs programme, Darren Pascoe and Kevin Taylor jumped the bus across town, hoods pulled up over their heads, avoiding eye contact with the driver as they pushed a handful of loose change into the tray and took a seat.


  Pascoe and Taylor had been unlikely partners. Young Darren had been raised in the suburbs on the edge of town, a single child of Benjamin and Victoria Pascoe. Benjamin, a well-respected therapist, was a socialist of the old order and had never even considered giving their son the private education they could so easily have afforded. It was a decision Victoria—a buyer with a leading fashion retailer—suspected they might live to regret.


  Taylor had been brought up on the Kirkland estate, a notorious concrete jungle surrounded by wasteland where the kids would kick footballs and shoot up with anything they could afford to buy from the local dealers. Pascoe told the judge that the place smelled like shit on hot days. Dog shit, mainly. Pets roamed the streets, abandoned by feral families. They pretty much lived by their own laws, and the police never seemed to bother with the Kirkland people, having drawn up their own no-go policy. They just drove on by, stopping only when they were asked.


  The only thing the pair had in common was the school they attended, and when Benjamin Pascoe walked out of the family home, his son Darren found a listening ear in Taylor: a boy who had never known any stability in his life.


  “Life is a lake of crap,” he’d told Pascoe, quoting his father, a pretentious ponytailed waster. “You just have to learn to swim!”


  Taylor was sixteen and already ‘alcohol-dependent’—another of those politically correct terms that my old man had detested. Taylor had bought two three-litre bottles of cheap white cider from Bill’s Booze—an off-licence with a fat greasy proprietor who didn’t ask too many questions and had never set eyes on an ID card in his life.


  The local council had poured a pot of European cash into Alshaw Park, dredging the lake and landscaping its fifteen acres. It attracted the kids during the summer months. Pascoe and Taylor spent the afternoon sitting by the water’s edge, watching the girls who paraded around in their short skirts and croptops, chewing gum and strutting like mating peacocks.


  That day, a few of the girls were lying on the embankment, sunbathing with their skirts hitched up to their knickers. After a litre of cider, Taylor had walked over to one of the girls and rammed his hand between her legs. She had screamed and threatened to part him from his balls, but that didn’t cut much ice with a kid from the Kirkland estate. He just laughed and walked on. I discovered later that, in between his literary efforts, Taylor’s father had done time for rape and possession of obscene material. His son had grown up surrounded by pornographic magazines and films.


  Sometimes I wonder if the Grim Reaper actually exists in some mystic form and was already hovering in the afternoon sunlight, watching my wife playing with our beautiful, happy little girl in the back garden. I wonder if he smiled as the ice cream van turned into our road, knowing that their time was near.


  Just ten minutes earlier, Sally Reston, a single mother with a wealthy father, was driving along Alshaw Road in her black four-wheel drive. It was fate. If her six-year-old kid hadn’t been suffering from a bladder ready to burst then my wife and child would still be alive. It’s as simple as that.


  Sally would never have pulled over and hauled little Nathan over to the bushes, shielding him from public view while he urinated. Sally was a girl in a hurry, flustered by the unplanned stop. She hadn’t bothered to take the keys out of the ignition. Why bother? She was less than five metres away.


  But the Reaper had everything in hand. Pascoe and Taylor were heading home. Taylor loved cars. The black beast purred provocatively, and to a troubled teenager, it was sexier than all the Alshaw Park girls put together.


  Pascoe rammed the pedal to the floor, and the car was gone before Sally turned. She watched helplessly as the four-wheeler took a left turn, running the red light at the corner of Alshaw Road. They were headed in our direction. No one ever asked those kids why they turned left instead of right. I guessed it had just been a split-second decision. Fate. Kismet.


  I stood at my front window as the ceiling fan whirred above me. Hanna was holding her mother’s hand, looking up at the pictures of ice creams on the side of the van. Her eyes danced as she jumped up and down with such innocent excitement, and in that single moment, I remember wishing that she would never grow up. I loved her just the way she was, and the irony within that wish was never lost. Hanna never did grow up.


  It all happened in an instant. Elizabeth stepped off the pavement, holding my daughter’s hand tightly. The ice cream was melting, and tiny rivers of pink and white liquid ran down her hand. Hanna was waving at me with frantic enthusiasm. She didn’t seem to hear the screeching tyres. My wife turned in the direction of the sound. Instinctively, she stepped back behind the ice cream van just as Pascoe lost control. He swerved wildly, his hand gripping the wheel.


  I can see it now. The moment. The sickening thud. Bone, blood and metal. My wife’s twisted frame, the blood oozing from her mouth. She was staring up from lifeless eyes.


  Hanna was under the wheel. Thank God, I couldn’t see her. The paramedics covered her with a sheet. She was too badly mashed up. That’s the phrase I caught the neighbours using. It seemed as if the whole world screamed when Pascoe smashed into the back of that Mr. Whirl van, and I just stood, rooted to the spot, unable to lift my feet from the floor. The window was my screen as I watched the scene unfold. I heard the frantic knocking on the front door. Someone out there was going to tell me something I already knew. Elizabeth and Hanna were dead.


  ***


  The young policewoman sat beside me, running her slender fingers across the back of my hand. She had a voice as soft as silk and eyes of Caribbean blue. Her name was Lauren, and for some inexplicable reason, I asked her how old she was. I can’t remember her answer and, to be honest, I can’t remember why I’d asked. It was irrelevant. My mind was on Jenny.


  She was our eldest. A seventeen-year-old with a passion for art and the classical guitar. She worked Saturdays in the local petrol station to pay for her lessons with a teacher who lived less than a mile down the road. I remember the moment she arrived home, bursting through the door, her face twisted with panic. She stared at the young policewoman holding my hand. Jenny collapsed before Lauren could reach her.


  A paramedic sat with my daughter as she regained consciousness, but despite suffering what he referred to as extreme shock, she didn’t shed any tears. My daughter just stared into space for what seemed like an eternity while Lauren, who had been joined by an older officer, stayed with us. They told us they’d arrested Pascoe and Taylor, who had been found running across a patch of wasteland. At the time, I hadn’t the energy to hate those kids. I felt nothing.


  In the days that followed, I found myself living in a vacuum while a kindly, middle-aged woman from Victim Support visited us, along with a couple of the braver neighbours who told me that their doors were always open if I needed anything.


  ***


  I’d left a message with my sister in New York. Sophia had suffered from depression from an early age, and my father had struggled with his daughter’s impulsive behaviour and violent mood swings. When she was eighteen, my sister married a New Yorker, ten years her senior, and moved out of our lives forever.


  There had been no contact since, although she always sent Jenny a birthday card, unsigned, with the words, Thinking of you xxxx. If you knew Sophia, this would not seem unusual. Nor would you be surprised that she never returned my message. Not even a condolence card.


  The man from the funeral director’s visited our home to discuss the impending burial. He wore his dour expression like a mask and talked in a serene whisper as if anything louder might disturb the dead he’d buried. The minister from the local free church called a couple of days before the funeral which, I understand, was his duty as leader of a steadily dwindling flock.


  I guess that he didn’t get an easy ride with the recently bereaved, and at the time, God was my enemy. How could he have been anything less? The Almighty had stood by and watched as my family was torn apart and sent His servant to do His dirty work. The reverend spouted platitudes, but I treated him with the respect that my father would have demanded as an ardent supporter of the Church. The old guy would never have shaken a fist at the Almighty. In fact, he would never have even raised a question. I thanked the reverend when he left, and he vowed to call again after the funeral.


  The church was full when they carried the two coffins down the aisle. The teachers from Hanna’s school, young women and men responsible for the education of my child—an education she no longer required—sat with dewy eyes alongside the parents of some of her friends. Jenny and I were in the front row, staring impassively while the whole church seemed to tremble under the terrible weight of grief. The minister told us we’d coped well, but I think he knew that our time hadn’t come. We were dry-eyed and numb to the very core of our beings.


  I stood at the graveside with my arm around my daughter’s shoulder. The minister reminded us he’d call. I smiled. His God had forsaken us, but I simply shook his hand. I wanted to crush his bony, ecclesiastical fingers and ask him what his tyrant of a God was up to, but I didn’t. I didn’t because my father was watching from the other side. It was for him that I held my tongue and kept my peace with the Church he loved.


  ***


  Grief is a strange and unpredictable emotion; a ride that takes its victim through black lonely spaces into areas of light and then back to black. After three weeks, I’d still lived like a man waiting for his wife to walk through the door after an afternoon at the shops. In my heart, I couldn’t accept that she’d gone. Sure, the house felt empty, and Jenny had a habit of leaving a music channel running all day just to kill the silence. Sometimes she would pick up her guitar and play a piece. It didn’t seem to matter where the sound came from.


  Doctor Elworth called unexpectedly, early one evening after surgery. Jenny had developed a teenage crush on the Clark Kent look-a-like when she was thirteen and would frequently feign mysterious illnesses that required immediate medical attention. He smiled sympathetically as I opened the door, an expression well practised, I guessed.


  “Mr. Adams,” he began, hoisting his briefcase a little higher as a statement of his professional status. “I thought I’d call—just to see how you are.”


  Elworth had supported Elizabeth through two difficult pregnancies and dealt with my subsequent paranoia with grace and patience. He had shown nothing but kindness towards the love-struck Jenny even when he realised that her illnesses had been invented. So, when I found him on my doorstep, I also found myself welcoming him in with an honest and transparent enthusiasm. Elworth had never succumbed to the pressures of modern medical practices, and his patients treated him like a family member.


  “It’s good of you to call,” I said, handing him a strong coffee—in a cup of which I imagined Elizabeth would approve. Elworth removed his spectacles—Jenny informed me they were only for reading, anyway—and smiled. “You must be busy,” I continued.


  The doctor sipped his coffee. Clark Kent had gone with the spectacles, and now he resembled the flying, caped crusader of film and comic. “I am,” he said. “I’m only sorry I’ve not managed to call before now. It’s a terrible tragedy, Mr. Adams. Everyone at the surgery was deeply affected. They all send their sympathy.”


  “Thanks. I’ve got your card somewhere.”


  I recalled that he had signed it ‘Doctor Elworth’ and included the staff at the surgery in conveying his regrets. I’d been deluged with cards—many from people I didn’t even know—and kept them all in the bottom drawer…my wife’s bottom drawer, which had become a no-go area. The feel of her underwear had awakened a screaming longing inside me that could never be satisfied. Not with her. Our most intimate moments had, in the wake of death, become sacred and beautiful.


  “It was the least I—we could do.” he said.


  A brief, uncomfortable silence followed, allowing Elworth to say his piece. “I wanted to know if I could be of any help. Are you and Jenny sleeping okay?”


  I shrugged. “Sure.”


  It was a lie. My nights had become so restless that I awoke, tired and drained.


  “That’s a very short answer,” he remarked with a look of concern. “Sleep is very important Mr. Adams.”


  “I don’t want any pills,” I said curtly, regretting my tone immediately.


  Again, the doctor flashed a sympathetic smile. “Don’t worry, I’d be loathed to prescribe them. I’m not a great believer in suppressants. I often advise patients to take more exercise—long walks, a swim, even a daily jog. It doesn’t always go down so well, but…” He didn’t finish his sentence.


  Jenny poked her head around the door, blushing when she saw the doctor sitting in our lounge.


  “Ah, Jenny…” There was a pause, a knowing, gentle smile. “How are you?”


  Jenny was caught in two minds. Should she cut and run, excusing herself politely? Or should she stay and squirm under the gaze of the doctor’s eyes? I felt for her. Somewhere inside, a flame still flickered.


  “I’m okay, thanks,” she said.


  Elworth stopped short of inviting her to pop into the surgery anytime she wanted. The last time she’d visited, three years earlier, he’d had to explain, in a wonderfully gentle manner, that he believed she was not really ill at all, and that there were often really poorly people waiting to be seen and he really needed to attend to them. He had left his hand resting gently on Jenny’s as he spoke softly, looking as if he were going to lean forward and kiss her at any moment.


  Of course, Elizabeth had told the doctor that her daughter was infatuated and only a stern word from him would put an end to her virtual encampment in the corner of the waiting room. Elworth had guessed and showed no sign of impatience with his thirteen-year-old stalker. But now, that girl had developed into an attractive young woman.


  They studied each other for a moment. Elworth looked uneasy. “You’ve certainly grown,” he said awkwardly.


  Jenny smiled, still unsure as to what her next move was. Elworth had been blessed, it seemed, with eternal youth, and they could almost pass for a couple. I found myself unnerved watching them as they struggled to converse.


  “I thought I’d drop by and see how you both were,” he explained, realising that Jenny had nothing to say.


  Again, Jenny smiled. “I’m okay.”


  “It’s a difficult time—for both of you. Don’t be afraid to ask for help.”


  “We’re okay, you know. Getting by.”


  He turned to me, releasing Jenny from his attentions. “Are you getting any help?”


  “Just the lady from the Victim Support.”


  Elworth nodded. “Good. Anyone else?”


  “Josie and Lou Duxbury. They’re family friends.”


  The doctor took another sip of coffee from Elizabeth’s best china. “Good friends are important. It’s times like this when you find out who they are.”


  Jenny was still standing in the doorway, studying Elworth. “I’m just going to take a bath,” she said. “Is that okay?”


  We both nodded, and my daughter was gone.


  Soon after, the doctor left, shaking my hand and reminding me that he would always be there if we needed him. I wondered if he really had anything to offer, but I thanked him just the same. He was a professional—good at his job even though his visit had probably been nothing more than a gesture that left him breathing a sigh of relief as he climbed behind the wheel of his SUV.


  ***


  I expected that, at some time, the flood gates would open, triggered by a neighbour’s sympathy or a song on the radio, but it was neither. I remember that Saturday morning. I was making coffee and toast, and without a thought, I’d taken breakfast up to my wife on a tray, just the way I had every weekend. I stopped suddenly at our bedroom door, staring at the empty bed and wondering what the hell I was doing. I’d never see Elizabeth’s recumbent frame outlined by the bed sheet. I’d never tap her gently on the shoulder, waking her from her light, morning sleep. I’d never see her face or hear her voice. She was gone. She was gone forever.


  It was like being hit by a tidal wave and tossed helplessly in its black waters. The tray slipped from my grasp, crashing to the floor as I sank to my knees. I felt the vomit hit my throat, and I prayed for a release that didn’t come. Jenny found me sobbing, prostrate on the floor.


  “They’ve gone!” I cried, repeating the words over and over in a strangled voice that I hardly recognised as my own. Jenny knelt down beside me and pulled me into her arms. I felt her body shake. I felt her tears on my neck. The pain was unbearable. I felt so hopelessly lost and desperately alone, even with my daughter by my side. We held each other, afraid to let go, and cried until the pain subsided and the numbness returned.


  In the days that followed, I struggled to find a reason to rise each morning. The hours stretched endlessly before me like empty chasms filled with painful memories, my heart gripped by the icy steel claw of grief. Life, it seemed, had no point. We scoured the holiday sites online. Jenny wanted to go to Halkidiki. We’d spent two weeks there as a family, but I wasn’t so sure. A pilgrimage to the old haunts, eating at the restaurants we’d enjoyed together, filled me with trepidation. We ditched the whole idea. Neither of us was ready.


  On that Sunday morning, I had learned to cry, and did so frequently, cocooning myself in the bathroom and turning on the taps to drown the sound of my sobbing.


  I remember the day Jenny was born, sitting with my father in the front lounge. The old man had winked at me. “A little girl, huh?” he’d said, pulling a bottle of his finest brandy from the cupboard with an air of showmanship that reminded me of a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat. “I think this calls for a nip or two, don’t you think?”


  We’d sat, reminiscing, as the spring sunshine flooded the room and the old clock in the corner looked on like an old friend, listening in to my father’s words of wisdom.


  “I never cried in front of you, son,” he’d said suddenly. “It’s not that I don’t believe a man should cry. But in front of your children, you should be strong. If you have to shed a tear, it should be done in private.”


  My father had shared his homespun philosophies with grace and subtlety, and seemed unconcerned when I had questioned them. Yet, over the years, I found myself hanging onto his words. I recalled, as a child, watching him at my mother’s bedside, watching his wife as she lay recovering from a stroke, interpreting her pitiful attempts at forming basic words and turning them into sentences.


  He would smile stoically, holding her hand and talking about the plans he was making, ignoring the doctors and their grim forecasts. He had never shed a tear, and I realised, much later, how his strength had brought me through those dark days. I was just a kid, looking up to my father, drawing every day on his love and compassion. If I’d seen him break down—if I’d walked in on his grief—I’d have realised that he was just a man. The trauma would have floored me.


  ***


  Jenny took up an extra guitar lesson but I’d noticed that, rather than improving, her playing was becoming increasingly erratic. She had been desperate to master a complicated piece from Handel’s Messiah but had smashed the guitar across the television in pure frustration. I looked down at her broken instrument, lying in front of the shattered screen, and I started to laugh. God only knew why.


  “I didn’t like that TV, anyway,” I said. “And that guitar’s out of tune!”


  The following day, we drove into town and bought a huge plasma screen TV. Jenny bought a new guitar. We watched a movie on our new TV the following evening, sharing a bottle of Friscati and a two-litre bottle of dry cider, crawling up the stairs to bed at two in the morning. We laughed and cried our way through the movie. The crying was something we’d got used to, but the laughter felt good.


  The following morning, Jenny and I watched breakfast TV through bleary eyes, with the sun pouring through the lounge window and flooding the room. We decided to drive out to the woods, maybe take a walk to clear our heads. If Jenny had noticed that her friends had given her a wide berth then she never mentioned it. We were too preoccupied just keeping each other alive. We were survivors; we had each other. I wasn’t going to let anyone come between us.


  Chapter Two


  The mornings were mine; they always had been. From the spring through to autumn, I’d rise with the sun, and you would find me standing in the garden with a mug of ridiculously strong coffee, breathing in the crisp, unpolluted air. While most of the population were tapping the snooze button on their alarm clocks, I was on my second mug, at peace with the world. I often wondered how many folk shared my love of the breaking day. How many of my fellow human beings had discovered the joy and peace to be found in those hours? Whatever the day held for me, I knew that I had caught its finest moment.


  I remembered that Sunday morning. I recalled the clear blue sky, and wondered if the weather might hold out until the evening. Hanna loved anything cooked on a barbecue, although Jenny was prone to inspecting my efforts with a critical eye lest I poison her with undercooked meat. I poured myself a second coffee with no premonition of what lay ahead. If God could have spoken and warned me that I had only a few hours left with my wife and child, then He had my ear. But the only sound I’d heard was the familiar song of our resident blackbird.


  It was almost a year ago: twelve months without Elizabeth and my beautiful little angel. I was reliving the day when the minister from my father’s church called. I’d invited him in and poured him a sugarless tea, but his pious tones and ecclesiastical concern left me feeling distinctly cold. With hindsight, I’m guessing my welcome might have appeared lukewarm. I found myself with my back to the man, staring out of the window, singing lines of a song I’d always loved: Leonard Cohen’s ‘Last year’s Man’.


  The Reverend Carson studied me warily over the rim of his china cup. He looked a good deal thinner than I’d remembered, and his dog collar hung around his long scrawny neck like a hula hoop on the waist of an anorexic teenager.


  “It’s a line from a Leonard Cohen song,” I told him. “I’ve always found it rather…well, interesting.”


  I hadn’t wanted an argument, but I couldn’t let the reverend go without some kind of explanation. His God had been found wanting.


  He smiled gently. “And what do you suppose this…Mr. Cohen meant?”


  I shrugged. “Dunno, really. I guess he was just drawing attention to the fact that our traditional binding of a holy book involves the death of an animal. A sacrifice. Blood and skin. Ironic, don’t you think?”


  Carson grimaced. “Well, maybe, but we don’t slaughter cows in order to bind our bibles. The skin is a by-product. We kill for food, surely.”


  He was right, I supposed. But I had become accustomed to thinking aloud.


  “Do you listen to Mr. Cohen a lot?”


  The minister’s question took me by surprise.


  “Not really. The line just popped into my head.”


  Carson grinned. “Good!” he quipped and elegantly placed his cup on the table. “Because I fear you are already growing increasingly antagonistic towards the Church…or maybe God Himself.”


  I hadn’t been prepared for a direct challenge. I’d tried, obviously, without much success, to suppress my feelings about God. “I’m not antagonistic,” I lied. “But I fail to see the Almighty in any of this.”


  “I know it’s hard,” Carson began.


  “Hard? Hard?” Something snapped inside of me. “Mr. Carson, I watched my wife and daughter get crushed by two thugs. I can hear their bones snapping. I can see the blood! It haunts me every waking moment! Hard? You don’t know the meaning of the word!”


  Carson blushed. His God had forsaken him, leaving his servant alone to do his dirty work. “I know, I know,” he said in little more than a whisper. “I can’t begin to understand how you must feel. But Elizabeth and Hanna’s deaths are not the work of God. You must believe that.”


  “So why do ministers talk about Jesus calling people home? Why Elizabeth? Why Hanna? What the hell did God want with my wife and kid when there are homes full of people just wanting to die?”


  Carson shifted awkwardly in his seat. “It’s a term we use to give folk comfort. Personally, I don’t believe God calls people. He merely receives them, just as I trust He will receive me should this disease take its toll.”


  I stared at the minister, realising suddenly that, like the dog collar, none of his clothes fitted him. He saw the look in my eyes.


  “I have cancer, Robert. Bowel cancer. Unfortunately, it has already spread to other organs, although the treatment seems to be buying me some time.” Carson smiled. “So, you see, I, too, have questions.”


  The ailing minister, on the cusp of discovering if his faith had been built on a firm foundation of truth, chatted breezily, refusing to dwell on his own fate. He told me that I had coped well, steering my daughter through a traumatic time with all the skill of a loving father. But in truth, I had failed her.


  Just two months after Elizabeth and Hanna’s death, Jenny had found me sitting cross-legged at the grave in the rain, surrounded by empty beer cans. I’d been missing all day. Jenny had managed to pull me to my feet and taken me home where I’d crashed into the chair and fallen asleep in rain-soaked coat. It was that night I’d heard her sobbing uncontrollably in her room. It was the wail of a broken heart, and my blood ran cold as I lay in the darkness of my room.


  “Dad?” I whispered. “Please help me. What would you do? What would you say to Jenny? Just tell me!”


  I listened. I listened with an intensity that made my head ache, but heard nothing. Maybe I knew the answer already. I needed to be strong; I needed to be there for my daughter. I needed to be as much a father to her as my old man had been to me. I needed to stay away from the bottle.


  I woke at six the following morning and found Jenny sitting at the kitchen table with a glass of fresh orange juice. I wanted to take her in my arms, but she was watching me from behind an invisible wall, clearly embarrassed at having discovered her father in a moment of private grief. I returned to my bed and picked up the Bob Dylan biography I’d started three weeks earlier. I managed three pages and gave up. My heart ached and my whole body felt weary. My bones were tired, and I wondered if this was how old age felt. Doctor Elworth told me that grief affects people in different ways. I had aged thirty years in just a few months.


  As for young Darren Pascoe’s father, Benjamin, he had lost his son, not to death, but to something he might have considered far worse—a life of hopelessness mixing with the dregs of society. Three months after his son’s incarceration, he took to his bed with a bottle of whisky and a handful of pills. They found him two days later.


  ***


  Josie Duxbury still called me nearly every day. Jo ran The Dog and Keys with her husband Lou. She was a born earth mother who took on life’s problems with lead-lined boxing gloves. Elizabeth and I had often spent a Saturday evening listening to Josie belt out black soul and blues at the local clubs. She was ‘the white Aretha Franklin’, according to the little balding compère who introduced her each weekend with childlike enthusiasm.


  Lou was a big guy with hands like shovels, a ruddy complexion and short, insanely white hair. He cut an imposing figure and was worth two pit bulls when it came to deterring potential burglars. He insisted on hugging me every time we met. It was like being mauled by a bear and then dropped, winded, on the floor.


  It was Lou, an innately passive man, who had offered to go looking for Pascoe and Taylor, and I’d never seen a man filled with such rage. “I’ll tell you sommat, Rob, if I catch those fucking bastards I’ll tear them apart, I will. I’ll rip them limb from fucking limb.”


  I knew it wasn’t idle talk. Something inside told me that if Pascoe and Taylor walked through the door of The Keys at that moment, they’d be carried out in a box. Lou’s face was almost purple with anger. I’d heard him swear twice. That was rare for the guy. He was one of life’s true gentlemen who would, even in these liberal days, warn the punters about their language frequently; towering over them at six foot plus, he rarely got an argument.


  ***


  Josie had given up the clubs and taken up psychology at St. Mary’s College. Lou had never liked the idea of his wife breathing in the smoke that drifted like a creeping fog across the stage, and when her doctor had advised her that it was affecting her vocal chords, she decided to give up the stage for a quieter life.


  I suppose that I became Josie’s patient. She was a skilled listener who would analyse every word. I’d called in for a drink to escape the emptiness of the house but discovered that I couldn’t. It was there when I woke and remained throughout each day.


  Jo placed my whisky on the table and looked at me with that stern mother-like look that she reserved for these occasions. “So, Robert Adams, how the hell are you?”


  “Lonely,” I replied. “Unbearably lonely.”


  “You have Jenny,” she reminded me.


  “I know. But it feels as if we are one. We’re lonely together—it’s hard to explain.”


  Josie smiled. “Doesn’t Jenny have any friends?”


  I shrugged. “She did, I suppose. But they seem to be giving her some space. Maybe they just don’t know what to say.”


  “What about boys?”


  “Well, there’s a lad sniffing around her at the garage,” I told her. “But I don’t think Jen’s interested.”


  “Have you seen him?”


  “I took a peek.”


  “And?”


  “He seems like a nice kid. Very polite.”


  “Good-looking?”


  “Yep, he’s good-looking!”


  Josie smiled, and I suppressed the urge to lean forward and kiss her. I wished, in that moment, that I could have buried the past along with the pain the memories brought with it. I wanted to begin again, cleansed of the grief that held me in a vice-like grip.


  Chapter Three


  Jenny and I visited the grave the day after the first anniversary, both hurting like hell. We drove with the radio switched off, alone with our thoughts; neither of us uttered a word until we reached the gates of the cemetery.


  “I want to speak to Mum,” she said in a tone that sounded more like a demand.


  “You want some time alone?” I asked. “I’ll sit in the car for a while.”


  Jenny looked at me as if I was crazy. “No! I want to speak to her—you know—actually speak!”


  I pulled over and killed the engine. “How?” I asked, unable to mask my frustration.


  Jenny shrugged. “One of the girls in school lost her dad. She went to see this medium—”


  I should have let her finish, but the word medium sent my mind into a spin. “No! You’re not.”


  Jenny stopped, looking as if she’d been hit in the stomach by a cannonball.


  “We’re not going to see a medium, Jen. It’s out of the question.”


  I saw the tears forming in my daughter’s eyes, and I remembered how fragile she really was.


  “Look, sweetheart,” I continued, softening my tone, “it’s a dangerous game. Let’s just stay well clear. Hanna and your mother are still with us. You have to believe that. You can talk to them in your heart.”


  Jenny turned. “Bullshit! That’s what people say when they don’t believe in life after death!” My daughter wiped a tear from her cheek, her eyes blazing. “So you believe Mum and Hanna are just rotting in that grave? Is that it? We die and get eaten by worms?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “Then what do you believe?”


  My head felt devoid of an answer yet the words tripped off my tongue. “I’m not sure. I’d like to think—”


  “Well, Granddad always talked about God—what happened to you?”


  I swallowed hard as another tear trickled down Jenny’s cheek. My own father would have put his arm around his granddaughter’s shoulders, and the words of comfort would have flowed like honey. I placed a reassuring hand on my her arm, but she pulled away. “Mum and Hanna aren’t dead,” she snapped. “Not really.” She glared at me. “It doesn’t matter whether you believe it or not, does it?”


  “I want to believe, sweetheart, honestly. I’m just not as sure as I once was.”


  Jenny huffed and turned away, staring out of the passenger window.


  “But I really don’t want you to start that talking-to-the-dead stuff, okay?”


  She didn’t answer. The conversation was closed.


  ***


  The following Friday, Jenny and I had lunch with Josie and Lou at a table they had dressed in the corner of The Keys. The white embroidered tablecloth seemed to glow under the light from the window, and as Jenny pulled out her chair, her eyes fell on the two red roses in the centre. “Mum and Hanna,” she whispered to herself.


  Josie smiled softly, but Lou looked a little embarrassed.


  “Thank you,” I said to him, trying to put the big guy at ease. “That was a nice thought.”


  Lou relaxed immediately and nodded. I swear I saw a tear form in his eye. The meal was on them. Josie ordered a bottle of champagne, although Jenny grimaced at the mere sight of it. I knew she still felt there was nothing to celebrate. For several months, she had kept herself hydrated but had barely eaten and had dropped several pounds. Josie had noticed, and I was guessing she wanted to see how my daughter dealt with a plate full of food. I could read that woman like one of her many books. The word ‘anorexia’ would never have passed her lips, but it was there in her mind.


  Jenny ordered the chicken with pasta, and Josie seemed to relax, realising that it wouldn’t have been the first choice of a girl who was starving herself. I settled for the haddock in a fancy sauce and potatoes with fresh vegetables. Jenny and I both cleaned our plates, and Josie slipped my daughter a glass of the champagne. “It won’t do you any harm,” she whispered. “Just don’t tell your friends, okay?”


  The teenage obsession with alcohol had bypassed Jenny. Too much drink made her ill, and she had experimented only a couple of times and then backed off. Maybe God had granted me one favour—a daughter who wasn’t going to waste her weekends throwing up in the street outside the city clubs.


  That afternoon at The Keys passed quickly. Lou bought another bottle of bubbly to the table, and we talked well into the early evening. Jenny seemed to thaw as the afternoon wore on and seemed happier than she had since she lost her mother and sister. Maybe the drink was kicking in, but I believed that there might be a future for both of us. The wounds were still open and raw. We would still ache and cry. We would still wake to empty days when the sun shone on everyone but us and left us feeling so desperately cold inside. But somewhere in my soul, I felt a faint stirring of a new life, and Jenny obviously felt strong enough to bring up the contentious issue of life after death.


  “What do you think about mediums, Aunt Josie?” Jenny asked casually, pushing an empty plate away.


  Josie frowned. “Mediums? Well, I’d exercise extreme caution.”


  Jenny seemed to accept the reply, nodding thoughtfully. “But if you found someone genuine, someone—”


  “That’s the whole point, hun,” Josie cut in. “How do you know?”


  Jenny smiled. “Well, I’d put on my best poker face. They wouldn’t be getting any clues, so if my mum came through, I’d know, wouldn’t I?” Jenny took a sip of water. “I’m not some silly kid. I’m not going to get taken in by some crazy old crow with a crystal ball.”


  Josie laughed, shaking her head. “Just be careful, hun, that’s all.”


  I resisted adding anything to Josie’s warning, having decided that the conversation would move on a lot faster if I kept my silence. When we arrived home, Jenny took herself up to her room and I took a bottle of red wine from the cupboard, intending to treat myself to a glass while watching the twenty-four-hour news channel. The glass turned into a bottle.


  ***


  The following morning, I washed and shaved as usual, although sometimes, even this seemed like a waste of time. Who was going to worry whether I was clean shaven and smelled of soap? Who gave a shit whether my hair was greasy? Elizabeth was gone.


  The metallic aftertaste of red wine remained on my tongue despite several rinses of mouthwash, and I vowed to stick to white in future.


  Jenny was watching an American sit com with a coffee in her hand, suspended in front of her lips, and looked up with a cursory smile as I walked in. She had on her rose-petal pyjamas—the ones her mother had bought her for Christmas—and my heart lurched in my chest. Suddenly, we were all back together, watching Hanna rip the wrapping paper from her gifts and squeal with excitement. It was the first Christmas she had really understood the whole Santa thing. I had no idea it would be her last.


  Chapter Four


  The sun was shining and I thought about taking a camera and stopping off at the old church on the way to the grave. I might have got lucky and snapped the sun as it dipped behind the steeple, catching that elusive picture that would find its way onto the cover of a glossy monthly.


  My relationship with photography had always been uneasy; the resulting images always appeared lifeless and uninspired. Even the idea of changing my old camera for an all-singing, all-dancing contraption failed to inspire me to get back behind the lens, and I found myself driving past the church without so much as a sideways glance.


  I reached the gates of the cemetery just as the sun sank behind the trees, casting long, dark shadows across the graves. I stopped the car near the entrance and pulled on my jacket. Sometimes, when the mood took me, I found myself reading the epitaphs on the headstones. Each time, I’d take a different route, stopping at any grave that caught my eye.


  There was a history engraved in every stone, lying between the lines. What, for instance, did Constance Penworth die from? Aged thirty-two and loved only, it seemed, by her husband. No other name appeared on the old white stone. No children. No brothers. No sisters. Maybe their love had begun as an illicit affair—an affair that had left them ostracised and destined to live the rest of their days alone.


  I wondered if Constance was watching me as I stopped at her grave. Did the spirits of the dead gather there, hovering in the ether above their bones? Was Elizabeth waiting for me, holding Hanna close to her side? Here’s Daddy, my darling; he’s come to see us.


  Jenny would talk to her mother every time we visited the grave; she would chatter freely, almost as if they were standing face-to-face. I longed for her faith, the unshakeable belief in the afterlife that would allow me to converse with my wife and child free from the restraints of my own scepticism.


  I hadn’t bought any flowers; the visit had not been planned. “I just thought I’d drop by, darling,” I muttered uneasily, casting my eyes across the inscription bearing my name.


  Beloved wife of Robert…


  There was a space underneath—a space that would be inscribed with the date of my own demise. I shuddered, the reoccurring fear of being buried alive passing through me like a cold wind.


  I stood over the grave for several minutes, alone in a landscape littered with bones, wood, stone and earth. Yet I felt at peace there, a member of an exclusive club which allowed me to walk freely amongst the dead with impunity. I would nod and smile in the direction of others who attended, with an understanding hanging between us. They were my brothers and sisters in grief, in loneliness, in longing. We needed no words, no explanations and no apologies.


  ***


  When I arrived home, Jenny was in her room. Not that it would seem unusual to find a teenager sitting on her bed and watching TV, but my daughter was not a bedroom girl, preferring to sit at the kitchen table, surfing the net and chatting to friends on social media. I left her. Maybe she needed some space.


  But over the following days, I found her spending more and more time alone, venturing down only to make herself a coffee before disappearing again. She was pale, and had that look of a rabbit caught in the headlights of a car. I felt the storm clouds gathering, I swear. Was it a premonition, or was it an inert sense that since the deaths of Elizabeth and Hanna, everything in my life was destined to go wrong?


  On the night it all began, Jenny had, as far as I can recall, eaten nothing but a piece of fruit and a diet drink. I’d started to wonder if Josie’s suspicions had been well-founded. Maybe she might have taken to one of these starvation diets and was staying out of my way. Maybe she needed something she could control: the image that stared back at her from the bedroom mirror.


  I had a glass of whisky, my thoughts lost in the TV screen as I wondered if my decision to leave my job at a local investment company had been a wise one. Elizabeth’s life insurance had paid out handsomely, and I’d cashed in my shares, leaving me with enough money to live on providing I didn’t live like a lottery winner. But I needed something to fill my days—to occupy my mind. Maybe I could give Martin a ring in the morning and see if there were any vacancies.


  By the time I’d emptied my glass, the day had been planned. I took a few gulps of cold water and turned off the lights. I didn’t bother to undress but collapsed onto the bed, falling into a hazy sleep as soon as my head touched the pillow.


  At two in the morning, I was wakened by a scream.


  I ran to Jenny’s room to find her sitting up in her bed, shaking violently. She was staring in my direction, but I knew that she wasn’t focusing. Her eyes were filled with what I can only describe as pure, unadulterated terror.


  “Jenny!” I cried, fearing to approach her. “What the hell…”


  My voice seemed to cut through her semi-consciousness. She blinked, fell back onto her pillow and sighed deeply. “A dream,” she gasped. “Just a dream…” Her eyes closed. “I’m okay…go back to bed.”


  The following morning, I attempted to elicit some kind of explanation from my daughter, treading like a barefooted man through broken glass. But Jenny would offer me nothing, claiming that she couldn’t remember. I didn’t believe her. I could still see the fear in my daughter’s eyes.


  ***


  “She’s hiding something from me,” I told Josie the following day. “I just can’t work out what it could be.”


  Jo thought I was imagining it all. “It’s probably just a phase,” she told me with a reassuring air of confidence. “And as for the nightmare—well, that ain’t rocket science, is it? She’s probably reliving the accident.”


  “Then why couldn’t she tell me?”


  Josie just looked at me as if I’d grown another nose. “Come on, Robert, you’re not that stupid. The kid isn’t going to risk upsetting you, is she?”


  When I left Josie, I felt a little happier. It was all part of the grieving process—the loss, the loneliness, the memories of that Sunday afternoon which haunted me every day. I had never relived the moment in my dreams. I’d been spared the terror of watching my wife and daughter dying all over again.


  I didn’t call Martin. I’d only be talking to an answering machine, and my ex-boss was never that good at returning calls anyway.


  ***


  We visited the grave together the next weekend. It was the first time my daughter had ventured outside of the house in nearly two weeks, but her mood hadn’t changed. It was as if she had given up on life, choosing to wallow in her own misery. I’d tried to talk to her, but the replies barely formed the basis of a sentence, and I’d hoped that the visit to the grave might at the very least provoke a conversation of some kind.


  We stopped at the florist and bought a bunch of flowers—pink and white. Jenny nodded her approval as I placed them on her knee and slid back behind the wheel and fired up the engine. The journey was undertaken in silence with the radio playing low. I turned it off as we drove through the gates of the cemetery.


  “I don’t know why we bother coming here,” Jenny mumbled. “Mum and Hanna aren’t here, so why are we?”


  I turned. Jenny was staring ahead of her. “Because the grave is here, that’s why we come.”


  “Wrong!” Jenny spat. “Their rotting flesh and bones are here. Mum and Hanna are with us—all the time—every day!”


  We were back on the subject of my scepticism, and it was eating Jenny up.


  “So where do you suggest we go to place flowers and pay our respects?”


  Jenny shrugged. “Does it matter?”


  “It does!” I retorted angrily. “It matters to me!”


  I pulled up and killed the engine. “Look, Jen, I don’t know what this is all about, but for the past two weeks—”


  She didn’t let me finish. “What? You think I should be out clubbing, getting pissed and shagging anything with a pulse? Would that make you happy?”


  “No, I didn’t say—”


  “You want me to be happy? How? How can I be happy?”


  “Jenny…I—”


  “Dad!” She glared at me with a hatred in her eyes that was like a stab in the heart. “Why don’t you just stop fucking with my head?”


  Jenny flung open the door, pulling free of my hand as I reached out to stop her. She was gone before I’d drawn breath. I watched in desperation, never having heard my daughter use even the mildest of swear words. Her grandfather had instilled the old-fashioned values he had held and lived by. He believed that there was nothing as vulgar as bad language, and only in extreme circumstances could it be forgiven. Maybe this was one of those occasions. I didn’t know.


  I stood at the grave alone, waiting, hoping. But Jenny was nowhere to be seen. I spent the whole afternoon searching, texting and calling while wandering between the graves, nodding in the direction of my brothers and sisters in grief and asking if anyone had seen a teenage girl. No one had. I drove home expecting to find Jenny in her room, but her bed remained unmade and the curtains were still drawn. I called Kelly Dawson’s house. If she had needed a friend, Kelly would have been top of the list. Mrs. Dawson answered the phone.


  Kelly’s mother was a petite blonde who pretty much lived in Lycra. I’d met her at a couple of parents’ evenings and mistaken her for Jenny’s teacher. She ran keep-fit classes at the local gym, which she conducted with an enthusiasm that left her subjects exhausted and debating if they would return the following week. Despite this, she had a warm manner.


  “Jenny?” she said. “No, we haven’t seen her for some time. Is there a problem?”


  “It’s nothing, really. She’s probably out walking, trying to clear her head.”


  Kelly’s mother laughed. “Aye, probably. I’m sure she’s okay. Jenny’s a sensible girl.”


  I replaced the receiver and flopped back into my chair. I was weary, yet to close my eyes was an invitation for the demons who would be lingering on the other side. I flicked the remote and the TV burst into life like a faithful old friend.


  And on tonight’s programme…


  A young woman in her mid-twenties stared out at me from the screen. In the background, children played at the water’s edge while their parents basked in the Mediterranean heat. My mind slipped back. Suddenly, I was standing on the beach in Kos, watching Elizabeth at the water’s edge holding Hanna’s hand. Jenny was riding the waves, a fourteen-year-old girl in a skimpy white bikini, unaware that several boys were watching her as she climbed onto the cheap plastic dinghy. My daughter had grown into a young woman overnight, and I’d only just noticed.


  The phone rang, abruptly interrupting my thoughts. It was Kelly Dawson’s mother.


  “Mr. Adams? I’ve spoken to Kelly. She’s going to try texting her…just thought it might help.”


  I thanked Mrs. Dawson profusely, feeling a wave of warmth towards this woman for her concern. I could hear the scream ringing in my head. The scream that rang out in the night—the look of terror on my daughter’s face. Mrs. Dawson listened as I told her about Jenny’s dream and her reclusive behaviour. We had something in common; we both had teenage girls. Josie might have been the psychologist, but neither she nor Lou knew what it was like to bring up a child, and right now I needed a little guidance.


  “If I was you,” she said softly, “I’d back off. Let her come to you. That’s what I’ve always done with Kelly, and invariably she opens up when she’s good and ready.”


  I thanked Mrs. Dawson again and replaced the receiver, knowing that I could do nothing but wait for Jenny to return. When she did, I’d make her a large cappuccino and a plate of hot, buttered toast. I’d ask no questions. As far as I was concerned, the incident at the graveyard had never happened.


  But by eleven that night, Jenny hadn’t returned. I tried to suppress the fear that was rising within me. My daughter had, after all, walked off in the heat of an argument; she was teaching her father a lesson and she just might stay away long enough to make sure I learned it.


  I didn’t sleep. The whisky did nothing but burn my throat, leaving a thick coating on my tongue that tasted like the hide of a wild boar. I showered and shaved the following morning, taking several swills of mouthwash and brushing my teeth until the sour taste of stale alcohol had been drowned by peppermint.


  The radio presenter was quizzing a caller on his taste in music while I poured myself a fresh orange juice from the fridge. That’s when I heard Jenny’s key in the door. My heartbeat quickened. Say nothing. Remember the plan. A coffee and a plate of hot, buttered toast. Okay?


  There was a welcome sound of footsteps on the stairs. It didn’t matter. I’d take her breakfast up and leave it outside the door—just like a hotel. I’d be her waiter until she was ready to treat me as her father. Then, I’d listen the way her mother listened, and I’d resist the urge to shake her into unconsciousness for being an eighteen-carat little bitch.


  I left the toast and the coffee on a tray outside her door and called through before leaving. It was several minutes before I heard any movement. Jenny stayed in her room for the rest of the day while I continued to serve food and hot drinks, never breathing more than a word to let her know that there was a tray on the other side of the door. My heart ached; it ached for Elizabeth. It ached for Hanna. It ached for Jenny. I longed for my father; I longed for his faith, his ever-present God, because I was useless at coping with life on my own.


  I left a cup of hot chocolate at her door that night before taking to my bed with Bob Dylan’s autobiography. I managed another chapter but the words were lost in a fog. My head ached and my eyes were heavy, yet when I dozed, it was nothing more than a light and fitful sleep. The bedside lamp remained on and the book was still in my hand as the sun rose in a cloudless sky, bathing the room in a warm summer glow. Hanna would have come running to my bedside; “The park, Daddy! Can we go to the park?”


  I wandered downstairs, my eyes still heavy. Why did this feel like the mother of all hangovers when I hadn’t even touched a drink? I went to open the fridge but stopped suddenly. On her fourth birthday, Elizabeth had bought Hanna an alphabet of brightly coloured plastic letters that decorated the fridge door. They reminded me daily of my baby’s love of colour, but now I stood rooted, staring at the words they formed.


   


  F I N D M E


   


  It could only have been Jenny. She must have ventured downstairs during the night while I’d slept. Was this a cry for help? Find me? What did she mean?


  I called softly though her bedroom door and waited before tentatively opening it. Jenny was lying in her bed, staring at the ceiling. “Jenny?”


  She turned her head, looking at me with eyes that told me nothing. She was so pale—almost white.


  “I saw your message on the fridge…”


  Jenny frowned.


  “The letters—you spelled out a message.”


  Something inside me froze. My daughter knew nothing about it. I could tell before the words left her lips.


  “What letters?” she asked drowsily. “I haven’t even been downstairs!”


  Back off. Mrs. Dawson’s words had never left my mind. I simply nodded my acceptance and tried to mask the confusion I felt. I told Jenny that I was taking a walk and would be back later that morning. She nodded without a hint of a smile and closed her eyes.


  I walked for several hours, along the maze of footpaths that took me through the acres of farmland stretching from the borders of our suburban haven. I stopped at the old church to spend a half an hour feeding my morbid curiosity. I had become something of an obsessive grave reader. When I returned, Jenny was still in her room. The silence disturbed me. No music, not even the faintest hint of movement. I prayed that Mrs. Dawson was right, and my daughter would finally feel the need to confide in me.


  I continued to play the hotel waiter for the next two days, serving Jenny her food on a tray and grateful that the plates were returned clean. At least she was eating; small mercies and all that. Finally, I found the courage to ask if she was okay, attempting to sound as breezy as I could. Jenny just nodded and flashed me a fake smile that vanished almost before it had registered. Her TV was on but the sound was down. My daughter turned away as if she couldn’t bear to look at me for more than a few seconds at a time. I left her watching the flickering images on the screen.


  The plastic letters on the fridge… I’d resisted the urge to remove them altogether. But on the Thursday morning, after a night of high winds and battering rain, I found they had been rearranged again. A single word.


   


  H Y P O C R I T E


   


  I could hear the scream inside my head. I wanted to sweep the letters away and run. It was nine—too early for a whisky, but I needed a drink. I called Josie and set off for The Keys, where Lou made me a strong coffee and sat me down in the corner. Josie slid into the chair opposite and listened as I tried to make sense of the thoughts bouncing around in my head.


  “Well, if it wasn’t Jenny, and it wasn’t you…” She hadn’t felt it necessary to finish the sentence.


  “Yeah, I know—we have a ghost!”


  Josie smiled. “I hate to state the obvious, but you must know in your heart that this is down to Jenny and her state of mind.”


  “She’s not crazy, Josie.”


  I tried to sound casual but failed. I was the typical worried father who had woken suddenly to find he had to start using a skill that had lain dormant for years. Elizabeth had been adept at dealing with our children’s tantrums and moods. I had managed, like most men, to slink into the shadows until the storm had passed.


  “Of course she’s not crazy,” Josie said peaceably. “She’s grieving, she’s confused, she’s crying out for help. Maybe she doesn’t even realise it.”


  I took a mouthful of coffee, almost emptying the cup. Josie sipped hers as if to remind me of how civilised folk took their drink. “I think she may need some professional help,” she said, treading softly across my male ego. “It doesn’t mean that you’re a bad parent. You’re a fantastic dad—really, Rob, you are. But Jenny needs to talk to someone who isn’t so close—someone trained to deal with this kind of stuff.”


  I nodded slowly. Josie was right. An annoying habit of hers. “I’ll look into it.”


  “Maybe I could have a chat. It may be better coming from me.”


  She was right again. I couldn’t even imagine how Jenny would react if I suggested she should see a shrink. I’d be dodging a few flying plates, that’s for sure.


  I hadn’t mentioned the word I’d found on the fridge that morning, and I’d not been able to work out exactly why I was supposed to be a hypocrite. I’d left Josie, agreeing to keep a low profile around my daughter, but that night, I was wakened by voices coming from her room.


  I raced up the stairs, flinging open the door. Jenny was sitting on the edge of the bed, her face lit by the flickering images on the TV screen, her eyes wild with fear. I stood, frozen, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do and instinctively reached out and turned on the light. The bulb exploded, the noise catapulting Jenny back into the world.


  At first, it seemed as if she didn’t even know who I was, recoiling in fear as I approached.


  “Sweetheart, it’s me!” I sat beside her, tentatively placing an arm around her shoulder. “Jen, we need to talk.”


  There was no reply, but at least she wasn’t pulling away. That had to be a start.


  “These dreams,” I began. “Can you tell me about them?”


  Jenny shook her head. “I’m sorry, Dad.” Her voice was little more than a strangled whisper.


  “You’re seeing Mum and Hanna, aren’t you? Look, don’t worry—I can handle it.”


  Jenny shook her head. “It’s not about them,” she whispered, staring down at her clasped hands.


  I was making progress, and I wanted to push harder for some kind of explanation, but Jenny wasn’t ready. I left her briefly and returned with a cup of hot chocolate. Josie would have been proud of me. Robert Adams, a man who normally stormed over people’s sensitivities in clown’s boots, was tiptoeing around his daughter’s emotions with the grace of a ballet dancer.


  “You know where I am…whenever you’re ready.”


  I left her cupping the mug in her hands and went to bed, opening the Dylan book at chapter nine. I wanted to be awake if Jenny decided to talk, but by three in the morning, my eyes were closing. I looked in on Jenny and was relieved to find her sleeping peacefully. The TV continued to flicker on the rolling news channel.


  ***


  I woke with a start later that morning, realising immediately that I’d slept late. The sun blazed through the window, and I could hear Jenny moving about in her room. It was nine-thirty. I washed and shaved, looking in on my daughter, who was busy surfing on her phone. She shot me an absent smile, and I resisted the temptation to glance over her shoulder, deciding it might be better to leave and make myself a strong coffee.


  The letters on the fridge door caught my eye.


   


  AA BB CC DD FF GG H JJ KK LL M N OO PP QQ RR TT UU VV WW XX YY ZZ


   


  S H E I S M I N E


   


  I stared at the letters. She is mine? Jenny?


  I called Josie from my mobile, standing under the tree at the bottom of the garden. “She is mine? What the bloody hell’s that supposed to mean? Why is she doing this stuff?” I was talking an octave higher than normal, sounding, even to myself, like a chipmunk caught in a trap. Josie was trying to calm me down.


  “Listen, Rob, you mustn’t say anything to Jenny—promise me?”


  “Sure.”


  “This could be nothing more than a game. She might be trying to freak you out!”


  “But why?”


  “Because she’s angry. It may be totally unfair, hun, but she might be blaming you for Elizabeth and Hanna’s deaths.”


  “My fault?”


  “No, hun, I know it wasn’t your fault, but she’s grieving, and grief can twist people’s minds. She’s just a kid—you need to remember that.”


  I sensed that Josie did not want to elaborate.


  “Anyway, if it is a game then she’ll grow tired of it if you just ignore the whole thing. Just keep showing her plenty of TLC.”


  I walked back into the house and poured a coffee. I had a choice. Did I leave Jenny’s message for her to alter in her own time? But then she might think I hadn’t noticed it.


   


  S H E I S M I N E


   


  It was an aggressive statement—a kind of hands off—but what the hell was she trying to tell me. Who was she pretending to be? Elizabeth?


  She is mine.


  I slouched back in front of the TV and turned on the BBC’s twenty-four-hour news channel. A political analyst with a face like a squashed tomato was assessing the chancellor’s tax reforms and the possibility of an early election. I killed the sound and turned on the hi-fi.


  It was Frank Sinatra at his best, digitally re-mastered and sounding as timeless as ever. I closed my eyes and let the music wash over me, feeling totally helpless and way out of my depth. I imagined that I was drowning, allowing the water to fill my lungs as I surrendered my soul to the ocean.


  There was nothing I could do but wait until my daughter had worked this thing out, and if there was any counselling to be done then it would be down to the professionals.


  Chapter Five


  Josie called two days later to ask after Jenny, but there was nothing to report. Her mood had changed little, and our exchanges had remained courteous but brief. I’d replaced the bulb that had blown and rearranged the letters on the fridge door; the alphabet had been restored. Jenny ventured down a couple of times to pour herself a glass of milk, looking as pale as the liquid she emptied into Hanna’s plastic beaker. Jenny hadn’t given the letters a second glance.


  I’d left her only to take in some fresh air, returning to a home that was becoming a prison to my daughter. I longed to know what was troubling her, but each time I’d looked in on her, I’d seen something in her eyes that told me to keep my distance.


  Josie was trying to sound upbeat. “Lou wants to know if you two fancy coming over for a meal.”


  I cupped the handset, keeping my voice to little more than a whisper. “I’m not sure. I can’t get Jenny out of her bedroom—I’d have to literally drag her over the doorstep.”


  “It’s worth asking. Don’t worry if she’s not up for it, hun, we’ll understand.”


  Josie was, in her own words, a lapsed Catholic, while Lou was brought up as an Anglican and had spent his boyhood singing in the choir. They were what my father affectionately referred to as God’s prodigal children. But before we had said our goodbyes, Josie had promised to reacquaint herself with the Almighty and pray for me.


  That afternoon, I answered the door to find one of my neighbours standing on the step. She greeted me as if she was relieved to discover that I hadn’t thrown myself under a train.


  “Hi, Mr. Adams. Good to see you! Just called to see how things are going.”


  Caroline Unsworth. I hadn’t seen her for some time but recalled that she worked for the Samaritans. She had a ruddy, farmer’s wife kind of complexion, with a mop of almost stylishly unkempt hair. I invited her in.


  “I hope you don’t mind me calling,” she said, hovering over a chair, waiting for the invitation to sit. “I always think this can be quite a difficult time…people think you are starting to move on…”


  Jenny appeared suddenly at the door. She stared at Caroline and then at me. “What’s going on? Did you invite her?”


  If Caroline Unsworth had become accustomed to dealing with raw human emotion then Jenny had caught her off guard. My daughter glared at me, her eyes red-rimmed and almost manic. Caroline’s jaw dropped. She, too, was staring at me. How have you allowed this to happen?


  “Mrs. Unsworth just dropped by…to see how we were doing.”


  “Well, I’m fine,” Jenny hissed. “If I wanted to call your lot, I would have done it by now, so you two can talk all you want. I’m going back upstairs!”


  “Jenny!” There was an authority in my voice that I barely recognised. “We have a visitor! Don’t be so ignorant!”


  My daughter stared at me. What was that I saw in those eyes? Hatred? No. It was confusion. Confusion and fear.


  Caroline smiled warmly at her as Jenny slumped into a chair without a word.


  “Now, who’s for a coffee?” I asked and left before either had a chance to reply.


  My heart was thumping hard as I strained to hear what was going on in the other room. The sound of a boiling kettle all but drowned the beginning of a stilted conversation.


  “So how have you been, Jenny?”


  “Fine.”


  “You don’t look fine…”


  Silence.


  “Jenny?”


  “Well, I am fine…”


  I hadn’t wanted my daughter to give Caroline an easy ride. I wanted this rather pleasant professional counsellor to understand that Jenny’s problems couldn’t be resolved with a few well-chosen words, so I waited a while.


  When I walked back into the room, Caroline was sitting on her own.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, looking up wearily. “But it was no use… She’s not ready.”


  I handed her a mug of steaming black coffee with no sugar. “I was advised to give her some space,” I said, feeling vindicated by my daughter’s exit.


  Caroline smiled and sipped her coffee as I recounted the tale of my daughter’s reclusive behaviour—the phone call from Kelly’s mother, the nightmares and the terror I’d seen in her eyes. She nodded, listening attentively. I felt as if I was telling her an old story—a story she’d heard a million times over—that was, until I started telling her about the messages on the fridge door.


   


  F I N D M E


  H Y P O C R I T E


  S H E I S M I N E


   


  Caroline looked perplexed. “And she really doesn’t remember anything about it?”


  “Well, if she does, she’s good at acting dumb.”


  “It sounds as if she’s imagining that her mother is talking to her. Maybe that’s who the messages are supposed to be from.”


  “Then why is she asking me to find her? And why is she calling me a hypocrite?”


  Caroline thought for a moment. “Has Jenny been trying to contact her mother?”


  “She wanted to. That’s all I know.”


  “That might explain the find me message“


  “And the hypocrite thing?”


  Caroline smiled sweetly. “That would be between you and your daughter.”


  ***


  I managed another two chapters of Bob Dylan that night, before drifting into some kind of semi-consciousness that was as close to sleep as I could hope for. Maybe it was an inner sense that left me so restless, because at ten minutes past two, I was wakened by the sound of breaking glass.


  Fear propelled me from my bed, dreading what awaited me on the other side of the door. My blood runs cold even now. I still dream. I still see my daughter standing there, lit only by the glow of the bedside light, her eyes wide, blood dripping from the hand that gripped a shard of glass.


  Had this been anywhere else, I would never have recognised my own child. She had the face of a demon, her hair as wild as her eyes.


  “Jenny?”


  The same beautiful girl who had emerged from the ocean in her bikini, looking like a goddess only a few years earlier, had been transformed into a being from the other side of hell itself.


  “Stay away from me,” she hissed.


  I hardly recognised the voice that seemed to emanate from her belly. Even her eyes, those beautiful brown eyes, looked as black as night.


  She took a step towards me. “Hypocrite!” Her breath was stale—a smell I knew but couldn’t quite recall. “Hypocrite! Hypocrite! Hypocrite!”


  Her voice grew louder as I stepped back. “Jenny!”


  Shout louder. Scream at her!


  “JENNY!”


  I lunged forward and grasped her shoulders. The shard of glass dropped from her hands, landing at my feet as her eyes rolled. In that moment, I believed that I’d lost my only child.


  Jenny crumpled, slipping from my grasp and falling to her knees. The lids closed on her lifeless eyes as she crashed forward, her head hitting the floor with a sickening thud.


  I saw the blood trickling from her mouth as I knelt beside her and frantically searched for the heartbeat I was afraid I’d never find. I whispered her name, stroking her hair as I felt the gentle throbbing signs of life through my fingers. She had a pulse. She was alive.


  Had anyone walked into the room that night, they would have sworn they had stumbled upon a tragedy: a sobbing father hovering over the body of his daughter. Her skin was cold to the touch—so cold that I wondered if I was imagining the pulse I had felt in her wrist. Her hand was bleeding from the gash. The glass had cut deep into the flesh of her palm.


  “Jenny?”


  I called her name once more, willing my daughter to open her eyes. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. If I’ve let you down…I’m sorry!”


  It was almost as if I’d uttered the words she had been waiting for. Her eyelids flickered and her bloodied hand moved.


  “Jenny?”


  Her eyes opened.


  “Jenny?”


  I saw the faintest of smiles that told me my daughter was back.


  Be careful. Don’t rush her!


  “It’s okay, darling. Everything is going to be just fine.”


  My words carried the conviction that I felt at that moment. I was convinced we would find that elusive peace that lay like an oasis in our barren hostile world of grief. It was a journey we had to make together, supporting each other. We didn’t need the help of anyone else. From now on, it was just the two of us. If only I’d known how wrong a man could be.


  Chapter Six


  I drove Jenny to the Accident and Emergency early that morning and watched as she sat impassively while the nurse tended to the wound. Jenny needed twelve stitches, but there were no questions, and that suited me fine.


  We headed home in silence—a world that I had become accustomed to. At least I had my daughter with me—what more did I want? Conversation? An Aretha Franklin track was playing on the iPod I had plugged in. I turned it up just as the radio tripped in, and Lenny Trent—a presenter with a heavy Northern accent who considered himself to be ‘the voice of the people’—piped up…


  Did anyone see that psycho freak on TV last night? What was his name?


  Someone in the studio called out.


  Ah, yes—that’s it—Orson Pennyworth! Well, waddya think? He hears voices, right? Dead people talk to this guy. Okay—we all know about mediums, but this bloke takes the biscuit! They speak to him in his dreams, and then he goes looking for them! Well, what would you say if some nutter turned up on your doorstep and told you that he’d been talking to your old man?


  Jenny leaned forward and turned the radio off.


  “I was listening to that.”


  My daughter looked at me as if I had just slithered from under a stone. “He’s an ignorant prick. Why would you want to listen to that drivel?”


  Jenny turned away, and I decided it was one of those least said situations. It was true, Lenny Trent did seem like a man who liked the sound of his own voice, but he’d touched a nerve. Trent had talked about a man who heard dead people communicating with the living…in their dreams. Was Jenny hearing the voice of her mother? Did she think Elizabeth was talking to her? And, if she was, what was she saying?


  But I had seen the look of terror in my daughter’s eyes. Could that have been the result of a dream about her own mother?


  I drove home on autopilot, trying to construct an opening line that I could deliver to my daughter without arousing the demons that lurked within her. I had turned into a father who lived on the edge, fearful of his own child and consumed by the need to regain some kind of control.


  When I closed the front door behind us, Jenny kicked off her trainers and headed for the stairs.


  “Jenny.”


  I had hoped to find an edge in my tone, a hint of authority that she might respect, but my voice cracked, and all that escaped my lips was a sound that resembled an expiring frog. It sounded weak, but my daughter heard a voice, thick with emotion. She stopped and turned. In that moment, our eyes met, and I saw the girl I thought I’d lost forever.


  “I want to help, sweetheart.”


  A tear trickled down Jenny’s face. “But you can’t help, Dad. That’s the problem.”


  I felt a burning sensation in the back of my throat as fresh tears formed in my eyes. “I can’t go on like this, Jen. I’m going crazy!”


  Jenny turned and continued, treading the stairs heavily. My heart sank. I was losing her again.


  Give her some space.


  I thought of my father; his grace, the depths of wisdom on which he could call. He would never have told me that he was going crazy! I had longed to walk in his footsteps but knew that I’d forever be living in his shadow. A feeling of utter hopelessness and failure consumed me. “Sweetheart,” I called after her. “I can never be the man your grandfather was. He would know exactly what to say, and if he was here today, I know you would be with him now.”


  Jenny stopped dead. For a moment, she stood without flinching. I waited, knowing the love that existed between my father and his granddaughter. The mere mention of his name would bring tears to her eyes as the memories flooded back.


  “This isn’t about words, Dad. It’s gone beyond that.”


  My daughter turned, lowering herself onto the stair, and sat facing me. “You can’t talk away the dreams. You can’t stop her!”


  In the dim light of the hallway, I saw the look of despair on her face. “You’re talking about your mother?”


  Jenny shook her head. “If only.”


  “Then who?”


  Jenny remained silent for a moment, but when she answered, her voice was on the edge of breaking. “I can’t tell you.”


  I sat down beside her. “Jen, however frightening—they are just dreams…”


  Jenny shook her head. “No, Dad, they’re not. When I wake, I still feel her, as if…as if she’s inside me! I feel her in the room!”


  “Who? Who is it? You have to tell me, babe. You have to.”


  The words that escaped my lips were empty, for in my mind, I was standing in front of the fridge door looking at the messages that had appeared: find me.


  “It’s my fault, Dad.” Jenny began to sob. “It’s all my fault!”


  My daughter stood and continued up the stairs, leaving me sitting alone. I heard the bedroom door close. Dad, I whispered, for God’s sake, help me!


  The silence left me feeling cold. What had I come to expect from the dead? A voice? A vision? A message on the fridge door? I found myself almost running through to the kitchen, praying that the plastic, multicoloured letters would form a sentence, a revelation. But they remained as I had left them. The alphabet. Every letter in its place.


  I watched TV until I passed out, and woke with the dawn chorus, my neck aching and my eyes confronted by a young presenter reading the early morning news. I passed Jenny’s room on the way to the bathroom; her door was open. I stopped and peered in. The bed was unmade, clothes littered the floor. But Jenny had gone.


  I called Josie later that day, convinced that Jenny would be sitting in Kelly’s bedroom clearing her head.


  “I wouldn’t normally advise you to do this, hun, but maybe you should start your own investigations.”


  “Investigations?”


  There was a pause, as if Josie was having second thoughts. “Yeah, you know…have a little scout around.”


  “You’re talking about her bedroom?”


  “Well, that would be the best place to start.”


  “I can’t…it’s…”


  “Yeah, yeah, it’s an invasion of privacy and all that shit! Listen, Robert, if my kid was wandering around the house leaving weird messages on the fridge and waking up with broken glass in her hand, I wouldn’t be worrying about space and privacy. I’d wanna get the thing sorted, okay?” Josie sounded exasperated by my wariness. “Look on her phone. You might just get some clues, hun. If she’s been spending days stuck in that bedroom, it’s quite possible she’s been up to something.”


  I paused only briefly outside Jenny’s door, afraid, even in her absence, of what I might find on the other side. The hinges seemed to squeak as I pushed on the handle; I closed my eyes, wondering if the weight I felt in my stomach was tension or guilt.


  I glanced through the window, checking that Jenny wasn’t walking down the road. The whole place, the house, the world outside, seemed eerily silent.


  I shuddered, surveying the bookshelf. Narnia. Bridget Jones. A couple of chick-lit paperbacks, but no diary; no schoolbooks. I turned anxiously, expecting to find my daughter watching me with cold, stony eyes, before cautiously pulling open the top drawer of her bedside cabinet. Great—underwear! I’m actually trawling through my daughter’s knickers and bras!


  The second drawer was full of CDs, and I was about to close it when I caught sight of a box. I remembered Elizabeth arriving home with the set of six CDs her last Christmas: a presentation set of virtually everything Elvis had recorded. Jenny had just discovered the King of Rock ’n’ Roll, and my wife had swooped on the special offer in a closing-down sale and proudly presented it to our daughter who, thinking it had been my idea, threw her arms around my neck.


  I was no detective, but I knew the CDs were loose amongst the others in her collection. Elvis Live! Elvis Love Songs. Elvis Rocks. They were all there. All the music would have now been on her iPod; the discs and the player were clearly redundant. I pulled out the box, glancing once more out of the window. No one. Not a soul. The place was like a ghost town. My hands shook with nervous anticipation as I pulled open the lid.


  Inside, and quite obviously intended for no one’s eyes but her own, was a lined notebook. It was pink, about the size of the exercise books she’d used at school. I touched it, half expecting to be struck down for my transgressions. I was grossly uncomfortable with my intrusive behaviour no matter how necessary or well intentioned it might have been. In my quest for an answer, I’d secretly hoped to find nothing more than a few innocent sketches and teenage ramblings, but I was to be disappointed.


  On the first page, a sketch of what appeared to be a couple of young boys hanging side by side from a crude wooden gallows. I’d almost forgotten Jenny’s artistic prowess; her A* grade in art was achieved with little effort or even, I suspect, interest.


  I stared at the pencil drawing. She’d captured the likeness perfectly. Darren Pascoe and Kevin Taylor’s bodies hung lifelessly from their nooses, staring back at me from the page. I shuddered. My daughter had never even mentioned their names, and I’d considered this as a sign that she had somehow accepted that the death of her mother and sister had been an accident.


  Now, I realised that Jenny had found comfort in a sketch depicting Pascoe and Taylor’s execution, knowing that in reality, they would never have to pay for what they’d done. I turned the page to find my daughter’s erratic, sloping scrawl—untidy enough to have merited a note from the teacher in my day. Although she had omitted an address in the top left-hand corner, the page had been set out in the form of a letter.


  Dear Mum. It began. I shuddered. It were almost as if the temperature had dropped ten degrees in those few seconds. I read on.


   


  I guess there’s nothing I can tell you, is there? You see everything now though I don’t think dad really believes this. He is not like Granddad who taught me about God and the eternal soul. Why do you think this is, mum? Why has he lost his ability to believe in anything he cannot see? This is surely the curse of the materialistic, not my own father.


   


  I felt a jolt, like a knife through my gut.


   


  Forgive me, Mum, but sometimes I wish I was with you, wherever you are. I miss Hanna like crazy. Sometimes I swear I can hear her laughing. Maybe I can…I’m always listening, Mum—always—so if you can come through, I won’t be afraid… Look after Hanna, won’t you? Love, Jen. xxxx


   


  I flipped the page with a physical ache in my stomach.


   


  Dear, dear Mum,


  Dad went ballistic when I suggested that we tried to contact you! I know that Granddad was sceptical about mediums—I seemed to remember that it said something about them in the Bible…like STAY AWAY! But he would have understood. Dad doesn’t! I don’t think he even believes in an afterlife anymore but if you would give him a sign—anything—then he might just change his mind. I love you, Mum…wherever you are…Jen. xxx


  I closed the book, my hands trembling, and sat for a moment. Jenny had two parents. One dead. One, alive. Yet she had chosen to unburden her soul to the one who was lying six feet under a slab of stone. I had never considered myself to be a bad parent—sure, I’d made mistakes and I could have listened harder when she was a kid with an aptitude for incessant chatter—but I never considered myself second to the deceased.


  I must have sat, sinking further into the mire of self-pity for nearly half an hour before finally picking up Jenny’s macabre journal. I flipped another page.


   


  Dear Mum,


  Last night, I had a dream. It WAS a dream, I know that. But it was so real. I saw this girl—or was it a young woman? She was in this really gloomy room. It was awful—like a prison… She was sitting at on old wooden table, looking out of a tiny window, and there was a book in front of her. The page was blank, and beside the book was a pen and an inkwell. She turned towards me as I stepped into the room. She had huge eyes like that Scream painting that they use for Halloween masks. She looked like a zombie and was shaking violently too. Her whole body was trembling like someone had plugged her in.


  I wanted to run but my feet wouldn’t move. She stared at me for ages, and I tried to scream. I wanted to scream, but all that left my mouth was a rush of air. Then she spoke to me. ‘So, you have come at last, my child!’ Her voice was low and rasping, like someone was choking her. Then she turned away, looking out of the window and began to cry. I can hear her crying…even when I’m awake! What does she want, Mum? What have I done…?Jen xxxx


  ***


  I pulled up in the only empty space in the car park at the back of the local library. Jenny’s notepad lay on the seat beside me, filled with everything I needed to know, but without the luxury of time, I was unable to study.


  There was a faint scent of wood and leather that I found strangely comforting as I walked into the library. The middle-aged woman behind the desk, who looked as if she had been born to the job, glanced up at me over her thick-rimmed spectacles and flashed me an officious smile.


  “Photocopier?” I asked.


  “Over there.” She pointed at the machine underneath the sign that said ‘photocopier’ in large blue letters. “Just bring your copies over here when you’re done.”


  I thanked her and pulled Jenny’s notebook from my pocket. I wasn’t that good with copiers, but that afternoon, the place was empty apart from a couple of young girls sitting in the corner, bent over a desk full of books. I had the space, if not the time, to press the wrong buttons without an impatient queue behind me.


  The instructions on the lid were mercifully simple—as if written for fools like me. I folded back Jenny’s pad and laid the first page face down. The copier was wonderfully quick, and in no time at all, I had presented the librarian with twenty sheets of A4, paid up and was back behind the wheel.


  When I arrived home, there was still no sign of Jenny. I replaced the notepad in the box and slid it back underneath her personal things, praying she had not inherited her mother’s powers of observation. Then, creeping out of my own home, unable to rid myself of the feeling that I had just burgled a stranger’s property, I climbed back behind the wheel of my car and set off for Alshaw Park.


  Chapter Seven


  The dark thunderous rain clouds had gathered overhead, threatening to break at any moment. The first spots hit my windscreen as I pulled up under the cover of a large oak tree in the leaf-strewn car park. This was the place where men brought their mistresses in the late evening. It was the place where the middle-class wannabes parked up four-wheel drives as their golden retrievers looked longingly out of the window, anticipating the freedom of the open parkland.


  Today, with a storm forecast, I found myself sharing the gravel-covered, potholed parking area with a rusting Jeep and a souped-up Toyota. I had the space and the time. No screaming kids, no barking dogs. I killed the engine and, with a mixture of anticipation and dread, began to read my daughter’s private ramblings.


   


  Mum. I must be driving Dad insane. He’s leaving food outside my door. I’m so sorry, Mum, I know you wouldn’t want this, but I can’t face anything. Every time I close my eyes, I see HER eyes! What does she want?


  I feel trapped here—that’s weird cos the door is open. Even when I go for a pee, I feel this thing gripping me. It’s like fear—a voice screaming and telling me to get back in my room. I’m going mad, Mum, and I’ll end up in one of those loony bins with a straitjacket! They’ll talk about me as the girl who thinks she’s possessed. People don’t believe in all that devil stuff these days. You’re either sane or insane, a regular kid or a psycho case. xxxx


   


  My father had always considered humankind’s obsession with therapy to be a substitute for the faith it had lost. The art of prayer, and the peace it brought to the troubled spirit, had been buried beneath a wave of scepticism. I wasn’t sure if God, in whatever form He existed, would be listening but it was worth a try. After all, I owed it to the old man; I owed it to my girl. So I closed my eyes and began to pray.


  If God merely existed in the mind and we were quite capable of summoning Him in times of need, resulting in an overwhelming sense of comfort and well-being, then it was still worth a try. It was an exercise in self-healing. Maybe they were right, but I found myself hoping that a greater power existed—someone who was watching over us, waiting for a call.


  Chapter Eight


  Dear Mum,


  I was there again last night. In the room. I walked in this time—right up to the window, but I can’t remember if I bothered to look out. I felt as if she was there, watching me. The book was open on the desk. It’s a diary, Mum. I tried to read the page but my eyes wouldn’t focus. Then her voice came from the corner of the room.


  She was so weird. “It is not yet time, my daughter,” she said—funny how I can recall her exact words as if they are recorded in my head. Why did she call me her daughter? Is she an ancestor trying to reach me? What does she want? When I turned, she just smiled, but it wasn’t a normal smile. It was really creepy. “You can only read my words in the world in which you now exist.”


  When I looked back, the diary was closed, and this time I could read the words on the cover: THE DIARY OF AMELIA ROOT. I woke up shaking. I’ve let her in. I’m so sorry, Mum xx


   


  The rain washed down the windscreen as I flicked the page.


   


  Mum.


  I’m going crazy. I saw myself in a white padded cell with the ghost of Granddad pacing up and down. He was crying, and I felt so bad. It was only a short dream. I must have drifted off reading some stupid novel about a girl who can’t stop shopping. Anyway, I tried to stay awake last night. I was too scared to sleep!!! DIDN’T WORK! I watched a couple of movies, but even they couldn’t keep me going all night. I must have passed out at about three in the morning and Amelia was waiting for me.


  Honestly, Mum, these aren’t just dreams. I know it sounds mad, but I feel like I’m walking into another world like those kids in Narnia. I loved those books, by the way—guess you remember how I made you read them to me every night and I’d fall asleep dreaming that you and Dad had brought me a pet lion!!!!!! I wish I was that kid again.


  Amelia didn’t say anything to me last night. Her eyes were red and her face was so white. The room smelled like a drain. I didn’t know you could smell things in dreams, but I did. There was a mattress in the corner. I hadn’t noticed it before. It was where she slept, and I think that was all she wanted me to see. When I turned back, her face was blue and rotting. I screamed but there was no sound. Then she vomited but it was just like water. She’s showing me something different every night, hoping I can build a picture. I can’t tell Dad. He’ll just tell me that I’m having nightmares cos of losing you and Hanna, and I can’t tell him about the stuff at Kelly’s, can I???


   


  There were no kisses, just a picture of a pair of eyes that sent chills running the length of my spine. What was the stuff with Kelly? What had she done? I turned the page.


   


  Mum.


  I’m so scared!!! Please help me. I’m trapped!!!! Last night, I was there in the room. Amelia was lying naked on her mattress, her head covered by a sheet. There was blood on her thighs. As I bent down, she reached up and grabbed my hand. Her nails were long and sharp as hell. I screamed. It was so horrible. I pulled back the sheet to find a skeleton with skin hanging off the bones. I tried to scream once more, but this time I coughed up bile. When I woke up, I found a cut on my hand. The room was freezing, but when I felt the radiator I burned by hand. xxxxx


  I couldn’t get warm. She’d followed me. I could feel her in my bedroom. I could even smell the damp. She wants something from me…but what? And why? Do you remember those horror movies with Freddie Kruger? Do you think something like that could really happen? xxxxx


   


  My heartbeat had quickened as I read the untidy scrawl of a girl who had won a neat handwriting competition only two years previously. Freddie Kruger, strangely enough, flooded my mind with pleasant memories of those evenings sitting in front of the TV with a heavily pregnant Elizabeth covering her eyes as a succession of wary teenagers met their maker on the end of Freddie’s bladed hands.


  We had been, in our own opinion, good parents, but to our eternal shame had lapsed, occasionally allowing a young and restless Jenny to snuggle up next to us on the sofa and watch the mutilated murderer as he embarked on his killing sprees. I read on.


   


  Mum. The only comfort I get is that I know that there is a life after death! I know that the ghost of Amelia Root has found a way through. Last night, I had a long and dreamless sleep, yet this afternoon, I dozed off listening to some music. She was waiting for me. She was kind of normal this time. Her skin was pale and smooth. She called me her ‘only child’. What does she mean? Maybe I look like her daughter, because she looks so young! I need to know who she is! I’ve researched on the internet—nothing!


   


  The car shuddered as a sudden clap of thunder shook the ground. The rolling black clouds seemed to be within reach of my fingers as I opened the window, feeling the rain cool my face. I wound the window back up and sat for a moment with my eyes closed as the water ran down my cheeks. I had remained sceptical of people’s obsession with spirits and ghosts, but in truth, I held a deep-seated and healthy fear of all things to do with the unknown.


  Now it appeared that there could only be two explanations for Jenny’s bizarre behaviour: either Amelia Root really did exist and my daughter was being stalked by her spirit, or—and in many ways, this was worse—Jenny was suffering some kind of mental breakdown.


  Five years ago, I had been a helpless bystander, watching the gradual decline of Jack Jessop, a regular at The Keys. Jack was one of those eternally buoyant characters who seemed to be top of everyone’s guest list when they threw a party. Jack drew people like a magnet, and I often listened to him telling his tales with a natural wit and warmth that I admired yet left me with an irrepressible jealousy.


  He was approaching forty when he lost his two daughters in a car crash, but everyone thought, as I did, that if anyone was equipped for coping with such a tragedy, it was happy Jack. In the months that followed, it appeared we had all been correct. He had, after all, recovered from the death of his wife five years earlier, but no one had questioned why a youthful, good-looking man had never found anyone else.


  We had never considered that he’d been living for his two girls. In them, he had seen his wife, his future and what was left of his world. He still managed to smile and regale us with stories of his daughters’ adventures with an element of the old wit and charm. But it dawned on me that Jack was beginning to talk about his precious girls in the present tense. Then he began to buy them presents.


  We all watched on, praying that Jack would stumble through his grief and appear on the other side in full mental health, but it wasn’t to be. Six months later, I saw him walking along the road and arguing violently with his daughters, but of course, there was no one there. I wanted to pull over and drag him into the car, away from the eyes of the public, who were looking on with varying degrees of amusement and pity. I wanted to rescue him yet to my disgust, I drove on by.


  Jessop had ended up in a home and died two years later. When I visited him, he’d dropped three stone and looked like a man who was waiting for the end. He believed I was his son-in-law and asked after his daughter over and over again, begging me to tell her that she was forgiven and he wanted to see her.


  Jack’s decline had been gradual, but few of us who drank at The Keys had not felt complicit in his downfall. We had considered him the eternal optimist with an inherent ability to find a chink of light at the end of every tunnel. We had forgotten he had no family—no brothers, no sisters—and the relatives he did have lived on the other side of the country. Looking back now, his slide into madness was almost inevitable when he was surrounded by friends who found it easier to turn a blind eye to his eccentric behaviour.


  Jack’s face haunted me, isolated in a failing mind, swallowed by confusion, yet as he looked up at me from the chair that had become his prison, I felt that somewhere inside the decaying shell, the seed of the old Jack was reaching out. The young nurses had all, at some time, been mistaken for his daughters and had found themselves looking into old eyes, filled with paternal love.


  It was not a physical illness that took him. It was grief. And I couldn’t allow Jenny to walk the same road. This time, I would step in. I thought of Josie and her fascination with the human mind. I thought of the shrinks sitting in their leather armchairs, studying my daughter over the tops of their horn-rimmed spectacles. Jenny, I knew, would not bare her soul to any of them.


  Chapter Nine


  I returned home, negotiating the lanes under a leaden sky, with the copies of Jenny’s makeshift diary hidden under the back seat. I felt vulnerable, sitting in a small metal box while all hell let loose around me. It was, apparently, the worst storm to hit the North in five years and a relief to finally reach home.


  When I walked through the door, the phone was ringing.


  “Mr. Adams?” The voice was that of a well-spoken man whom I guessed was in some kind of authority.


  “Speaking,” I replied.


  “Mr. Adams, this is Reverend Francis.”


  He paused. I hadn’t heard the name before. My stomach turned.


  “I’m the minister at St. Jude’s in Tabwell…” He paused again. People only pause when they have bad news. “I have your daughter here, Mr. Adams.”


  I should have felt only relief, yet it had never occurred to me that anything could have happened to Jenny. She was a smart kid with an instinct for spotting potential danger.


  “I think maybe you should come on over.”


  ***


  Tabwell was a small and affluent town lying on the borders of Cheshire, renowned for its ageing middle-class population who continued to embrace the fading traditions, played the stock market during the week and stepped across the threshold of God’s house each Sunday morning to thank Him for their profits and find comfort in their losses.


  St. Jude’s was the backdrop to many model brides who graced the covers of the various glossy wedding magazines that lined the newsagent’s shelves. Its gardens had been exquisitely maintained by the Barrington family for the past hundred years, and throughout the summer, the local ladies would raise money holding tea-and-cake afternoons on the lawns.


  I arrived just as the evening sun appeared from behind a black thunderous cloud. Pulling up outside the stone archway, I wondered what awaited me. The minister had refused to go into any detail on the phone, but his concern had been almost tangible.


  The entrance to the church was shaded by two large beech trees, their branches forming a natural leafy arch, and as I stepped into the porch, the smell of old pews and flowers drifted on the stale air. Inside, Reverend Francis was waiting for me. He was small, around five-four, and balding.


  “Mr. Adams?”


  I nodded as he extended his hand. His face was surprisingly youthful while remarkably pale. I half expected him to smile and reveal vampire teeth as he shook my hand with flimsy cold fingers.


  “Jenny is in the back. She’s just had a cup of tea.”


  He spun on his heels with an ease that belied his rotund frame and strode off down the aisle at a pace that almost had me running through the patterns of light cast across the red carpet. He stopped suddenly just before the altar and spun to his left. Definitely been a dancer, I thought as we reached a large stained-glass window depicting the Virgin Mary cradling her child, surrounded by myriad angels.


  “I found Jenny standing here with a knife in her hands,” he explained. “At first, I didn’t see what she’d done.”


  Francis wasn’t looking up at the window; his eyes were fixed on the statue of St. Peter who appeared to be looking down at the stone floor. Then I saw the word sprayed across the wall behind the statue. Hypocrite.


  “When she saw me, she dropped the knife,” Francis continued. “She seemed agitated and terribly confused.”


  My own confusion must have been apparent.


  “I don’t suppose you can shed any light on why she considers St. Peter a hypocrite?” he asked.


  I shook my head, but the reverend wasn’t convinced.


  “You look as if you’ve just seen a ghost, Mr. Adams.”


  “I’ll pay for any damage,” I replied meekly. “And I’ll make a donation—”


  The minister didn’t allow me to finish. “There’s no need.” He patted my arm gently. “A scrubbing brush and little elbow grease will sort this out.” He paused. “I’m guessing you have enough problems of your own.”


  He beckoned me to follow him, stopping briefly as we reached the door of the vestry; his hand hovered over the brass knob. “I’m sure Jenny will be all right…” Looking me directly in the eye, he smiled warmly. No vampire teeth. The door creaked as it swung open.


  The whole place felt heavy with a history of which I knew nothing. Jenny was sitting in a leather chair, her hands shielding a mug. As she looked up, our eyes met. I stared into the face of a frightened, confused child. Jenny studied me for a moment, as if checking I was really there and not part of a dream.


  The reverend was also watching me, gauging my reaction, and I wondered how much he knew.


  “It’s okay, Jen. Whatever’s happened we can sort it out.”


  I reached over and placed my hand over hers. “Just talk to me. Tell me why I’m here.”


  My touch opened the floodgates. Jenny began to cry.


  My father was a patient man. If I had something to tell him, he was prepared to hold his tongue until I was ready. Jenny was still sobbing, gulping the air until finally, the tears stopped. I allowed her to take a sip of tea and waited.


  “I don’t even know how I got here,” she said. Her voice was strained and barely audible, the darkness in her soul visible in her eyes. She looked so vulnerable, surrounded by the trappings of her grandfather’s faith. The stone walls, the silver challis in the corner, the framed wooden cross above the door. “I can’t be here. I can’t be here—I want to go home!”


  The minister sat down beside her. “Jenny,” he whispered.


  My daughter wiped a tear from her cheek.


  “I know we find it difficult to understand why God allows these things to happen, but I couldn’t stand before my congregation each week if I didn’t believe He loved us.”


  Jenny looked down at her trembling hands. “How can you say that? If He loved me, I wouldn’t be going through this!”


  The reverend placed an arm around Jenny’s shoulders. “Jenny, do you believe that God loved His own Son? Do you believe He loved Mary?”


  Jenny looked up. “Of course I do.”


  Francis continued, his voice barely above a whisper. “Yes, he did, yet Mary stood and watched as they took her son, stripped and humiliated him, and then beat him until his back resembled a ploughed field. She stood by as they hung him from a cross, and watched as he died in agony, crying out to a God who had forsaken him. God’s love doesn’t absolve us from suffering.”


  ***


  I left the reverend standing under the arch of his church. I’d insisted on sending a donation and apologised for the damage. He shook my hand and gave me God’s blessing. Jenny flashed him a brief smile but seemed determined to put distance between herself and the church as quickly as possible. She climbed into the seat beside me with a look in her eyes that reminded me of a girl who had just woken up in a strange bed and was wondering how she’d got there. There was no point in asking her, but the history of the place held the answers, and I knew this wouldn’t to be the last I saw of St. Jude’s.


  ***


  Josie was wearing that familiar look of motherly concern that left me feeling like a child about to receive a lecture.


  “I’m really not happy about this, hun,” she whispered, glancing around her lest the couple sitting more than five metres from us might overhear. “Jenny needs help—professional help.”


  I had told Josie about Jenny’s diary, the letters it contained and the dreams, but it was clear that after eighteen months of studying the human mind, Jo had become sceptical, and that scepticism reared its head whenever I mentioned the spirit world.


  The emphasis had been on the word professional, and Josie was in no doubt that the task was beyond me. “You can’t cure her by chasing ghosts from the past, hun.”


  She might as well have slapped my face and kneed me in the testicles.


  “I’m not taking her to a shrink,” I said defiantly. “Even if Jenny agreed!”


  “What about the doctor? She’d go to him.”


  “Elworth?”


  “Sure. Didn’t she have a bit of a crush on him a few years ago?”


  I recalled the unease that permeated their last meeting. “I don’t think it would be such a good idea. She’s still a little embarrassed by the episode.”


  Josie grinned.” Well, she’s grown into a real looker, your Jen. I’m guessing Dr. Dish might be quite flattered if he thought she was still smitten.”


  “She isn’t. That’s why she won’t go.”


  Josie shrugged. “I guess he couldn’t help, anyway. It’s hardly a medical problem, is it?”


  “Not unless it’s some kind of brain tumour—you hear about these things, don’t you? People start having hallucinations and stuff like that.”


  “And headaches, usually. Has Jenny had—”


  “She hasn’t said.”


  “Let’s put it this way, hun. I’d rather see her visiting a shrink than a surgeon!”


  I hadn’t really considered the possibility that my daughter’s behaviour had been caused by something growing in her head, but it tripped off my tongue before I’d had a chance to stop it. The internet would have allowed me to research the tumour subject privately, but when I arrived home, I found Jenny sitting cross-legged on the floor, watching the History Channel on TV. I asked her, as nonchalantly as possible, if she had been suffering from any kind of physical pain. She shook her head and turned up the volume.


  Jenny was looking for Amelia on the TV; I was sure of it. It was a documentary on ancient churches, and I was tempted to sit with her and pry. Maybe she would open up and tell me about the dreams. Maybe she would let me into her head—more likely, my interference would send her scuttling back into her bedroom.


  Instead, I busied myself in the kitchen, arranging glasses and cups the way Elizabeth used to in her spare time, and hoping that my daughter would find the tools to break down the barriers she had erected.


  I made two phone calls the following morning, the first one to Doctor Elworth’s surgery, where I managed to make an appointment for the following day. Reverend Francis answered my second call and sounded relieved to hear my voice.


  “Mr. Adams,” he said breathlessly, as if he had picked up the phone at the end of a hundred-metre sprint. “I’m so glad you called—I’m afraid I mislaid your number. How’s Jenny?”


  “She’s not said anything about the incident.”


  “Have you asked?”


  “No. I’m hoping she will talk to me when she’s ready.”


  I wasn’t sure if the reverend would agree with my hands-off approach, but I told him everything I knew about my daughter’s state of mind. It had all started out of the blue, after she began talking about mediums. I kind of guessed that would get any self-proclaimed servant of God listening.


  I was allowed to tell my story without interruption—I occasionally had to stop to check he was still on the other end of the line—and when I’d finished, the reverend cleared his throat.


  “I’m not really into all this demon possession theology,” he began. “To be honest, I absolutely detest those awful so-called God channels on satellite TV, but I do believe that we can leave ourselves open to evil forces.”


  “You think Jenny is possessed?” My heart began to thump.


  “I’d hesitate to make such an assumption at this point…”


  “My friend thinks she needs a shrink.”


  Francis hesitated. “I wouldn’t discount that possibility, either. As I say, I think some of our more enthusiastic Evangelicals blame mental illness on the Devil and his minions, but I do feel this could be a spiritual thing.”


  “The spirit of a dead woman?”


  Again, Francis hesitated, but when he spoke, there was an authority in his tone. “Yes. If this woman actually existed.” There was a brief silence. “I think Jenny needs a lot of prayer.”


  I knew better than to ask my daughter to go back to St. Jude’s. It was out of the question. But I agreed to return on my own later that week. I liked the rotund, balding minister. He was easy to talk to and, unlike Josie, didn’t seem to believe my daughter was ready for the asylum. That alone made him worth a visit.


  ***


  Doctor Elworth greeted me warmly as I walked into his surgery. “Mr. Adams. How are you?”


  He stood to shake my hand with his Superman-like grip. Pictures of his wife and baby stood in silver frames in the corner of his desk. No chance for Jenny, then.


  “Take a seat,” he invited, flopping down into his leather swivel chair and tapping the keyboard. My details fired up on the screen. “How have you been keeping?”


  “We seem to be surviving,” I replied, feeling that the word fine was an insult to Elizabeth and Hanna’s memory.


  Elworth was staring at the screen. “So, how can I help?”


  “It’s about Jenny.”


  He smiled. “Ah, Jenny. She’s a credit to you.”


  “Yes—thank you—she is—but…”


  “She’s not coping well?”


  “I don’t know. It’s complicated.”


  With that, I repeated the tale I’d told the reverend the day before. Elworth listened attentively, just as the minister had done, but unlike Francis, he believed it was all down to the stress brought on by the tragedy.


  “I can refer Jenny to a counsellor,” he suggested, turning to face me. “But I would have to talk to Jenny first.”


  “God! No!” I blurted unintentionally.


  Elworth raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”


  “She wouldn’t come. I know she wouldn’t.”


  “It would all be confidential. Someone would speak to your daughter—a phone call. Then they would assess the situation and take it from there.”


  I felt my face flush. “The thing is—she doesn’t know that I’ve read her diary. I’m not supposed to know about this Amelia Root woman.”


  Elworth looked concerned. “But the fact that she wandered into a church fifty miles from her home with a knife and a spray can… That might be enough.”


  The doctor was right, I knew. Dismissing his advice seemed irresponsible. “Look, I’ll have a go—but I wouldn’t hold out any hope. She’ll go ape shit, I’m telling you.”


  I left the surgery under a cloud and drove home with the lunchtime phone-in blasting out on the radio. I felt close to my father when those things were on—I could almost hear the old guy muttering as some idiot called with an ill-conceived argument.


  When I walked through the door, Jenny was waiting for me, her face red and tear-stained.


  “Where have you been?” she snapped angrily.


  “Out.”


  “Out? Where?”


  “Just a run—you know—fresh air.”


  Jenny glared. A tear trickled down her cheek. “Liar!”


  The hatred in her voice startled me. “Why?” I asked meekly.


  “You’ve been to see Elworth!”


  I felt as if someone had just punched me in the stomach. “Well, yes.”


  “What about? Me?”


  “No, of course not, darling. I was getting headaches…”


  “Liar!” Another tear trickled down her other cheek. “Why don’t you tell me the truth, Dad? Why?”


  “I am telling you the truth.”


  “No! No, you’re not. You went to Doctor Elworth telling him how I was going crazy…how I walked into a church and vandalised it…how I wake up screaming in the night!” Jenny’s eyes flamed with hatred. “Well, thanks a fucking bunch, Dad! Why don’t you just throw me in a padded cell and forget about me! Then you can bring your cheap tarts home to Mum’s bed and I won’t even know! Is that what you want?”


  “Tarts? Where did that come from?”


  Jenny burst into tears. I moved towards her, but she backed up. I stopped.


  “Jenny! That is the last thing I want. I’m scared, honey. This is just getting out of hand. I’ll do anything I can to help, but you have to let me in.”


  “There’s nothing you can do. I’m going crazy,” Jenny said, stifling her tears.


  “You’re not. I’m going to prove it!”


  Jenny looked up. “How?”


  “I’m going to find this Amelia woman!”


  As soon as the words left my lips, my insides turned and my heart seemed to stop. In that moment, it seemed that the whole world gasped. Jenny had never mentioned Amelia!


  I was met with a look of disbelief. “WHAT?”


  I tried to form a reply, but there was nothing to say. I just waited.


  “You—you’ve been in my room. You’ve been in my room—through my things!” Jenny’s voice rose to a scream. “You sneaking bastard! How could you?”


  Before I had time to react, Jenny was on me, her fists flailing, her ring splitting my lip, further blows raining down on my chest. I managed to grip both of her wrists and hold her as her eyes blazed, cutting through me like lasers, but I could do nothing about the stream of sputum that flew like a missile from her mouth and caught me in the eye.


  In shock, I let her go and felt the sickening crack of bone as her clenched fist slammed into my nose. The pain was excruciating, and I felt myself staggering backwards. Only the doorframe stopped me from falling. Blood poured from my nose as Jenny thundered up the stairs.


  “You and me—we’re over!” she screamed. “Go and fuck yourself!”


  I watched, dazed by the anger. My angel had turned in into the Devil before my eyes.


  Chapter Ten


  Luckily, my nose had not been broken but I cancelled my visit to Tabwell, explaining to Reverend Francis that I had a more pressing appointment and would be in touch soon. I drove to the graveyard early the following day, having had no further contact with Jenny, who had not ventured from her room even to make herself a drink.


  Neither of us had eaten, and the only thing that had entered my mouth was a toothbrush. That morning, I’d not even bothered to shave. My left eye was turning a rather violent shade of purple, and I couldn’t face either Lou or Josie and give them the old walked-into-a-door story. Besides, I didn’t even want to start lying to Josie.


  The tranquillity of the cemetery was my only option—a place where I could walk in peace. The graveyard was, in many ways, a haven of rest to the living as well as the dead, yet as I sat behind the wheel of my car, I found myself wishing my father was sitting beside me. I had a million questions.


  Jenny had never morphed into the teen from hell. She had been spared the effects of raging hormones and remained balanced and remarkably mature, and I’d been proud of her. She was thoughtful, eloquent and chose her friends well. Her closest friends—Kelly, Ellen and Laura—all had aspirations above those of their classmates. They had little time for the celebrity culture that gripped the youth of the day.


  But now, she had developed a volcanic temper, hence her attempt to rearrange my features. Terrible thoughts raced through my aching head. I’d never seen such rage on my daughter’s face—a rage that left me wondering what else she was capable of. I couldn’t risk leaving my photocopies of her diary in the house and decided that they were best hidden under the mat in the boot of the car. If she only knew. I shuddered and pushed the thought from my mind as I turned into the cemetery and parked up.


  The watery mid-morning sun reflected off the marble stones as I walked down the narrow tarmac paths. As always, I stopped several times to read the epitaphs—the verses of love and grief. I was so busy reading the lament to a lost love on a newly placed expensive headstone that I’d not noticed the man standing at Elizabeth’s grave.


  From the back, it was difficult to tell his age; his gender was the only thing his attire revealed: a dark grey fedora, a maroon scarf and a long dark overcoat, which hung low on his calves, revealing a little of a pair of black trousers and casual black loafers.


  I approached in silence, but, as if he had heard my almost inaudible footsteps, he turned when I was nearly fifty metres away. He smiled, as if he were expecting me.


  “Mr. Adams?” he said as I arrived at the grave.


  “Er…yes.”


  He was in his late seventies, at least. Wisps of fine grey hair poked from beneath his hat, and his face was lined by age, but his eyes—and they were a quite remarkable hazel brown—were as bright as a child’s. He held out his hand and I shook it. His grip was as firm as Elworth’s.


  “My name’s Sebastian Tint—unusual, but I’m stuck with it.” His expression softened. “I’m sorry to intrude,” his baritone voice was almost musical, “but I have often stopped here.” He paused and studied the epitaph for a moment. “Someday, I hoped I would meet you.”


  I wondered if I should have been worried by the news this old eccentric had been visiting my wife’s and daughter’s graves, yet the man had an aura—believe me, I wasn’t into the whole aura thing normally—and a serenity that was comforting.


  “You lost your child and your wife,” he continued. “Tragically, I presume?”


  “Yes.”


  “A car accident?”


  “An accident-cum-murder,” I replied.


  “Oh.”


  “Two kids out joy-riding ploughed into them. Crushed against the back of an ice cream van.”


  “Good Lord! I’m so sorry.” He was thinking, shaking his head. Clearly, Sebastian Tint wasn’t given to making idle talk; that was obvious even at this early stage in our acquaintance. “Are you on your own?” he asked.


  “I’ve a seventeen-year-old daughter—Jenny.”


  He nodded. “Good. She’ll keep you going.”


  “She does,” I replied with a rueful laugh. “There’s no doubt about that.”


  Tint smiled. “So, that’s it,” he said.


  “Pardon?”


  He looked stunned. “Oh…nothing. I was—”


  “You said ‘so that’s it’—what did you mean?”


  The old guy sighed. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I think aloud.”


  I let it go. He was just a casual acquaintance, after all. A man I’d probably never meet again.


  “I lost my wife nearly fifteen years ago,” he said, staring down at the grave. “We had no children.” He pulled out a wallet and flicked it open, revealing an old black-and-white photograph of a young woman, standing in front of a huge rock, the sea tickling her feet, her skirt hitched above her knees. “Honeymoon,” he explained. “Her name’s Joyce.”


  “Did you never want children or…”


  Tint laughed. “Want? In those days, it was not your decision. It either happened or it didn’t. Family planning was frowned upon.”


  “So, you would have liked children?”


  He nodded, and for a moment we stood in silence, both staring at the epitaph to my wife and baby girl. Tint drew breath, inhaling the morning air. I knew it was the prelude to an explanation—the reason he was here.


  “Mr. Adams, could you humour a strange old man for a few minutes? If, after that time, you decide I’m a fool, then I will never trouble you again. Nor will I ever cast a shadow over the grave of your precious wife and daughter.”


  I agreed and Tint waved me forward. “Shall we take a stroll?”


  The old man walked without the aid of a frame or stick. He was willowy and athletic, even in his dotage, and I guessed he could still tackle a few Lakeland fells if he chose.


  “I was drawn to Elizabeth and Hanna’s grave,” he said. “It is on the route to the bench I often use when I come here to reflect. But each time I passed…” He paused. “Each time, I had to stop. I sensed something.”


  I remained silent, waiting.


  “It’s a long story, Mr. Adams. I have a sixth sense. Me! I was a man of science who frowned on religion and ridiculed those who professed they talked with the dead.”


  “You’re a medium?”


  “Good Lord, no!” he gasped, as if the very word might choke him. “I don’t make a business out of it. I doubt if I could summon a dead person if I tried.”


  “But you believe in the afterlife?”


  “I have no choice, Mr. Adams. I do not pretend to understand the spiritual world or why I was unable to pass by your wife’s grave. But I know you need help, and I’m guessing that somewhere in this turmoil, your daughter is right there—the centre of this storm.”


  I felt the blood draining from my face. A part of me wanted to walk away. I was being drawn into another world—a world which I, like the old man, didn’t understand.


  “So, Mr. Adams,” Tint said softly, “tell me what’s troubling your daughter.”


  I was uncertain where to begin. “She’s stressed—grieving for her mother and sister.”


  “Of course she is. But that is not why I’m here, is it?”


  If I had not seen the rage on Jenny’s face the day before—if I had not felt so desperate—there was no way I would have revealed her secrets to a stranger that morning. But I felt our meeting was more than chance.


  We sat on the bench Sebastian Tint had funded and dedicated to the memory of his wife, overlooking the acres of green littered with marble and stone, and I told him everything, beginning with the dreams—the nightmares—and the woman who waited for Jenny every time she passed into the unconscious world.


  When I’d finished, the old man stayed silent for many moments, reflecting on the things I’d told him, before he asked, “Do you think that Jenny needs professional help, as your friend so delicately puts it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Tint hummed thoughtfully. “Dreams always fascinated me. They often reveal our deepest anxieties.”


  “You think this is all to do with Jenny’s grief?”


  Tint smiled. “Oh, it’s not as simple as that. I believe it is easier for spiritual energies to connect with our subconscious.”


  I nodded. “Which would suggest that she has somehow contacted an aggressive spirit.”


  “Maybe. I know it’s difficult to overcome the natural scepticism that we harbour. But if you wish to help your daughter—and I know that you do—you have to decide whose help you will enlist. The psychotherapist’s…or mine.”


  I didn’t answer.


  Tint pulled a card out of his wallet and handed it to me. “Think about it, Mr. Adams. This is an important decision and you must be quite sure. This is my name, address and phone number. I do not run a business—I’m not a medium—but I can help.”


  I glanced down at the slip of plain white card: Sebastian Tint. 122 Heyworth Garden Lane. Patchton. There was no code, and the telephone number was so small, I could barely read it without glasses.


  “If you decide to enlist my help, you can call tomorrow. I shall be in all morning.” Tint rose and turned, raising his head. “And if I do not see you again, I shall wish you well.” He smiled warmly. “Feel free to remain here. The seat is yours.”


  ***


  The following day, I found myself at the old man’s house. He looked pleased, almost relieved, as he waved me through the door with an extravagant sweep of his arm. I ventured forward cautiously, like a child being ushered into the headmaster’s study. The room suited him. It was almost as if I’d known what to expect. My ageing host could never have survived in a dwelling that did not somehow reflect his eccentricity.


  It was large, gloomy and the walls were lined with books from ceiling to floor. An old brass lamp lit the corner, casting eerie shadows across the dusty crimson drapes that hung across the window at the far end. On what I assumed to be the dining table, partially hidden by a clutter of Sunday supplements and old journals, was an old typewriter. I was hardly surprised to find such a museum piece in his possession. Indeed, if old Tint had any relationship with modern technology, it would have astounded me.


  He was watching me; sometimes I was sure he could read my mind.


  “It serves me well,” he said, smiling affectionately at the machine. “It’s a family piece passed down by my father. He treasured the old beast. Old Bessie still looks wonderful, don’t you think?”


  I nodded. “You write?”


  “A little. I’ve penned a few articles for those editors who bother to ask. The ones who appreciate the less sensational view of the paranormal.”


  As he spoke, my eyes drifted over the shelves, crammed with titles from Shakespeare, Dickens and Roust to Darwin, C. S. Lewis and Tolkien. A King James version of the Bible had been placed mischievously alongside a couple of modern works, including The Holy Fiction—a controversial book written by a young media-conscious scientist who believed religion was the root of all evil.


  Tint’s eyes fell on the same book. “It took me two days to plough through that drivel,” he said witheringly. “It was a complete waste of time. The man is an utter fool, and his work—because it fails in that which it sets out to do—does not prove there is no God.” He paused to shrug, cloudy eyes glittering with amusement. “So I placed it alongside the Bible.”


  I laughed, because I could hear my father laugh. Somewhere, somehow, I sensed his approval of this strange old man.


  Tint’s face flushed, waving his finger in the direction of the book. “Of course, I do not take everything in the Bible literally, but I have drawn great strength from it over the years.” He turned to me. “I have no argument with the sceptics. Only with those who seek to disprove that which cannot be disproved.


  “You, my friend, are nothing more than a sceptic, and I’d wager that even if you did not believe, you would leave others to their faith.” He paused again. “I want to show you something.”


  I felt a strange sense of anticipation. Tint’s words carried the weight of experience and an intelligence that wrapped the listener in a warmth a child might feel upon being swept up into its father’s arms. If he had something to show me, it was worth seeing.


  “You don’t have an aversion to dogs, I trust?”


  I shook my head, and he left, closing the door behind him.


  I was alone, the silence broken only by the ticking of an old wooden clock sitting over the fireplace. Yet the room was peaceful and comforting. I felt like a young boy, hiding from the modern world in a time capsule that possessed an energy of its own. I wanted to stay here, protected from the warped minds of the politically correct and the moral decay that confronted me every time I turned on the TV.


  “This is Ricky,” Tint said, finally returning with a huge German Shepherd dog that looked like a cross between a wolf and a bear. Ricky cocked his head, eyeing me with caution.


  “It’s time for his walk,” Tint informed me. “Would you accompany me?”


  I smiled, instinctively taking a step back and giving Ricky some space.


  Tint grinned. “He’s as soft as putty,” he said. “He’s probably more scared of you than you appear to be of him.”


  Somehow, I doubted that.


  Tint’s dog stayed obediently at his side as we walked around the back of the house and took a footpath that led us onto lanes bordering acres of flat, open farmland.


  “I’m so pleased you agreed to pay me a visit,” Tint began. “I felt a great burden as I stood by your wife’s grave. I trust you were not alarmed by my gift of flowers.”


  I didn’t get the chance to reply.


  “You see, we humans are all cursed by greed. That’s why I offer my services free of charge, though it is costly to keep that old house on its foundations. I have never taken any, even when it has been offered, so you can rest assured that you will never have to dig into your pockets or consider a gift of any description…for it will be fervently refused.” Tint smiled. “I like to make that absolutely clear from the start.”


  Ricky sniffed the air as we passed an old stone cottage on the left.


  “I’m really nothing more than an old man still grieving the only woman he ever loved. I have never understood this modern attitude to marriage. We seem to have such a casual acquaintance with the sacred vows and family life. Morality is constantly being questioned by these so-called activists. We have, I’ve noticed, become overrun by modern thinkers with a predilection for perversity, afflicted by political correctness and bound by the letter of the law.”


  “My father would have loved you,” I said, almost vomiting the words in my head.


  Tint barely flinched. “I’m sure we would have found much common ground, Robert. You are his son, and I feel an affinity between us. A spiritual bond if you like.”


  Tint must have noticed my alarm, because he smiled and added, “Oh, I’m not talking about love. At the very core of our beings, beyond the interference of those things we watch and read, we possess beliefs that we can either nourish or suppress. I’m suggesting that we share those beliefs. You are an honest man, I know that. I pray to God that I can guide you out of this darkness.”


  Tint fell silent for a moment as we approached an old oak tree that stood alone, its branches overhanging the road like menacing tentacles waiting for an unsuspecting soul to wander beneath. As we approached the tree, Ricky stopped suddenly. Tint pulled, but the dog strained against the lead, his paws spread out in front of him.


  “Come on, boy, come on,” Tint urged.


  I watched as Ricky, now almost on his belly, began to whimper.


  Tint turned to me. “He sees something in that tree. I’ve never been able to get him past it.” He bent down and patted the dog. “Let’s go home, boy,” he whispered.


  As we turned to walk back, the old man explained, “After Ricky refused the second time, I suspected something, so I did a little research. The library is a great place for local history—a whole section of it.” Tint pointed at the old stone cottage we’d passed earlier. “You see that place? A young woman lived there—1989, I think it was. The poor lass was found hanging from that tree early one Saturday morning. Apparently, according to the girl from the local stables, they have trouble getting the horses past the old oak as well.”


  I looked up at the gnarled branches silhouetted against the silver blanket of sky, wondering if I concentrated hard enough whether my sixth sense would kick in there and then, revealing whatever Ricky saw. The ground on which I stood was the same ground that this poor young woman had walked, rope in hand, heart heavy. I felt a weight in my chest, as if, for a brief moment in time, I was sharing her grief. Yet I saw nothing.


  ***


  Tint poured me a brandy fished from an antique cabinet in the corner of the living room. We had not discussed the paranormal during our walk. Tint had, instead, preferred to talk about the desecration of the local farmland and the new breed of landowners who sold out to the developers at the drop of a hat. I thought he’d probably been allowing me time to digest what I’d seen.


  He lit his pipe. “I’ve heard it all, Robert,” he said. “We all dream. Some of our dreams are lucid and real, while others are quite bizarre. I know that many believe our subconscious infiltrates our conscious under certain conditions, such as stress and grief.” Tint turned to me. “I was a teacher. An atheist. A man so sure of the progression of nature that I taught it to my students. They embraced my theories the way you would expect the spawn of an immoral, restless society to do. That was until I met Kieran Porter.”


  Tint hesitated, inviting me to take a seat in an old, brown leather armchair facing an ancient TV set in the corner.


  “Porter was my favourite.” A wisp of smoke rose from his pipe. “I loved the boy’s enthusiasm—his pure, youthful energy…” Tint stared into the middle distance. “I think he knew…we had an understanding.”


  “And he convinced you that there was an afterlife?” I asked.


  Tint smiled ruefully. “Oh, yes. But not with words.”


  I was intrigued. “What happened?”


  Tint blew a cloud of thick swirling smoke into the air. “It was a Friday afternoon, and I dismissed the class early—it was a particularly warm day, late June. I figured if they wanted to revise, they would be better doing so in the fresh air. The class filed out, grunting their appreciation as they passed my desk.


  “I continued writing for some time after they’d gone, and when I finally looked up, I saw Porter sitting in the far corner, staring at me. He smiled warmly and rose in complete silence. He stopped briefly at my desk and looked at me with a strange, distant sadness. ‘You are wrong, Sebastian,’ he said. ‘You are so wrong.’


  “I looked down at the papers strewn in front of me—only briefly—and when I looked up, he had gone.


  I frowned doubtfully. “And that changed your mind?”


  “As I said, it wasn’t his words.”


  I was staring into the face of an old man ravaged by age, yet with eyes still brimming with the passion of youth.


  “I walked out of the university grounds to find the road sealed off by the police. There had been an accident. One of my students came running over to me, cheeks streaming with tears. She told me Kieran was dead.


  “My blood ran cold as I embraced the young student, holding her the way I would have held my own daughter. She was still sobbing as she informed me he had been killed in a road traffic accident on his way to the lecture.”


  Tint sighed. “I thought the girl must have been mistaken, of course. I told her so. Porter had been in the lecture. I’d seen him. But this young girl gazed at me as if she were looking into the eyes of a complete fool. That’s when I realised.”


  I thought I saw a tear in the old man’s eye as he paused to take another draw on his pipe.


  “I was shaken to the core,” he continued. “I grieved for that young man, yet I could not accept that he had appeared to me after his death. It wasn’t possible—not to a man such as myself. The voice of sanity in a world steeped in superstition and spiritual ignorance.


  “I checked and re-checked the time of Kieran’s death, and questioned my own experience, but I knew in my heart that that young man had stood before me. There was no plausible explanation—at least, none that didn’t sound more ridiculous than the theory that there might just be a life beyond the grave.”


  A rueful, crooked smile crossed Tint’s craggy features. “The very foundation of my beliefs crumbled, and I was left with nothing. My dear wife believed I had taken young Porter’s death badly but, of course, I was also grieving for my theories, too. Theories which had died with him. What arrogance! What utter bigotry!”


  He cast a loathing glance at the scientist’s book that now sat on his shelves like an imposter. “I should burn that book at some stage,” he mused. “Then again, I would probably have continued to live in similar ignorance had Porter not…”


  Tint’s voice faded as he blew another cloud of smoke into the air. “It took me nearly three weeks before I finally told my wife about Kieran.” His eyes filled with tears. “That dear, sweet woman just looked at me. I remember her very words. ‘My dear,’ she said, ‘I have prayed for this day!’”


  “So, your wife was a believer?”


  Tint smiled softly. “Indeed she was. And I never knew. You see, Robert, I loved her dearly, but I had never stopped to consider that she might not share my dismissive attitude toward the spiritual life. I was filled with remorse, and in an effort to right the wrongs, I offered to accompany her to the local chapel.”


  Tint was back there in his head, remembering with affection. “It was a long, slow process, but I figured that if there was a life after death, then maybe God himself existed in some form or other. That, I suppose, is how it all began, although I would hardly call myself a fundamental believer—in the accepted sense of the word.”


  I took a sip of brandy and felt the smooth liquid warm my throat.


  Tint continued, “The Reverend Jenson, a good and godly man, I concede, does not approve of my gift. He believes that mediums—although I do not consider myself to be one—are of the Devil. He watches me with a keen Evangelical eye, anxious in such a sweet way that I do not contaminate his flock.” Tint laughed. “I toe the line, of course. I think the young reverend and I have reached an understanding.”


  “So, what exactly do you believe?” I asked.


  Tint sighed. “That is precisely the word I have trouble with. Exactly means just that; exact. It is a word I would never use when it comes to spiritual things. I believe in God, but not in the conventional sense. We must remember that He is a spirit—a force—not some benevolent, old, grey-bearded man sitting on a golden throne. But beyond that, all is shrouded in mystery.”


  “And Christ?”


  Tint nodded slowly, smiling as if he had wrestled with the question his whole life. “If you are asking me if Jesus was the Son of God, then I have to ask you, in turn, if anyone can be sure. It is a matter of faith.” Tint paused. “I would like to think that He walked this earth with that spiritual energy within Him, but I am not so sure about the virgin birth. I like to believe that Christ was adopted by God to carry out His work on Earth.” He grinned. “That is just my own opinion, of course.”


  Tint took another sip of brandy. “Anyway, I have told you something of my life. I am assuming that now you want to discuss your daughter—is that right?”


  I smiled. “Sure.”


  Tint pulled a crisp, white handkerchief from his shirt pocket and dabbed his lips. “Let’s assume that this spirit—Amelia Root—is real. Jenny is a troubled girl wishing to connect with her mother and sister. I believe we can open ourselves to the spirit world just as we can choose to close ourselves to it.” Tint pointed at the bookshelf. “Just as our friend chose to do.”


  He clasped his hands tightly, considering his words. “Jenny believes that Amelia is an ancestor—of her own bloodline—so think of it this way: if Amelia is an ancestor, then her spirit may just have been waiting for an opportunity to come through. Like someone waiting on the other side of a door. Your daughter merely opened it.”


  “And you think her desire to see her mother—”


  “Was the door? Perhaps.” He smiled. it all sounded so logical. “Jenny obviously has a sensitivity to paranormal activity even if she, like me, was not aware of it until now.”


  “So, what do we do?”


  Tint emptied his glass. “I know a genealogist. He’s retired, unfortunately, but he loved his job, and I’m sure he would be quite happy to trace your family’s ancestry. We need to find out who Amelia Root is—then, maybe we can find out what business she has with your daughter.”


  It sounded good to me. Tint was practical—I liked that; I liked the lack of hocus-pocus.


  He shook my hand as I left. “I’ll be in touch. In the meantime, try to build a few bridges with that girl of yours.”


  ***


  I drove home feeling lighter in spirit. Sebastian Tint reminded me of an old prophet whose words were weighted with wisdom. If he’d told me the world was flat, I would have believed him. Of course, I knew in my head that he was no more than a man with a wise brain and a big heart, yet there was something about him that I warmed to. Even if he could not help Jenny, I wanted him in my life.


  I arrived home to find a used plate on the draining board. At least Jenny had eaten. There was hope; a faint, flickering light.


  I slept well that night, a peaceful, almost blissful sleep, undisturbed by dreams.


  Chapter Eleven


  Tint called early the following day, suggesting that it might be wiser if I allowed Jenny some time on her own. “Don’t aggravate the girl. It’s much better that we wait. You’ll know when she’s ready.”


  I told him I had no intention of telling my daughter that I had spilled the contents of her diary to a complete stranger. One black eye was enough.


  The old man chuckled. “I’ll have a word with Jack—he should be in contact with you shortly.”


  I was sceptical. Shortly could mean days but it could also mean weeks; however, the following morning, I received a call. It had just gone nine.


  “Robert Adams,” I said sharply, gulping down the last of another cup of coffee.


  The caller introduced himself with an air of military formality. “Hello. Staple here!”


  “The genealogist?” I asked, feeling a tightening in my stomach.


  “Retired,” he quipped, “but happy to help.”


  There was a pause. “So…what happens next?”


  “We need to meet—perhaps we could discuss this over a drink—you know—oil the wheels?”


  “Sure. Where?”


  “You choose.”


  “Do you know The Keys? Fulwood Road?”


  “I think so. Anyway, I’m okay with my satnav—I’ll find it.”


  “How about tomorrow lunch—say twelve?”


  “That sounds fine.”


  “What shall I bring?”


  Jack cleared his throat. “Everything you know about your family tree—and that of your late wife. If this Amelia Root existed, we will find her. I don’t give up easily!”


  Chapter Twelve


  That night, Jenny had another nightmare. I lay awake, praying that my decision to enlist the help of Sebastian and his sidekick was not a mistake. Josie had cast a shadow of doubt over the whole affair.


  “And if you can’t find this Root woman, what then?” she’d asked, and then smiled and patted my hand. “I’m sorry, Rob, but I think you might be better having a word with a therapist.”


  I hadn’t realised how much I valued Jo’s opinion—how much I longed for her approval. She clearly believed that I was grasping at straws, unable to face the fact that my daughter needed a shrink. I had stormed out of The Keys like a petulant child, refusing to reply to Jo’s calls and messages. My mind was spinning after spending the evening digging for information.


  My knowledge of Elizabeth’s family tree took me back to her great-great-grandparents: they’d had two children and had lived in Ireland in virtual poverty before arriving in England in early 1885. Beyond them, I knew nothing.


  My own great-great-grandparents, Henry and Grace Adams, had lived in Cornwall. Henry, a fisherman lost his life at sea, leaving Grace to bring up her only son, Anthony, alone.


  I had scribbled the details down with a rough tree, along with any details of marriages that I’d managed to glean from the photos and documents, which Elizabeth had filed in three red boxes and stored in the loft.


  I spent the evening wading through the contents while listening for my daughter’s footsteps on the stairs. She’d made herself a coffee, breezing past as if I wasn’t there. I’d held my breath, hardly daring to make a sound. My very existence riled her, and any attempt at a reconciliation would have been pointless.


  I spent a restless night listening to my daughter caught in her dreams. Her breathing was hard and fast as she tossed restlessly on her bed. Amelia was there, I was sure, but there were no screams and no sounds of footsteps on the stairs. There would be no cryptic messages on the fridge door.


  ***


  The following evening, Josie greeted me with an enthusiastic embrace and a kiss that told me yesterday was forgotten. We were friends, and sometimes words were unnecessary, although I wondered if my love for Josie was on the cusp of something deeper. I took my seat, and she smiled, her eyes filled with a compassion that made me want to pull her into my arms.


  Jack Staple stood at the bar-room entrance with an expensive-looking briefcase under his arm. He was a stocky man with a face like a bulldog and a head of hair that was either dyed or purchased. I caught his eye, raising my hand. He smiled broadly, revealing a mouth full of teeth that weren’t his either.


  Jack had a predictably firm handshake that suited his pugilistic demeanour. “Robert Adams, I presume,” he said with a penetrating gaze that suggested he could see the Adams ancestry in my eyes. Josie hovered in the background, wiping tables that gleamed with her repeated attentions.


  “The Adams family,” he said wryly, pulling out a chair. “They should make that into a TV show!”


  I managed a half-hearted laugh and asked the old bulldog what he fancied to drink.


  “Pineapple juice will be fine. I’ve done the drink-driving thing. Had the ban, got the t-shirt.”


  I shrugged. It didn’t matter to me. If he found Amelia Root somewhere in the annals of my history, he could be supping blood with the Devil for all I cared.


  There was a silence as Jack Staple glanced over the documents and other hastily sketched details I’d thought might be useful. He nodded slowly, sipping his pineapple juice.


  “This is good,” he said finally, slipping the papers back into the large, brown envelope with fingers heavily stained with nicotine. I could smell the stale smoke on his hands. “I’ll start on this first thing in the morning.”


  We made small talk for half an hour before he rose from his seat and shook my hand. “I’ll be in touch.”


  I wished him luck. I meant it. Jack smiled warmly. He was, I guessed, in his late fifties and, in spite of his seeming lack of care for his health, looked like the kind of man who could wrestle a gorilla and win. I liked him only because I wanted to like him, and I trusted him for the same reason.


  ***


  Filled with a renewed hope, I sat down that evening and began to write.


   


  My Darling.


  I am so sorry. I totally understand your anger, but it is important that you also understand I’m on your side. At the risk of angering you further, I have no alternative but to tell you I have enlisted the help of a genealogist who is tracing the family tree. We need to find out who Amelia Root was and, more importantly, what she wants with you. I pray and hope with all my heart that we can sort this out.


  I love you, Jen. Let’s do this together.


  Dad xxxx


   


  I pushed the note under Jenny’s door and waited in front of the TV for the thunder of footsteps on the stairs. An hour passed. No slamming of doors or drawers. No loud music. Nothing. I waited till midnight before I went to bed. The room was cold as I reached through the darkness for the bedside light, and under the amber glow, I saw a note on my pillow. It read simply: I love you too. Beside it lay a pink notebook.


  My daughter’s diary.


  Chapter Thirteen


  It was two days before Jenny and I spoke. She walked past me and asked if I wanted a coffee. I’d not opened the diaries, believing that such restraint might impress her. We would go through them together, maybe with old Seb, if Jenny agreed. We sat, with our mugs, in front of the morning newsreel. She smiled when I thanked her, but said nothing, even though she must have been longing to know who was on the team. I guessed she was still smarting…still afraid…still confused, and still grieving for her mother and Hanna.


  That afternoon, I joined her in the garden as she watched a resident blackbird hopping along the lawn and listening for worms. Jenny didn’t acknowledge my presence at her side, and we stood for a while in silence. When she finally spoke, her words choked me.


  “Dad,” she said softly, staring down at her feet. “I’m sorry, too.”


  I flung my arms around her. “Jenny!” I whispered, “I love you—I love you so much!”


  We held each other the way we had done the day it dawned on me that Elizabeth was never coming back. We spent the evening sitting with our arms around each other, and after watching TV presenters wade through celebrity interviews, makeovers and lifestyle tips, we decided to order a pizza and catch a couple of movies. It was well after midnight when the final titles rolled and Jenny looked at me.


  “Dad?”


  “Yes?”


  “This is going to sound really odd—and I wouldn’t ask if…”


  “It’s okay, Jen. Ask away.”


  “It’s not that simple, honestly. It’s going to sound weird but…”


  “What?”


  “Can you stay with me…in my room?” She gave me that old hang-dog look. “There’s a camp bed in the loft.” She sounded apologetic. “I know it’s not that comfortable but, well, you could be there…to wake me if…”


  I nodded. “Tell you what, let’s get that weapon of torture out right now.”


  A huge smile broke across her face. It felt as if the sun had escaped from behind a thundercloud and lit up the sky. Jenny would never understand how much it meant. I would have slept on a bed of nails if she had asked.


  ***


  The camp bed wasn’t quite as bad as a bed of nails, but it came pretty damn close. Each morning, I would rise, leaving Jenny in her bed, thankful that she hadn’t caught me hobbling towards the bathroom and massaging the base of my spine. To her, Amelia Root had become as real as me, although it was still unclear what this apparition really wanted.


  On the Saturday, we took a drive down to the Nature Reserve six miles away, and followed the Lakeside trail through the pine woods. It had been six days since I’d given Jack Staple my family history, leaving him with the task of finding the woman with the bulging eyes. I was growing impatient.


  Jenny and I hadn’t talked about the nightmares or how she had found herself in St. Jude’s, defacing the wall behind St. Peter. I kept my silence under strict instructions from Josie, who believed my daughter was waiting for the right time.


  We picked our way over the carpet of pine, our eyes firmly on the ground, avoiding the mammoth roots. Jenny pushed her arm through mine.


  “Are you sleeping all right?” she asked casually.


  “Yeah, sure. Why?”


  “You look beat.”


  “Thanks.”


  “No, really—you do.”


  “I’m okay, Jen, honestly.”


  “You can move back to your own bed if—”


  I placed my arm around her shoulder and pulled her to me. “Listen, I’ve hated the past few weeks. I’ve hated seeing you so unhappy…so scared…so angry. I’d have slept in hell itself to—”


  “I’m still scared, Dad,” she cut in. “I’m still unhappy, and I’m still angry. I’m angry with myself, for letting Amelia in. I’m angry with those bastards for killing Mum and Hanna…”


  “And you’re angry with me?”


  She shook her head. “I was, but to be truthful, I don’t have the energy and…”


  Jenny paused, stepping over a trailing root. She rested her head on my shoulder. “I was wanting Mum back. I wanted to wake in the middle of the night and find her standing at the bottom of my bed. Then I got angry with you because I couldn’t talk it out, and in some weird way…I dunno. It kind of made it all your fault.”


  I thought about that for a moment. I had to ask. “Maybe it was. If I hadn’t gone ape-shit the moment you mentioned a medium—but you mentioned Kelly in your letters to Mum—what was the thing you did?”


  I could almost feel the tension. I had invaded her space, and the hurt came flooding back.


  “I can’t tell you,” she hissed. “I know you were just protecting me…I know why you did what you did—”


  “I’m sorry,” I replied quickly, desperate to avoid another argument.


  “I’m sorry, too, but I just can’t tell you.”


  As much as I longed to know, the consequences of pressing my daughter for an answer terrified me. The girl who walked beside me with an arm through mine was living on the edge of something no one understood. An unknown world we referred to as the paranormal—or was it mental instability? Either way, treading carefully was my only option.


  Jenny kicked a clump of wood, watching it fly several feet into the air. “You haven’t asked me about the church thing,” she said. “I thought that would be messing with your head big time!”


  “Oh, I’ve plenty of questions.” I laughed. “But I’m not sure you have the answers.”


  She smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe not. I still don’t remember how I got to that church. I was just following something. As if there was a device inside me. I wasn’t sure if I was dreaming the whole thing cos when I got on the train…I wasn’t sure why. I just knew it was the right thing to do. Does that sound weird?”


  “It sounds scary,” I countered.


  “And when I got off and caught a bus—well, it felt like the right bus…”


  Jenny stopped, as if her recollection of the event was becoming clearer.


  “The bus,” she said slowly. “It stopped outside the church, and something inside me said, ‘Here!’ It wasn’t a voice—just a feeling—but I remember running down the aisle and feeling a can in one pocket and a knife in the other and something was screaming, ‘Hypocrite! Hypocrite!’ in my ear. I stood in front of the statue and it spoke to me.”


  “What did it say?”


  Jenny sighed. “I can’t remember. I’ve tried so hard, but it won’t come back to me.”


  “This whole thing,” I replied, “the church thing—did you remember anything about it after I picked you up?”


  Jenny shook her head. “Nothing. It’s like I woke up there.”


  “Then it’s slowly coming back to you, isn’t it?”


  Jenny nodded. “But what if it happens again, Dad? And what if the next time…what if I use the knife?”


  I didn’t tell my daughter that she wasn’t the first to ask that question. I shuddered at the thought. From her lips, the words had chilled me, but I tried to lighten the whole subject. “Maybe we need to find out who this hypocrite really is. They sound like the one to be worried!”


  ***


  When we arrived home, the red alert on the answering machine was flashing. Instinctively, we both reached to press the button, our hands colliding. We stopped cold as Jack Staple’s voice filled the room.


  Hello, Robert. Jack here. Could you call me back? Thanks.


  I flipped the card that lay by the phone and dialled his number. Jenny looked on anxiously.


  “Jack? It’s Robert Adams. Got the message—how did you get on?”


  Jack smoked heavily, and his voice was as thick as treacle. He cleared his throat. “You have an interesting ancestry, Robert, but I haven’t been able to trace anyone by the name of Amelia Root anywhere—either on your side or your wife’s.”


  “I see.” My heart felt like a stone in my chest.


  Jenny saw my face and turned away, flopping into the armchair.


  “But I’m not giving up,” Staple continued. “It doesn’t mean that the woman never existed.”


  “So…what next?”


  “Maybe we could meet again. I’ve had your family trees printed up—you might like them, anyway—but Sebastian and I would like to talk with Jenny, if that’s possible.”


  “Sure. When?”


  “How about The Keys? Tomorrow lunch?”


  ***


  Tint and Staple were waiting at the corner table when we arrived. The two men were deep in conversation and well into their drinks. A brandy suited Tint with his sophisticated air while the shorter, more robust genealogist was clearly more at home with his pineapple juice. Both men looked as if they should have a cigar hanging from their lips.


  Sebastian spotted us first and immediately rose from his seat to greet the young lady he knew to be my daughter. Jenny had seen enough period dramas to know that this was how gentlemen used to behave.


  The old man bowed his head. “And you must be Jenny.” He reached out and took her hand briefly.


  Jack Staple rose, too—with less grace, but with a gentle smile that put Jenny at ease.


  “Good to meet you, Jenny,” Staple said gruffly, shaking her hand.


  The moment we sat, Josie was there like a genie appearing from a bottle.


  “Yes—and what would you like, kind sir?” she asked mischievously.


  I ordered a pint of beer. Jenny opted for a cola.


  Staple dug out his briefcase and presented me with a large brown envelope. “That will tell you everything about your bloodline, going back as far as 1745.”


  “Bloody hell! Really?”


  “Sure. When I say everything—I mean births, deaths and, in most cases, occupations. Obviously, I don’t know what they ate for breakfast.”


  “That’s great. Thank you.”


  Tint took a sip of his brandy. He was wearing glasses today and studying Jenny over the top of them. “You must be a little disappointed,” he said, addressing her with a sympathetic smile.


  Jenny nodded and smiled ruefully.


  Jack Staple pulled a pen from his briefcase, along with a cheap writing pad—the kind you get from the supermarkets in a bumper-pack deal. “Like I said, this does not mean that Amelia Root never existed…” He paused, looking directly at Jenny “It’s a little difficult. You say that she called you her flesh and blood?”


  “They’re the words she used,” Jenny confirmed.


  “And that is the only clue you have to her identity?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll be absolutely honest with you, Jenny. I neither believe nor disbelieve in the spirit world. I don’t know what to think about your dreams. This woman could be in your head. A complete figment trumped up in your subconscious.”


  I looked at Jenny, her face showed no emotion.


  “That is what makes this whole thing so fascinating. I want to believe in the supernatural. I want to find this woman’s name somewhere in your ancestry. I want to prove you’re right!” Staple glanced at the envelope I was holding. “But the details are sketchy. We don’t really know what century she is from. We don’t know where she lived. Sometimes people slip through the record books, but if we are to do any digging, we need to narrow the whole thing down—times and places.”


  Josie arrived with the drinks. Jack Staple handed her a note. “Keep the change,” he said with a cursory nod.


  Jenny was thinking hard. “The room is empty—just floorboards, I think. And a small window with a table by it.”


  “Can you recall what the table looks like?” Tint asked. “It could give us a clue as to the era.”


  Jenny frowned. “I can’t—it’s just a table. It was the diary I noticed.”


  “Could it be possible that the diary belonged to someone else?”


  “No. No—she was the only one in the room—I know that it was hers.”


  Jenny’s emphatic reply satisfied Tint, who nodded thoughtfully. “Do you remember what she was wearing?”


  “A white gown.”


  Jack Staple shrugged. “That would cover several centuries.”


  “Do you have anything else?” Tint asked.


  Jenny placed her shoulder bag on the table, pulled out her notebook and handed it to the old man. “That’s everything—up to three days ago. There’s a sketch of the room and a couple of Amelia. I drew them almost as soon as I woke up.”


  Tint took them with the kind of reverence with which one might handle an ancient document.


  Jenny smiled and looked at Jack. “You can keep hold of them for a while. My number is on the front if you have any questions.”


  Tint opened the book as Josie sidled up to the table. “Any food, gents and beautiful lady?” The picture on the open page caught her eye. She hummed. “They are enormous eyes.”


  Tint looked up. “Apart from that, she’s quite a pretty girl, though.”


  “That’s the other thing,” Jenny added. “She sometimes…shakes really badly.”


  “A bad case of hyperthyroidism, I’d say,” Josie said.


  We all stared at her.


  “Why do you say that?” Jack Staple asked.


  Josie shrugged. “Those eyes—it’s a classic symptom. My sister’s cousin-in-law had it.” She looked perplexed. “Why? Who’s this supposed to be?”


  “Just a drawing of someone,” Staple replied casually.


  Josie caught on. Her expression altered as she recalled the things I’d told her. “Well, tell her she needs treatment,” she said, recovering admirably.


  None of us had any appetite, and Josie left us with an empty pad.


  “This is good!” Tint said. “Amelia had a medical condition.”


  “I’ll check it on the web,” Staple said, writing down the word hyperthyroidism in his notebook and emptying his glass. “I have work to do, gents.” He stood and picked up the notebook, holding out a hand to my daughter. “Lovely to meet you, Jenny.”


  Tint waited until Staple was out of earshot. “Jack’s a good man,” he said softly. “And quite charmed by your daughter,” he told me. He smiled at Jenny. “Understandably.” He took another sip of brandy. “He has always been sceptical when it comes to the paranormal, but he is a fair man. He never dismisses anything, so don’t be afraid to talk to him.”


  Jenny flashed a brief, polite smile. “I won’t—thanks.”


  “In the meantime, I shall study your books while Jack tries to trace your ancestor.”


  “Good old Josie,” I said.


  Tint nodded. “I wonder sometimes how much influence the spirit world has on our daily lives. Do they—can they interfere?” He glanced over a Josie, who was sharing a joke with a regular over the bar. “If she had arrived a few seconds later…”


  “You think Amelia wants something?” I asked.


  Tint nodded. “Restless spirits are restless for a reason.”


  Jenny exhaled and closed her eyes. “But why me? Why did it have to be me?”


  ***


  The next two days dragged on endlessly, and on the third, Jenny and I decided to treat ourselves to coffee at a new bistro that had opened up by the local shops. We took the fifteen-minute walk with our mobile phones on vibrate in case we missed a diverted call.


  The coffee shop served light lunches, cakes and a rich variety of drinks that left us confused.


  “What about the Columbian?” Jenny suggested, tapping on a line of the menu.


  “Might be too strong—I’ll settle for a cappuccino.”


  A young girl, fresh out of school, took our order and smiled sweetly.


  Jenny grinned mischievously as the girl walked away in her short black dress and black tights with pink bows on the heels. “Well, ain’t she just cute enough to put in an apple pie?” she said in a perfect American accent.


  I smiled. “Ain’t she just!”


  The smile died on Jenny’s face. “I haven’t had a dream for two nights,” she said. “In fact, I’ve not had a really bad nightmare since you moved in.”


  “That’s good, isn’t it?”


  But it seemed to bother my daughter. “It’s as if…” She paused. “Well, when you’re there, she doesn’t come to me.”


  “Isn’t that what you wanted?”


  “Kind of. But why would the spirit of a woman be frightened of you?”


  I shrugged.


  “Maybe it was all in my head.”


  Jenny looked downbeat. It was time to change the subject.


  “Hey,” I said, looking over her shoulder, “chin up, kid. The cute kid’s back with our coffees.”


  The girl’s tag told us her name was Helen. She smiled again. “Enjoy your drinks,” she squeaked, placing the bill on the table. Jenny was right. The kid really was good enough to eat.


  “Girls didn’t look like that in my day,” I said as she left.


  “Don’t be perving, Dad. She’s the same age as me!”


  I hated that word perving. Kids overused and misused it every day, but Jenny wasn’t being too serious, so I playfully slapped my own wrist and let it drop.


  Jenny grinned. “Well, I’m not sure I should tell you this, but there is a girl sitting in the corner, and she keeps looking over at us.”


  “Really? What does she look like?”


  “About my age—brunette. She’s pretty…dark eyes…”


  “And she’s looking at us?”


  “Yep.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Well, she’s not staring but keeps looking over here, so she’s either a lesbian or she’s really into older men.”


  I laughed, resisting the urge to turn and look, but then quite suddenly, Jenny’s eyes widened.


  “It’s my phone,” she said, reaching into her pocket. “Hi! Jenny here.”


  She listened for a moment. “Yes, he is. Just a moment.”


  She passed me the phone. “It’s Jack,” she mouthed.


  Staple had news. No, he hadn’t found an Amelia Root yet, but he had discovered that the hyperthyroidism not only caused bulging eyes but also tremors and high anxiety.


  “That might explain the violent shaking Jenny described,” he said.


  “Sure.”


  Jack sounded perplexed at my lack of enthusiasm. “But don’t you see? Jenny could not have known that there was a link between the bulging eyes and the shakes, so she could not have dreamed it, either. It certainly adds weight to the theory that Amelia Root did exist and had a very real medical condition.”


  I covered the phone with the palm of my hand. “Jen—is there any way you might have read about hyperthyroidism in school sometime?”


  Jenny shook her head. “No. I’ve heard about thyroid problems cos some girl in our class had it and dropped three stone after she started on the drugs.”


  I returned the phone to my ear. “You’re right,” I said. “Thanks for calling.”


  “No problem. I’ll be in touch.”


  We paid, up and left, and I turned to catch a glimpse of the girl in the corner. As Jenny said, she was pretty. Our eyes met briefly before my daughter ushered me through the door. “Come on, Dad. She’s too young for you.”


  ***


  Over the following weeks, Jenny slept soundly, although she woke crying one morning after dreaming that she had been pushing Hanna on the garden swing, but even with red-rimmed eyes, my daughter looked a whole lot healthier.


  I had moved back in to my own bed with a degree of trepidation, wondering if the nightmares might begin again. They didn’t. Jenny started to laugh again. We watched some reruns of the old classic comedies with a monster meat pizza from the local takeaway sitting in a cardboard box between us as we began to talk about the rest of our lives—as if the bad times were behind us. But we were merely resting at an oasis, ignorant of the storm brewing on the horizon.


  Sebastian Tint called one morning and invited us for ‘a spot of lunch’. Jenny agreed reluctantly, having indicated that she would rather hold any meetings on neutral ground, but Ricky the German Shepherd swung it. Jen adored dogs, and Ricky bounded up to my daughter as if he sensed that she would be putty in his paws. He gave me a cursory lick—an indication that I was welcome—but it was clear my daughter was his new best buddy.


  Tint laughed and waved us into his front room. Jenny followed behind me, to be met with a scene from a historical TV saga.


  “Guess you think you’ve just stepped out of a time machine,” Tint said with a smile, reading the expression on Jenny’s face.


  My daughter was as tactful as ever. “It—it’s lovely.” She eyed the wall of books that faced her and then spotted the typewriter. “Cool! How old is that?”


  Tint seemed genuinely pleased that a young girl should be interested in his antiques. “Whoa, I’d say at least seventy years. I’ve had it for fifty.”


  Ricky was sitting at Jenny’s side, waiting patiently for more attention. He raised a paw, catching my daughter’s hand, and all interest in the time-warp room and its contents was lost.


  Tint laughed. “He loves the ladies,” he said, beckoning us to sit. “Such a Romeo!”


  We sunk into the brown leather settee as Sebastian disappeared.


  “This place is amazing,” Jenny whispered. “I bet he’s read every one of those books…”


  The old man caught me perusing his library when he returned, minutes later, with a tray of tea and an assortment of biscuits. “Half a century of stuff,” he said, following my gaze. “You can’t beat the smell and feel of a book.” He placed the tray on a Queen Ann coffee table—the sort that fetched a fortune on The Antiques Road Show. “Jack doesn’t bother—say’s they’re too expensive. He seems to rely on the internet. Just types in a word on that…what’s-its-name—bubble or something.”


  “Google,” Jenny corrected.


  “That’s it. Well, we have many interesting discussions about the merits of both forms of research and learning, but we never come to any sort of agreement. Once an old dinosaur, always an old dinosaur!” Tint smiled at Jenny. “I’m guessing you’ll be a computer girl?”


  She smiled and nodded. “But I like books, too.”


  The old man looked impressed. “You read much?”


  “A little.”


  “Modern or classics?”


  “Both. We did Pride and Prejudice and Wuthering Heights in school. I loved them. The language was so, so graceful.”


  Tint nodded. “It would be foolish to suggest they were better times. The wealthy lived well in those days, just as they do now—but the poor…that was different.” He poured the tea into china cups “We have a greater social conscience these days, it seems.”


  I didn’t wish to enter into a debate with such an educated man, but I thought about the Kirkland Estate and the human scum it spewed out. Then I thought of the leniency of the sentence those kids had received and the pious look the judge wore when Josie gasped and voiced her disapproval. Don’t question me, woman—I know what I’m doing!


  Jenny guessed what I was thinking and flashed me a sideways glance. Academics, eh? What are they like!


  Tint passed us the plate of biscuits. We politely took the plain biscuits, leaving the mouth-watering chocolate assortment. “I’ve taken a look at your notebook,” he said to Jenny, returning the plate to the table with a clatter. “The sketch was very interesting.”


  “Any conclusions?” I asked.


  Sebastian nodded his head slowly, inviting us to take our cups. “Help yourself to sugar.” He retrieved a hefty tome from the lamp table beside him. “This is not quite as old as it looks.” He patted the cover. “It’s called The Science of the Soul, and it’s by an American professor called Edwin Colbert.” Tint gazed at the book reverently. “A fine man whom I had the pleasure of meeting ten years ago. It’s a signed copy.”


  Jenny and I were waiting.


  “Anyway, he says that if you believe in the soul, then you must believe in life after death, and if you believe in life after death, naturally, you believe in spirits.” Tint paused. “Therefore, the only argument is: do we believe that we can communicate with them? Of course, my summary of the book is just that. Colbert uses science as well as many well-documented cases to back up his arguments. It is quite compelling.”


  “So…” Jenny said,” where do I fit into this?”


  Tint flipped the book open to a well-thumbed page. “It could be spirit attachment.”


  “Attachment?” I repeated, voicing Jenny’s thoughts.


  Tint nodded. “It is not the same as spirit possession, and occurs often when the person—the living person—is in a vulnerable state. In other words, they are open. It is rather like having a stalker, only the stalker is a spirit and therefore can have a greater influence on the subject, because you can hardly lock your doors and call the police, can you?


  “Dreams are an ideal vehicle for these spirits, according to Colbert. And that would seem to be confirmed by your own experience.”


  Jenny looked at me. Should we tell him? I was reading her mind.


  “The thing is,” I began, almost as if it were to be a confession, “Jenny hasn’t had any dreams for over two weeks now.”


  Tint’s eyebrows arched. “None at all?”


  Jenny shook her head.


  Tint glanced down at his book. “Mmm.”


  “Is that unusual?” I asked casually.


  The old man didn’t answer for a while. We sat waiting, listening to the ticking of the old clock over the fireplace.


  “It may not be,” he said slowly. “But I am surprised.”


  It was difficult to know what a man like Sebastian Tint was thinking. Had Jenny been released? Had the spirit of Amelia Root flown, finding another victim?


  “During this time…” Tint was choosing his words with care, “you felt alienated from your father—is that right?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “And now, peace has resumed?” I saw the faintest of smiles on the old man’s face.


  “Sure. We’re okay,” Jenny replied.


  “Did the nightmares stop after or before?”


  Jenny frowned.


  “Before you made your peace,” Tint clarified.


  My daughter thought for a moment. “It was after.”


  Tint looked like a man who needed another couple of days with his book. “Jack Staple called yesterday,” he said finally. “He said he had drawn a blank—his words. There’s no record of an Amelia Root in your ancestry—no record of anyone with any medical condition that might cause bulging eyes or violent tremors.”


  Tint seemed to be apologising, almost as if he, too, was starting to doubt. “We have to reassess this.”


  “You mean, I’ve been imagining everything,” Jenny said defensively.


  “No. But we may have to consider that she is not in your ancestry.”


  “Then what does she want with me?”


  Tint smiled sympathetically. “That’s what we need to find out. But I’ll be honest with you, Jenny. If these dreams have stopped, and you’re no longer vandalising churches and leaving messages on the fridge door, I’d say a prayer of thanks to God and be done with the whole thing!”


  It made sense. Anyone in their right mind would have nodded in approval, yet I felt betrayed. I was hooked into this whole thing, wanting the answers. Now, it seemed, Sebastian was throwing in the towel. Did he think Jenny was making the whole thing up? Was she merely craving attention? Was that why he asked if the dreams had stopped after we had made our peace?


  If Sebastian had not thought that then Jack Staple certainly did. He called the following day to tell me the search was dead. He had explored every possible branch of history and given up. “If she’s not in your ancestry, we have no way of tracing if she actually existed,” he told me. “Although it is possible that her birth was not recorded—it may have happened but we can’t be sure.”


  When I mentioned that the nightmares had stopped, he sounded cold. “Maybe she’s getting the attention she needs.”


  The comment winded me, almost literally.


  As if Staple had realised that I might have been offended, he added, “I’m sorry, that sounds heartless. Jenny’s a lovely girl—been through a hell of a lot. You both have.”


  “Sure,” I said weakly.


  “I wanted to find this Root woman, more than you’ll ever know. So if you get anything more—you know—info that might help find out if she—”


  “Exists, “ I said curtly.


  “Well…yes.”


  “Then I’ll contact you. Thanks for your help. Goodbye!”


  I left Staple hanging onto the receiver at the other end, slamming the phone down hard and storming into the kitchen with the anger boiling up within me. I stood for a moment, my hands resting on the breakfast table, unaware that Jenny had crept up behind me. She wrapped her arms around my waist and told me not to worry. It was over. I should have treasured the moment, believing that we could now get on with our lives. But neither of us could possibly have known what lay ahead.


  Chapter Fourteen


  The respite lasted two more days. We shared a takeaway from the local Chinese and watched a Ben Stiller comedy on DVD. Jenny took herself off to bed just after eleven; I stayed up for an hour longer, staring at the flickering shapes on the TV screen. My eyes were closing, and I began to drift into another world—a world in which Elizabeth and Hanna had slipped beneath the grasp of the Grim Reaper. My little girl played happily in the back garden while my wife sat flicking through the pages of a magazine. During those moments, I believed it was the past twelve months that had all been a dream and I had woken from a peaceful afternoon nap to find that life was good. The sun was shining. The nightmare was over.


  That’s when I heard the scream.


  I raced up the stairs, taking three steps at a time, and shouldered Jenny’s bedroom door. The dim light from the bedside table threw a shadow across the wall. Jenny was standing by the bed. If she had been lying down, I would have thought she was dead. Her face—indeed her whole naked body—was white.


  I stood, frozen. “Jenny!”


  She opened her eyes—eyes that were wild and unblinking. Instinctively, I took a step back, knowing that she wasn’t awake, and reached behind me to quietly close the door. My heart raced. Despite the coldness I’d felt in my bones, perspiration was running down my back.


  “You want me?” she hissed. “I’m just meat to you! Meat!” Her eyes were so full of hatred.


  “Jenny! You’re dreaming!” I shouted as loud as I could.


  My daughter blinked and collapsed back onto the bed, motionless.


  I waited, afraid to leave, afraid to take a step closer. Then suddenly, she looked up at me, a flicker of recognition in her eyes.


  “What…what are you doing here?”


  There was no anger in her voice, only confusion. “You’ve been dreaming, babe. Get back into bed.”


  That was when she realised she was naked. “Oh my god!” she screamed, pulling the duvet around her. “Get out! Please…just go!”


  Amelia Root was back.


  ***


  I waited for Jenny to appear the following morning, my eyes heavy from lack of sleep and my face thick with stubble. I took several gulps from a carton of fresh orange juice to drown the taste of stale coffee and scanned the local free paper to fill the time. The words on the pages failed to filter into my consciousness, but I’d become accustomed to reading things that my brain could not process.


  My ears were trained, though. I longed to hear the creak of a floorboard, the slamming of a door, yet there was no sound from Jen’s room. I knocked on her door at eleven and slowly eased it open to find her sitting up in bed. When she saw me, she began to cry.


  I sat on the bed beside her. “I know, sweetheart, I know,” I said, taking her hand.


  So, now that all this attention was about to stop, hey presto! The ghost is back. Let’s crank up the gears. Let’s get everyone running around after her again.


  They weren’t my thoughts, but I sure as hell knew that’s what other people would be thinking—that my daughter was having some kind of crisis and it had nothing to do with the paranormal.


  “Look, I’ll move back in,” I said.


  Jenny dried her eyes on her sleeve the way she’d always done as a small child. “You sure?”


  I squeezed her shoulder. “Anything, sweetheart. Like I said, we’re in this together!”


  I left her to shower and dress, and then we sat at the kitchen table, drinking coffee and listening to the morning phone-in on the radio, but I sensed Jenny was uncomfortable outside her zone.


  We visited the graveyard to place flowers that afternoon. Jenny was, at least, prepared to venture over our doorstep, but she remained pensive throughout the trip. Interrupting her thoughts would not have achieved anything, so I decided not to tax her with questions and let her talk when she was ready. We remained together in an easy silence, arm in arm at the graveside, neither of us knowing what the night would bring.


  ***


  “Mind if I read for a while?” Jenny asked as I flopped onto the camp bed in the corner of what was, thankfully, a reasonably large bedroom. It was a rhetorical question, merely informing me that the light would remain on for the best part of the night. I didn’t care too much, happy just to lie staring up at the ceiling, listening to the sound of rustling pages. I heard Jenny chuckle at something she read—that was the last thing I remembered.


  I woke in complete darkness with an immediate sense of foreboding. I reached for the light only to find the sheets from Jenny’s bed crumpled on the floor. It was two-thirty. I waited, listening for a sound and ignoring the tightening in my chest. I rose and crept towards the top of the stairs.


  I’d hoped to see a shaft of light that might suggest Jenny had simply woken with a thirst and I’d find her by the sink with a glass of water. But the whole place was in complete darkness. I shuddered—not with fear. It was a cold breeze, and after having lived in the house for so long, I knew it meant only one thing.


  I took the stairs three steps at a time and ran out through the open door, stumbling over a pair of old walking boots, sending them flying like skittles across the path. I shouted my daughter’s name over and over again, but there was no reply, just the rustling of a cat in the bushes. I stopped, gathering my thoughts. Where was she? Where was I supposed to look?


  There was a noise behind me. I turned.


  Jenny was standing in the doorway, staring at something over my left shoulder. Her eyes registered nothing. No fear. No recognition. I took a nervous step towards her. She continued to stare beyond me at something that only existed in her subconscious. I reached out to touch her…


  It were as if someone had switched on a light. Something caught my eye, a flash. I looked down and saw the blade in her hand.


  She raised her arm. I tried to step back but it was too late. The knife sliced through my shoulder. The pain felt like a fire in my veins, and I screamed, stumbling backwards, holding my shoulder as the warm sticky substance—my own blood—trickled over my fingers.


  Jenny was staring at me with venom in her eyes. “No more!” she hissed. Then, without another word, she turned and walked back into the house.


  At that point, I thought I was going to pass out. My head was spinning, and I had the sour taste of bile in my mouth. Still clutching my shoulder, I fell against the wall, wincing with the pain.


  What do I do now? What if she’s waiting for me?


  My sleeve was soaked in blood. Please, God, don’t let anyone know about this.


  I lurched forward and got myself into the hallway. The sounds from Jenny’s room told me that I was safe for the moment, but my whole body felt incredibly cold. You’re in shock. Just get to the sink. There’s bandages in the middle drawer on the right-hand side. The voice was there in my head, but it didn’t sound like mine. I pulled off my top and began to bathe the wound with a wet sponge, watching as the water mingled with my blood and swirled into the drain.


  Elizabeth ran what could only be described as a small pharmacy in the kitchen drawer: pads, bandages, slings, plasters of every conceivable size with clearly marked antiseptic creams and lotions, plus a packet of ultra-strong painkillers. I dressed the wound the best I knew how and downed a double dose of the little capsules with a glass of water. There was a clean shirt hanging over the chair. I struggled into it, shivering so violently that I didn’t even bother with the buttons.


  The process of drinking became a greater effort than it was worth. I took deep breaths and tried to steady my heartbeat. It proved useless but, at least, after twenty minutes the pain in my shoulder became a dull ache. I took two more painkillers, went upstairs—to my own room—and passed out on top of the duvet. When the morning came, the physical discomfort would be the least of my problems.


  Chapter Fifteen


  The blood was beginning to seep through the dressing. What story would I concoct? Had I accidentally stabbed myself or wandered absentmindedly into the path of a knife thrower at the local fairground?


  Jenny was sleeping peacefully when I looked in on her at nine that morning. I left a note by her bed. Jen. I’ve pulled my shoulder out. Fell awkwardly and it’s really painful. I’m taking myself to A and E. You know what those places are like. See you later. Dad xxxx


  The nurse at the station didn’t believe me. “You say your daughter did this?”


  I nodded. “It was my fault. I was late back and forgot my key. I didn’t want to wake her so I climbed over the fence and got through the window at the back of the house.”


  “And your daughter thought you were a burglar?”


  “Yes.”


  The nurse frowned. “But didn’t she recognise you?”


  “It was dark.”


  Somehow, as feasible as my story sounded, I wasn’t convincing the staff at the hospital.


  “Well you’re a lucky man,” she said. “If your daughter had swung twelve inches lower she would have stabbed you through the heart!”


  The thought chilled me. I’d never given a moment’s thought to the possibility that I could have died. I felt the blood draining from my face and the room began to spin.


  “Mr. Adams? Are you okay?”


  “Yes,” I replied, telling her that I’d just felt lightheaded. I should have been glad to be alive—but I wasn’t. My blood pressure was high according to the nurse. She advised at least one full day of rest and relaxation and I wondered if a day in bed with a book and a few painkillers might not be such a bad idea.


  Jenny looked up at me as I walked through the door. “Is everything okay?”


  “Sure.”


  “You look like a ghost!”


  “Jenny. We need to talk.”


  “What about?”


  “Last night. What did you dream?”


  Jenny looked puzzled. “Why?”


  I pulled back my shirt, revealing the bandage.


  “Wow! Did you cut yourself as well?”


  I sat down opposite her. “What happened in your dream last night?”


  Jenny stared at me. “Dad? What’s wrong?”


  “I lied, sweetheart. I didn’t fall. This is a stab wound.”


  I felt as if I’d just punched my daughter in the stomach. “No! Who? Who?”


  I saw the pain in her eyes and wondered if somewhere, in the dark recesses of her troubled mind, she knew.


  “You were sleepwalking last night,” I replied. “I approached you and—”


  Before I could finish, Jenny let out a howl of anguish, burying her head in her hands. I watched helplessly as she rocked backwards and forwards. “No! Jesus Christ! No! no! no!”


  Leave her!


  I waited until the tears had stopped. Until she found the courage to look at me, the tears still running down her cheeks. Then I asked her. “So—are you going to tell me?”


  Jenny nodded slowly, wiping her eyes. “I was in the room,” she began. “Amelia wasn’t there but when I looked down—I realised.” Jenny hesitated. “I was dressed in a white gown—I was Amelia!”


  “And how did you feel?”


  “Angry. The door was open. For the first time. I was walking through it and he was there.”


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know—I don’t know but I feared and hated him.”


  “And you stabbed him?”


  “I think so.”


  “Did he die?”


  “I don’t know—he fell backwards. I walked back into my room and I can’t remember any more.”


  Jenny looked up at me, angst-ridden. “I’m going crazy, aren’t I, Dad!”


  I felt as if someone had reached into my chest and wrenched my heart from behind its cage of flesh and bone. Jenny needed my reassurance but any inner strength that remained had evaporated.


  “I could have killed you—I could have killed my own father and I’d be like one of those weirdo serial killers who hears voices…” My daughter was sobbing and all I could manage was a supporting arm around her trembling shoulders.


  ***


  I left Jenny sleeping on the couch and called in at The Keys looking pale enough to arouse Josie’s concern. “You could make a fortune on Halloween!” she joked.


  I found it difficult to raise a polite smile. “It’s not funny, Jo. Have you got a minute?”


  The bar was too busy for any private conversations so Josie led me through the back, up a flight of narrow stairs and along a corridor strewn with cardboard boxes until we reached the lounge which looked more like a storeroom with a few leather chairs thrown in.


  “You look awful, hun,” she said, sitting down.


  “Jo, I don’t know what to do.”


  “We’re talking about Jenny, I presume.”


  I nodded. “I’ve got to tell someone…”


  Josie sat, perched on the edge of her easy chair and listened as I trawled through the events of the previous night. I saw the tears forming in her eyes and finally escaping, leaving tiny trails of black mascara down her cheeks. Was she crying for me or was she crying for Jen? I didn’t know.


  “Jenny thinks she is going crazy,” I told her. “And I really don’t know which way to turn.”


  Josie dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. “I know this is hard, hun,” she said, composing herself. “Look, hun, I’m just new to all this psychotherapy stuff, but Jenny really does need help. She’s displaying all the signs—”


  “Signs?”


  Josie nodded, soaking up another tear as it coursed down her cheek. “You’ve not found any trace of this spirit woman in your ancestry, have you?” she asked.


  “Not yet.” I hesitated. “But you said signs. What signs?”


  Josie looked at me. I thought the woman was going to break. “Psychosis,” she whispered. “Or possibly a case of borderline personality disorder.” She studied me as if the very word might carry a curse with its utterance. “That kid is like a daughter to me, and I’m telling you, Rob, this is serious shit!”


  ***


  That afternoon, I cleared the kitchen of any sharp implements, wrapped them in old newspaper and hid them under the bed. Jenny had woken while I was away and was sobbing uncontrollably when I walked through the door.


  I didn’t bother to ask her what was wrong. I just held her.


  “I had another dream,” she said, eventually managing to stem the tears. “And I saw another message on the fridge.”


  I knew that was an invitation to go and look for myself. The innocent plastic letters spelled out an ominous message.


   


  T H E S A I N T B U R N S I N H E L L


   


  “Do you know what this means?” I asked.


  Jenny shook her head. “I was standing at the fridge…in some kind of dream. I wasn’t in my own clothes and…and I was hurting…”


  “Where?”


  Jenny looked embarrassed. “You know…down there. In between my legs.”


  “You don’t remember moving the letters?”


  “No. I wasn’t thinking. I just felt rage—and pain.”


  She looked at me, her eyes heavy. “I’m so tired. I sleep but when I wake…”


  Her voice faded, but I knew. She looked weary and confused.


  ***


  We made an effort over the following couple of days, determined to mingle in a world of which neither of us felt a part. We had breakfast at a local farm shop and dined at an Italian overlooking the fountain in the centre of town. It was difficult to find any common ground beyond the grief and loss we shared, beyond our desire to break free and escape from under the clouds that hung over our lives. We tried. We eat late at a country inn and headed home beneath a cloudless sky and a full moon.


  Jenny slept, untroubled by any dreams for the following two nights, and foolishly, I slipped into a state of apathy and left a pair of scissors in the bathroom.


  Jenny was taking a bath while I watched a documentary on the life and loves of common garden insects. I’d assumed that Jenny had taken to her bed after a long soak, but when I looked in, the room was empty. I felt my chest tighten—a sudden pain exploded behind my ribs, and I stopped for a moment, leaning against the wall. This is not the time! Not now—not a heart attack!


  I looked up as the pain subsided. The bathroom door was closed. I knocked hard and called her name. No answer. I’d seen this on the TV so many times. I almost knew what I was going to find as shouldered the door, bursting the lock and splitting the frame.


  Jenny was lying in a bath of blood-red water, her eyes closed as if in a peaceful sleep. I heard myself screaming her name, carrying her naked body to the bedroom. She opened her eyes—I knew she was alive. I must have called an ambulance but remember little. Her eyes remained open—open and lifeless. She tried to speak but no sound escaped her lips.


  I watched helplessly as the paramedics wheeled my daughter down the path under a flashing blue light. I was shivering violently despite the coat that someone had draped over my shoulders.


  “Jenny appears to have cut her wrists with a pair of nail scissors,” the ginger-haired girl in the green uniform told me. “But she hasn’t severed the artery—I don’t think it’s an attempt.” She continued with one eye on the ambulance. “She has a very weak pulse.” She patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry—she’s in good hands.”


  I knew that the questions would begin as soon as Jenny was stable. I could almost see them gathering with their white coats and serious expressions. Jenny would make several professional friends over the next few weeks. Friends with faces filled with concern, who talked in soft tones. They would want to win her trust—to climb inside her head and do a little rewiring.


  ***


  I called Josie from the hospital the moment the doctors had told me that Jenny was stable and sleeping peacefully. My news was greeted with a stunned silence. “She’s okay,” I added quickly. “The doctors say she’ll be fine.”


  “Why? Why did she do it—I thought she was…” Josie’s voice broke. I heard a door slam; the rumble of conversation and clinking glasses died. “I’m coming over, Rob,” she said tearfully. “Meet me by the door.”


  The phone went dead before I had time to reply, but sure enough, Josie was there within the hour. We greeted, embracing like lovers, and held each other, sobbing like children as the world turned without us. For a brief moment, and to my shame, I wanted her. It was a stronger feeling than the surge of affection that had taken me by surprise in The Keys. I wanted to feel her flesh next to mine. I wanted the comfort of intimacy to numb the pain.


  Then Josie pulled back, almost as if we were both feeling the same passion.


  “I’ll buy you a coffee,” I said.


  Jo smiled and leaned forward, kissing me gently on the cheek. “You keep your money, hun—this one’s on me.”


  The hospital’s snack bar felt like an oasis in a desert of pain and death. We sat and talked about the good times, the nights when Lou, Elizabeth and I had sat in dark smoky clubs as Jo had belted out her Tina Turner numbers. She would shimmy by the tables, winking at the guys and shoving the mic in front of their faces as they sang a line, hopelessly off key. Occasionally, she would throw in a line: “Honey, I bet you talk out of tune!”


  Josie always ended up sitting on my knee, stroking my hair as my wife looked on with unbridled glee at my embarrassment. We would stumble home with our Chinese takeaway in a plastic bag and swill it down with a bottle of white wine. Elizabeth and I rarely got to bed before three the following morning.


  Josie smiled, her eyes met mine. “I’m thinking of taking up the act again.”


  “What? Singing? The clubs?”


  “Sure. Billy Kinsella called me the other day. Wanted to know if I was interested in a residency at a club he’s opening.”


  “Kinsella? Isn’t he dodgy?”


  “Well, he’s kind of known to the police, but I’m not marrying him, hun—just singing at his pit!”


  I laughed. Josie grinned but then leaned in and patted my hand. “If it happens, I could get Jenny in. You could come together. Kinsella wants it to be classy—good food and champagne, smart dress and pug-nosed bouncers!”


  She shrugged. “I know my act isn’t going to blow Jenny’s problems away, but I just think it might be a distraction…”


  “I know—thank you. It’ll be good.”


  I paused, remembering how carefree we had been. “They were good days…who could have guessed what was coming?” I stared down at a rather unappealing drink in a Styrofoam cup.


  Josie squeezed my hand, her eyes brimming with tears. “You deserve a break, Rob,” she said. “And if this God of ours is all he’s cracked up to be, then there must be some good times ahead.”


  ***


  We took the lift back to the third floor and were greeted by a young male doctor who approached us with a sympathetic smile. Josie nudged me in that be strong manner. “Ask him,” she whispered.


  I didn’t need to.


  The doctor stopped directly in front of me. “Mr. Adams?”


  A cursory, nervous nod sufficed.


  “Jenny is still sleeping—if you’d like to sit with her for a while…”


  Josie wiped a tear from her cheek and checked her reflection in a glass door. “Come on, hun,” she said stoically, “let’s do this!”


  Jenny looked pale, almost angelic, and as beautiful as I’d ever remembered her. The room was softly lit and warm—more of a bedroom than a private ward.


  “I wouldn’t mind a couple of nights here…” Josie began but stopped short as Jenny stirred.


  “Jen?”


  My voice was almost inaudible, but my daughter seemed to sense my presence. Her eyelids flickered, closed and then opened wide. She re-entered the world with a weary smile.


  “Hi, Dad,” she said with a husky, almost unrecognisable voice. Her eyes roved, taking in her surroundings. “Where am I?” Her voice was clearer but still strained.


  Josie raised her eyebrows. “Hospital. You’re in hospital, babe.”


  Jenny frowned. “Hospital? Why?”


  I reached out, taking her hand. “You don’t remember?”


  I watched as my daughter continued to gaze around the room, confused by her surroundings.


  “Remember what?”


  Josie looked at me, shaking her head slowly. Easy, hun, tread carefully!


  “What was the last thing…”


  Jenny hadn’t checked her wrists. “I was taking a bath…” Her voice disappeared, trailing away into the distance.


  “And then?” Josie prompted softly.


  “I must have fallen asleep…”


  Neither of us spoke, both watching as Jenny’s look of confusion deepened.


  “I had a dream…a nightmare…”


  “Amelia?”


  “Yes…but…” She paused, and her eyes narrowed. “I was Amelia—again. I was…drowning. I was in this stinking water…there was blood. My blood…” My daughter’s eyes flashed. “That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? I nearly drowned…”


  Josie was looking at me. What the hell do we say now?


  We didn’t have to say anything. Jenny caught sight of her bandaged wrist. She glanced quickly at the other arm to see the red marks across the ball of her hand and stared at me, her eyes wide with fear. “The blood,” she said. “It was real…the blood was real.”


  “You cut your wrist, hun,” Josie said suddenly. “You used nail scissors…”


  The sound of my daughter’s sobs turned my stomach and clawed at my heart. I gave Josie a look to kill; What the hell were you thinking? She shrugged as if there had been no option. What happened to the taking-it-easy plan?


  Josie looked away, reading my anger. I understood why relationships were often destroyed by grief. Jo and I had been friends for nearly twenty years. We had enjoyed an understanding that was deeper than many married couples enjoyed, yet at that moment I almost hated her.


  The weight of my daughter’s sobs was crushing me. I was helpless, unable to reach out and stem the tide. I turned to Josie who sat like a target, waiting.


  “Look what you’ve done!” I hissed


  Josie looked up, and the pain in her eyes felt like a knife between my ribs. She tried to say something, but the words escaped her, and I watched helplessly as she ran from the room. I sat holding my daughter’s hand, stroking her fingers with my thumb and waiting for the tears to stop.


  “I didn’t do it, Dad—I didn’t… I fell asleep—dreaming—just dreaming…”


  I squeezed her hand, pulling it to my lips and gently kissing her fingers. “It’s okay, sweetheart, it’s okay.”


  She looked at me through puffed, pink eyelids. “But it’s not, is it? It’s not okay at all! They won’t believe me. They won’t believe all this stuff—dream stuff!”


  I wished I could have reassured her, but I couldn’t. They would only see a troubled teenager with issues.


  ***


  I spotted Josie sitting on a plastic chair in the corridor. She looked up the moment she heard my footsteps, which seemed to echo in the silence. It had just turned midnight—Jenny was sleeping, and the nurse had suggested that a couple of hours’ rest wouldn’t do me any harm either.


  Josie stood, so small and vulnerable in her surroundings, the dark tracks of fresh tears staining her face. On stage, this girl could strut like a rock star, but now she looked like a street waif. “Oh, Robert—I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, launching herself into my arms. “I wasn’t thinking—I really wasn’t thinking.”


  My anger—if it really was anger—melted away. “It wasn’t you,” I said, hugging her so tightly that I almost heard the air leaving her lungs. “I just got stressed out—seeing Jen so upset.”


  I released Jo and pulled a paper handkerchief out of my pocket. “Have I ever mentioned that you look like Alice Cooper?”


  She flashed me a weary smile. “I need to freshen up,” she said.


  We walked the empty corridors and took a lift down. Josie gasped at her reflection in the window of the hospital shop and dived through the door marked Ladies. She appeared ten minutes later looking like the woman I knew.


  I smiled and put my arm around her shoulder as we negotiated the revolving door. “I know a late-night diner that serves horrible coffee and stale cakes,” I said casually.


  “Sounds great,” Josie replied without a flicker of a smile.


  ***


  Tammy’s had been famous for its heart-attack-on-a-plate food and caffeine-loaded beverages that attracted truckers and young families from surrounding council estates. We arrived to find that only the name had stayed the same. The old greasy-spoon tables had been replaced by designer chrome and wood furnishings, and the walls had been stripped of their wood panels and re-plastered and painted a fresh cream colour.


  We stood in the doorway, breathing in the heavenly aroma of expensive coffee and fresh bread, staring at walls lined with frameless modern art. Nothing remained that would remind the customers of the old eat-if-you-dare retreat. The tattered linoleum had been ripped from the floor and replaced with dark-grey flagstones; the fluorescent strip lights had gone, and the diner was now lit by series of halogen lights suspended on chrome rods that hung from the ceiling. From the miniature speakers set into the walls, Neil Diamond serenaded us with an appropriate, ‘Hello, Again, Hello’.


  Josie looked at me. “I don’t think the coffee’s going to be that bad after all,” she whispered. The state-of-the art machine that hissed away behind the chrome-and-glass counter suggested she might be right. The smell made me feel hungry. Behind the glass, a healthy-looking array of fresh cakes and slices remained. We sat in the corner by the window and picked up a menu. Welcome to Tammy’s place.


  Josie grinned. “There’s a slice of chocolate fudge cake with my name on it,” she said in a low voice that was heard by the heavy-set man sat less than ten feet away.


  He lowered his paper and winked. “I can recommend the cheesecake,” he said with a grin that revealed a set of teeth that suggested he might have been better giving the sugar a miss.


  Josie blushed and thanked him. “Now I feel like a pig,” she whispered.


  “Jo, treat yourself. No one is going to know but trucker guy and the waitress.”


  She nodded and shrugged. “And you, of course.”


  An attractive young woman in a crisp white blouse and knee-length red skirt sidled up behind us from the shadows. She turned out to be the wife of the new owner and seemed happy to talk us through the whole makeover. Apparently, Jim Steen had an eye for opportunity and saw the potential in the ailing café that had little respect for the working-class people who no longer wanted to die via the plate.


  They were doing well. Business was good. They closed at two and opened at six for breakfast—continental or cooked but, she insisted, still healthy. Josie settled on her chocolate fudge and a Brazilian coffee. I tried the cheesecake and a hot chocolate.


  Laura Steen winked and slipped us a money-off voucher. “Everything is made from fresh ingredients,” she said, “so it’s kind of healthy in a calorific kind of way… Enjoy yourselves.” She smiled sweetly.


  We left at two-fifteen and promised to do the whole Tammy’s thing again. I kissed Jo on the cheek and said goodnight as she climbed into her car. She reminded me that it was morning and we laughed. Yes, I loved Jo. I had always loved her.


  Later that day, I found myself sitting in a perfectly square room with white walls and a dark-green carpet. The hospital’s Styrofoam cups of coloured water couldn’t compete with the stuff we’d been treated to at Tammy’s diner. I found myself thinking about Josie, and our reminiscing, trying to find some kind of hope for the future.


  ***


  The nurse was dressing Jenny’s wound and I had been asked to hang back for a while. Admittedly, as waiting rooms went, it was pleasant. They had dispensed with the portable TV, replacing it with a wall-mounted plasma screen, although the faces of the daytime presenters looked as pale as milk. I picked up an old copy of some trashy celebrity weekly and thumbed through, looking at overweight, underweight and just-right soap stars in their bikinis before a rather haughty female voice cut through the boredom.


  Dr. Grace was an attractive woman with deep-brown eyes and a Mediterranean complexion that belied her advancing years. She called me through to a room that smelled of fresh paint and invited me to take a seat in front of a rather jaded looking desk.


  “I spoke to Jenny, Mr. Adams,” she said, with a warm smile.


  I looked at her suspiciously.


  “Don’t worry—we just had a very informal little chat.”


  My stomach did some kind of flip as she glanced down at a lined notepad on the desk.


  “You lost your wife and other daughter last year, I see.”


  “Yes.”


  “How are you coping?”


  The doctor studied me. What was she expecting me to do? What was I supposed to say?


  “I’m just taking one day at a time.” It was the best I could manage.


  Dr. Grace nodded. “Have you spoken to anyone? Professionally, I mean.”


  I shook my head. “Only the Victim Support lady.”


  “Well, they do a very worthwhile job, however—”


  “I don’t want a shrink!” The word escaped before I could stop it. “A psychiatrist, I mean—sorry.”


  “Don’t worry—we hear worse. You’d be surprised how many people regard psychiatry with suspicion.” A slightly crooked smile put me at ease. “But there is no stigma these days. There is nothing to be ashamed of—just think of it as a health issue.”


  “Is that what you think Jenny needs? A psychiatrist?”


  Dr. Grace crossed her hands, and the smile faded. “We would like to keep your daughter with us for a while longer. She doesn’t remember cutting her wrist—she claims to have fallen asleep.”


  “I know.”


  “She told me about the dreams,” Grace continued, her eyes never leaving mine.


  “Yes, they’ve—”


  “I’m a little concerned, Mr. Adams. If she is self-harming in her sleep, then obviously, we have to take this seriously.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “We will need a professional assessment. We need to get to the root of the problem. And we can’t sort this out on the operating table, can we?”


  “I was thinking…maybe a holiday…”


  “Mr. Adams,” the doctor said softly, “your daughter needs help. She cuts herself and writes messages on the fridge—messages from an ancestor who does not appear to have existed. She is becoming more and more unpredictable and is clearly a danger both to herself and possibly to you. Don’t you think it’s time we stepped in?”


  I felt my face burn. Jenny must have told them everything—everything—even the knife attack? “What do you mean, unpredictable?”


  Dr. Grace glanced once more at the notepad. “The incident at the church?” she replied, as if she might be questioning my memory.


  “I don’t want her sectioned.”


  “Sectioned?” The doctor laughed. “What do you think we’re going to do, Mr. Adams? Put your daughter in a padded cell and throw away the key?”


  I didn’t. But I feared for my daughter’s sanity.


  “She will talk to someone who is trained to help people like her, and we will go from there.”


  “She’ll be on drugs?” I asked.


  “We can’t say.” Dr. Grace saw the look of dismay on my face and smiled sympathetically. “I’m not the one assessing her, but I can assure you that she will be in good hands.”


  I nodded.


  “Don’t worry. We will just talk with her,” she continued. “It will be an assessment—to find out how she feels about things. It will feel like a chat, that’s all.”


  ***


  Jenny was sitting up in her bed, humming along to something on her iPod. Again.


  “I’ve just spoken to Doctor Grace,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant.


  Jenny pulled the headphones from her ears and nodded. “Yeah, she said she’d have a word…”


  “You told her everything?”


  My daughter stiffened. “Well, yes. That’s okay, isn’t it?”


  “Sure. What did she say?”


  Jenny relaxed. “She just asked about stuff.”


  I waited. Jenny read my discomfort.


  “I couldn’t lie, Dad. I had to tell the truth—surely you can see that.”


  I shrugged. “Sure…I know but…”


  “You’d rather them think that I tried to kill myself?”


  “No, but…”


  Jenny’s cheeks flushed. “You didn’t want me to talk about Amelia—you didn’t want them to think you had a crazy daughter!”


  The indignation erupted within, suppressed only by the knowledge that my father would have dealt with his granddaughter with love and patience. “How could you think that?” I asked, my voice higher than normal. “All I ever do is worry! Worry about you and where all this will end!”


  Jenny looked away, her eyes flooding. “Well, maybe it would be better if they did lock me away.”


  I couldn’t answer. I had come so close to losing her—losing my precious daughter. I could almost hear them talking in The Keys—Shame about Jenny Adams, wasn’t it? The pain swept through me, and for a moment, I was there, staring at a marble slab with my child’s remains six feet below.


  “You don’t mean that, Jen,” I said softly. “I know you don’t.” I sat at the edge of the bed. Jenny looked at me and began to giggle. “What?”


  I saw the mischief in her teary eyes, but it was too late. Jenny bounced herself hard and watched with childlike delight as I slid to the floor. The girlish giggles turned to laughter, and seconds later, a confused nurse burst in to find two overgrown children engaged in a pillow fight. Caught in the act, we dropped our weapons, looking sheepishly at the girl who was, I guessed, not much older than my daughter.


  To our relief, Ursula had a sense of humour. “I’m not too sure if beating each other up is part of NHS policy.” She beamed.


  Jenny pouted and pointed at me. “He started it!”


  “I can believe that. Now, if you tell me what you want to drink, I’ll let you get on with your fun!”


  Jenny opted for a cola—I was offered a coffee and accepted gratefully. I’d forgotten how much of a thirst you could work up with a pillow.


  I called Josie that evening. She seemed relieved.


  “Everything will be okay, hun,” she said after listening to a rambling account of my day. But the house felt empty as if the very heart of the place had been ripped out. I needed my daughter back—whatever it took.


  Chapter Sixteen


  I was woken by a call at eight. Reverend Francis apologised for the early hour and asked how Jenny was doing. I hadn’t the energy to go into all the details and told him that she was okay.


  There was a pause. “Anyway, I’ve been meaning to call you about the graffiti…”


  “Yes—I’m really sorry…”


  “No, no,” the reverend cut in. “It’s just that when one of our wardens was cleaning it off…well, he noticed something…” Francis hesitated. “The word hypocrite wasn’t referring to St. Peter at all. In fact, it was so obvious that I’m not sure how I missed it!”


  “Missed what?”


  “There was an arrow sprayed under the word—pointing down.”


  “To what?” I asked.


  “To the grave of The Reverend Allington,” Francis replied. “He was the minister at St. Jude’s, 1870 to 1880. A great man, apparently. He founded the church school and did a great deal of charity work around Tabwell. He was laid to rest beneath the statue as a mark of the respect. Anyway, I just thought I’d let you know.”


  ***


  I called Sebastian Tint immediately. “I think we can date Amelia Root,” I blurted without bothering to introduce myself. There was a pause.


  “Oh, Robert. Hello. Yes, carry on,” he replied, sounding preoccupied.


  I told him about the call from Francis. “It still doesn’t make sense, but we know that this Allington bloke was the minister at St. Jude’s between those dates. So that must mean Amelia existed around the same time.”


  “Have you spoken to Jack about this?” Tint asked.


  “Not yet.”


  “Then I’d let him know and then call Francis back. They should have records. It’s worth a look—you don’t know what you might dig up. In fact, it might be worth you paying the old church a visit.”


  After leaving the details of my discovery on Jack’s answering machine, I called the reverend, and within the hour, I was taking the fifty-mile trip southwards with the unmistakable sound of Ella Fitzgerald drowning out the lorries as they thundered past. I was there in what felt like a few minutes; I’d made the entire journey on autopilot, my mind preoccupied. Who was this Allington? What had he done?


  ***


  I followed Reverend Francis up the path and through the gardens to the manse. The old house towered above the trees that surrounded its walls and had lost none of its grandeur despite having been turned into a meeting centre for young mothers and local pensioners.


  Cork boards covered in health notices and postcard adverts for prams and stereos lined the entrance, which had been knocked through into a large reception and painted a rather unappealing beige colour. A young girl with a pushchair looked up from her plastic seat as I walked in. She smiled at the minister, who greeted her cheerily. “Hi, Andrea. How’s things?”


  “Oh, much better, thanks,” she replied breezily.


  I followed Francis up the newly carpeted stairs.


  “We’ve spent quite a bit of money on this place,” he told me a little breathlessly. “It’s been empty for fifteen years. I’m not sure what’s taken the council so long.”


  We reached the narrow stairway that led to the attic. My heart was thumping hard. The minister had said nothing that would dash my hopes. Francis fiddled with a bunch of keys as my impatience grew with every second. “We have kids in this place, too,” he said. “We have to keep it locked—you know what they’re like for rooting around!”


  At last, he found the key, twisted it in the lock and pushed open the door, which groaned like a sick animal. The darkness seemed to spill out as the reverend reached in, feeling for the light. A sixty-watt bulb, hanging in the centre from a wooden beam, cast a dismal light across a musty room lined with old plastic chairs and cardboard boxes.


  The wooden floorboards creaked as I entered.


  “Not a particularly pleasant aroma,” Francis said. “And I’m not sure what’s in all theses boxes.”


  “History, I’m hoping,” I said. “Is it okay if I have a look?”


  “Well, that’s what you’re here for.” He must’ve seen the where the hell do I start look in my eyes, because he elaborated, “I seem to recall that all the documents were put into one box, more than twenty years ago, but it’s everything from old hymn sheets to council letters. You’re going to be some time.” He smiled. “How about a coffee?”


  “That would be great.”


  The first box I opened was on a pallet in the corner of the room and contained documents stuffed into two plastic bin bags. I had opened the first and emptied its contents onto the floor when Reverend Francis returned with a large plastic cup. Steam swirled into the damp musty air. “There’s a machine in the reception. Help yourself when you want another.”


  He placed it on a chair next to me and looked at the mountain of paper on the floor.


  “Good Lord,” he breathed. “Let’s hope all this is worth your while!”


  I was thinking the same. The task ahead of me was daunting. I took a gulp of the warm, sweet coffee and began, but it was nearly an hour before I came across anything that might be of interest. Much of the bag contained nothing more than general church business, along with sheets of children’s drawings. There was nothing I would have dated earlier than 1960.


  The envelope that caught my eye was yellowing and handwritten. For the attention of Rev H Penworth. It was dated April 1902. I pulled the neatly folded paper from the envelope and carefully opened it. The writing was beautifully neat.


   


  Dear Reverend Penworth,


  It is with regret that I write to inform you of the death of my daughter, Helen. She passed peacefully into the arms of the Lord early on Sunday morning. I know that you held her in your thoughts and prayers during her illness and would beseech you to continue to pray for our family. I have entrusted this letter to Mr. Granger, who has assured me that he will deliver it as soon as he arrives in Tabwell.


  Yours faithfully,


  Ann


   


  If the letter had raised any hopes, they were dashed when the remains of the bag proved to be nothing more than old balance sheets and church magazines from the early seventies.


  I emptied the second bag to find more of the same, and after two hours, with the paper junk returned to their bags and re-boxed, I fetched myself another coffee from the machine in the reception. I passed Reverend Francis on the stairs.


  “Any luck?”


  I shook my head. “Nothing,” I said gloomily.


  He gave me a sympathetic smile as he continued on his way. After several seconds, I heard his voice.


  “You could try the old metal trunk under the blanket,” he suggested. “It has some old biscuit tins in it. I’ve never looked in any of them.”


  ***


  The lid of the old trunk was covered in old children’s annuals. I stacked them carefully on the floor and eased the trunk open to be greeted by what appeared to be a toy box. Old teddies, dolls and boxes of jigsaws along with an array of old games had been thrown in together. I delved through the mountain, careful not to displace any lids. At the bottom of the trunk were two large and very old tins.


  I opened the first and my heart sank: old pencils, sharpeners, erasers and crayons. I returned the tin to the bottom of the trunk and pulled out the other. Inside was a plastic bag which, it turned out, contained what appeared to be a batch of letters. But they were nothing more than parish newsletters that had never been sent out.


  I returned everything to its place and stood, stretching my legs and patting the dust off my knees.


  The remaining boxes contained only bric-a-brac. I opened each one, peering in and moving on to the next. I glanced at my watch; I had been there for over three hours and decided that was enough for today. I thanked the reverend and asked if I could return the following morning. Francis was more than happy to give me the freedom of the room, so I made the journey home with hope still stirring in my heart.


  I sat at Jenny’s bedside, recounting the events of the day like a man trying to break the world record for words-per-minute. “It’s good news, isn’t it?” I said excitedly. “We know that this has something to do with this Allington bloke!”


  Jenny seemed in good spirits, despite my failure to find anything at the manse. I was determined in my quest, and my daughter believed in me. I wasn’t going to let her down.


  That night, I slept well and took the fifty-mile trip back to Tabwell early the following morning.


  Francis greeted me warmly and handed me the keys. “Help yourself, Mr. Adams.”


  I found nothing in the first two hours, and the hope that I’d carried in my heart began to fade. I returned a set of dusty parish accounts to a cardboard box and was about to take a break when, in the far corner, half hidden by the largest of the storage cartons, I spotted something beneath a large, grey blanket.


  The old sideboard stood about a metre in height and about two metres in length. I studied it for a moment. It could easily have graced the home of a family in the eighteenth century. The antiques shows on TV had not exactly turned me into an expert, but I’d seen something similar dated to the time when the Reverend Allington would have been in his pulpit.


  It had four panels of eight drawers—a piece of furniture clearly designed to hold small household items. I pulled open each drawer but found nothing in any of them. I tried again, this time pulling each section out and checking it fully. By the time I reached the top drawer of the final panel, I’d become accustomed to the length of each one. But this particular drawer was at least six inches shorter than the others.


  I bent down and peered into the empty section that had housed the drawer and saw, at the end, a small silver clasp. I reached in, undid the clasp and the wooden lid dropped into my hand. Behind it, I felt what I knew immediately to be a batch of envelopes.


  I sat down on the plastic seat with the naked bulb dangling above me and released the rubber band. The letters were all addressed to Mary Allington. I took a deep breath to steady myself, but my hands trembled uncontrollably. Mary Allington. Wife of Reverend Charles Allington. I pulled out the first letter and began to read.


  Chapter Seventeen


  My dearest Mary,


  I fear you are more troubled by recent events than you saw fit to divulge in your recent letter. Naturally, I understand that it is no business of mine to question the activities of a man of God. Charles is an eloquent man, and a servant befitting his position in the Church, and I am sure that his frequent visits to the Stanwicks should not be of any concern to you.


  My darling daughter, I do not need to further impress upon you that as a minister’s wife, it is your solemn duty to God Himself that you support your husband with all your heart and soul.


  As you are aware, I find it difficult to write. My hand tires so easily these days, but I shall ask of you only one more thing. Do not raise your doubts. Do not give them a voice or allow them to trouble your mind, for you are also a servant of God.


  Your Mother.


   


  With the first letter, I’d discovered a link with the Stanwicks. Who were they? Why was Mary Allington so concerned that her husband was visiting them?


  There were five letters. I opened the next.


   


  Dear Mary,


  How I would love to see you. My heart aches when I bring to mind your beautiful face. I am relieved that you have resisted in confronting your husband, for it is not the place of a wife to do so. Such a confrontation will bring no reward or peace of mind. I fear you may not be spending enough time with the Scriptures, my dear. You are leaving your mind open to the Devil and his lies. I pray that God may lift you in His truth and guide you in His ways.


  Your Mother.


   


  I returned the second letter to its envelope and opened the third.


   


  Dear Mary,


  I am so relieved that the cabinet has met with your approval. Mr. Jamison is a fine Christian and a skilled craftsman whose furniture, I’m sure, will grace the homes of the nobility, one day. I could not think of a more fitting gift and trust that you both feel it was worth waiting for.


  Your Mother.


   


  I took a sip of warm coffee and pulled out the fourth letter.


   


  Dear Mary,


  My dearest girl! What wonderful news. With such joyous an event, it has not been difficult to forgive you for keeping a secret from your mother. If only I were well enough to travel, I should be making arrangements without delay. I fear, however, that I shall never see my granddaughter, yet I rest in the knowledge that the hand of God is upon her. Give my regards to the Reverend Allington.


  Your Mother.


   


  The letters had all been short and straight to the point, written in a day when ministers and policemen could do no wrong. But what had troubled Mary, I had not been able to determine. Until, that is, I took the final letter from its envelope and noticed immediately that the handwriting had deteriorated. A sign of failing health? I began to read.


   


  Dear Mary,


  My dear child. The news reached me this morning and I felt compelled to leave my sick bed and write immediately. If I had not learned of this through such a worthy source, I should never have believed that you could have disgraced yourself and that dear man in such a way.


  I trust that you have prostrated yourself before God and begged His forgiveness by the time this letter reaches you…


   


  I blinked hard, trying to decipher the following sentence.


   


  It is beyond reason that you should question your husband or, even for a moment, lend your ear to the ramblings of a mad woman. Is it true that this demented creature entered the house of God and spewed forth this bile as you consecrated your precious child? Did you ever really consider her claims?


  Oh, Mary. How could you believe that a righteous man could behave in such an unseemly way? May God forgive you, for I cannot find it in my heart to do the same. I will pray for your Soul.


  Your Mother.


   


  I stared at the letter. My stomach rolled and my heart thumped. I re-read it, over and over again, scarcely able to believe that I’d found it. But it was true. It had to be.


  I folded the letter carefully, as if it were a winning lottery ticket, and slipped it back into the envelope. I heard footsteps on the stairs and looked up to see Reverend Francis standing in the doorway. “You’ve found something?” he asked, reading my expression.


  I nodded and held the envelope in the air. “This is the first—maybe the only—written evidence.”


  Francis frowned. “Evidence? Of what?”


  I managed a weak, tired smile. “That Amelia Root existed!”


  The minister eyed the envelope suspiciously. “What is it?”


  “A letter—five, in fact—all written by Charles Allington’s mother-in-law to her daughter, Mary.”


  The reverend stepped into the room. “You found them in the trunk?”


  I shook my head and pointed towards the corner of the attic. “They were in the old sideboard.”


  Francis peered through the gloom. “Goodness—I thought that was empty.”


  I smiled. “Mary had a secret drawer,” I said, tapping my temple. “It seemed Allington knew nothing about it.”


  ***


  I drove home with the letters on the passenger seat beside me, occasionally glancing over to check that they actually existed. The details within them were sketchy, to say the least, but my mind was working to fill in the gaps.


  Mary Allington had been suspicious of her husband’s behaviour. That was beyond doubt. She was questioning his visits to the Stanwicks’ home—that, too, was quite clear. But why? Was it the frequency of those visits? Had this particular family been disreputable? Had Mary believed that her husband might be having an affair with someone within that household?


  It had been the fifth letter that left me totally confused. I was convinced that the graffiti on the church wall was referring to the Reverend Allington, which suggested that his wife’s suspicions might have been founded. But that was all they had been. Suspicions. Then, if I had got this straight, a mad woman had interrupted a service of consecration with accusations of abuse.


  Had the reverend made sexual advances? Had he raped her? Or, had this woman—the one I believed to be Amelia Root—really been crazy? Had her advances been rejected by Allington? Had the birth of his child pushed her over the edge and left her seeking a terrible revenge?


  By the time I arrived home, my mood had changed. Had Amelia Root been an institutionalised lunatic, well known in the parish? Maybe it was among the duties of the minister to visit the asylum, and that was where he’d encountered Amelia. I poured myself a coffee and laid the five letters on the table in front of me. I had promised to return them when I’d finished reading between the lines.


  I scanned the letters onto my computer and printed off several copies of each. Then I sat down, with Frank crooning in the background, and read through the originals over and over again. My head ached, but I knew that there was little chance of a nap.


  Instead, I saw, in my mind, the church with its suited congregation, and the Reverend Allington, standing proudly by the font with his wife and baby—a scene of eighteenth-century middle-class civility portrayed in one of those expensive period dramas. Then, quite suddenly, the peace was shattered. I could almost hear the crashing doors—the people turning to see a howling wild woman running down the aisle, her arms flailing as she vented her vitriolic accusations in the direction of the minister. I could see the wardens rushing to restrain her, wrestling her to the ground.


  Mary, already paranoid and suspicious of her husband, in a moment of confusion had given some credence to those accusations, incurring the wrath of her mother. Had she raced to the woman, questioning her as she writhed like a trapped animal? Or had she questioned her husband at home, resulting in a violent argument?


  I might never know, but I was coming to the conclusion, with nothing more than five short letters to go on, that Amelia Root was insane.


  ***


  I called Sebastian Tint early the following morning and, with nothing more than a cursory hello, launched into my tale of discovery. I didn’t stop to draw breath until I’d reached the fifth letter.


  “Then I came to this,” I said, pausing for effect before beginning.


  Sebastian listened without a word, waiting patiently for me to finish.


  “What do you think of that?” I asked, placing the letter back on the table.


  Tint hesitated. “It sounds interesting,” he said. “At least we have something.”


  “Interesting?” I said, feeling deflated. “It’s more than that! That mad woman—it has to be Amelia Root! It has to be!”


  “Let me see the letters,” he said. “Can you come tomorrow afternoon, around three?”


  “Sure.”


  I replaced the receiver and fired up my computer and typed the word Tabwell in the search engine. Where I was going wasn’t clear. Maybe the village would have its own paper with an online archive. Perhaps there would be a collection of local books covering the history of the area.


  Tabwell Arts Association topped the first page, which also told me that there were another one hundred and twenty eight entries featuring the word. I scrolled through but found nothing of any interest. After nearly an hour, I gave up and called Jack Staple, leaving a short message on his answering machine.


  “Jack? It’s Robert Adams. I have another name. Could you call me?”


  I poured myself a glass of fresh orange and read the letters again. Mary Allington had hidden them in a secret compartment in a piece of furniture commissioned by her mother as a gift—probably a wedding present. But what had happened to the other furnishings in the Allington house, and why had this one survived?


  I called Reverend Francis and put those questions to him.


  “Your guess would be as good as mine, but I’d imagine that the quality of the cabinet was the reason no one wanted to scrap it.”


  “It is an antique, though. Someone could have made a wad of cash.”


  Francis chuckled. “If only! Whoever moved into the manse would need the permission of the parish council. It would be regarded as the property of the Church.”


  “So, there would be no more of the Allingtons’ furniture around?”


  “I doubt it. It would have either been scrapped or donated to various charitable organisations over the years.”


  I thanked the reverend and went back to my letters, waiting for Jack Staple to return my call.


  ***


  Jenny began to cry when I told her the news that evening. She looked so pathetic, sitting up in her bed in her white gown with a copy of Hello on her side table. “It must be her,” she said emphatically. “She looks crazy, Dad. Anyone would think she was a mad woman.”


  “But you don’t?”


  “I…I don’t know. Perhaps she is… But…” Jenny hesitated. “There’s more to it. She’s so angry—so restless…but she’s not a bad person. I just know in my heart.”


  My daughter read over the fifth letter and looked up at me. Her eyes flashed in anger.


  “That priest—that Allington bloke—he was guilty as hell!”


  “We don’t know that for sure,” I replied with little conviction.


  She tapped the letter angrily with her forefinger. “His wife knew something was going on. It’s obvious! And then this woman appears from nowhere, accusing the vicar of something, and his wife believes her! Why?”


  I shrugged. “Because she’s crazy?”


  Jenny glared at me. “Men! You’re all the same. Listen, Dad, he was up to something. She suspected him! There must have been a good reason.”


  I didn’t argue. I didn’t even want to argue. Jenny’s theory was hardly watertight but it was quite possible. She closed her eyes and sighed wearily. “The thing is, Dad…where do we go next?”


  “Jack Staple might be able to shed some light on the Stanwicks,” I said brightly.


  Jenny looked thoughtful, her hazel eyes fixed on the letters that lay strewn across the bed. “There’s something I need to ask you, Dad,” she said. “And I want you to tell me the truth.”


  I couldn’t have possibly known what was on my daughter’s mind, yet I felt the strength drain from my legs. “This sounds serious,” I said, lowering myself slowly onto the bedside chair.


  She pulled out a note pad from under her pillow. “I asked for this,” she said. “I keep it beside me, just in case Amelia gets inside my head and…”


  “Like the fridge alphabet?” I interrupted.


  “Yep…something like that. Sometimes I just go into a kind of daydream…”


  “And is there anything? Has she contacted you?”


  Jenny looked at me. “I think so.”


  “Are you going to tell me?”


  Jenny nodded and opened the notepad “It’s just a name…I found myself writing a name.” She paused, as if the question was being torn from her lips by a force beyond her control. “Dad, who is Melissa?”


  There was no hint of accusation in my daughter’s tone, no look of mistrust in her eyes. It was just a question to which she had no answer. But now Jenny was watching me squirm under her gaze. It was no time for lying. If we were going to get through this, I had to tell her the truth.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Elizabeth and I had been married six years and had managed to scrape enough money together for our first holiday abroad. Most of the money we earned had been spent on the house—installing a new kitchen, replacing old furniture passed on by well-meaning family, and installing a new central-heating system. We had worked well as a team. We were happy.


  Two days before we flew out to Cyprus, Elizabeth decided that I needed a haircut. My regular barber was away, leaving a rather gawky, acne-faced youth in his place. I decided to give him a miss and opted for the unisex salon at the local shops. I had been assured that these days, men could frequently be found in these establishments.


  I found myself seated in front of a wall-sized mirror with a room full of females and, after a young girl who sounded as if she had only just finished school offered me a coffee, I began to relax. The coffee was good—free—and I was halfway through it when a young woman appeared behind me.


  “Mr. Adams?” she said brightly. “I’m Mel. What can I do for you?”


  There was a seductive air behind the breezy tone that captivated me. She was beautiful, and yet it was almost as if her appearance was of no consequence to her. Her shoulder length raven hair framed her perfect face—a beautiful, olive complexion—and there was no visible sign of any make-up. Her skin smelled dusky and sweet, and her eyes…I still recall those eyes.


  Melissa Ingram had spent much of her time travelling, trotting the globe by any means of transport she could find. She told me about tiny Nepalese villages, African huts, New Year’s Eve in Sydney, and Summer in New York, the bohemian quarters of Paris and a cottage in the highlands of Scotland where she lived off the land for nearly three months. I listened, wondering if there was any part of my life worth mentioning, but before my input was required, the job was done. My hair was short, my eyebrows trimmed and my neck brushed.


  “There you go, Mr. Adams,” she said, patting my shoulder. I paid up, and gave the girl a generous tip, but in the days that followed, her face haunted me. Throughout the holiday, Elizabeth held my hand, infused with the romance of the Mediterranean sunsets and the soft salsa rhythms—but in my mind, it was Melissa’s hand I held, and my imagination ran wild each time we made love. I could only feel the soft raven-black hair of the girl who I imagined had never given me a second thought.


  With time, the memory would fade—that was what I believed—but I was restless in the knowledge that this mere woman had only been elevated to the status of a goddess in my mind. Maybe if I saw her one more time it would confirm that she was no more than a pretty girl on a good day. Two days after arriving home, I made my way to the salon.


  It was a Friday, just past lunch, and the kids were going back to school. I pulled up outside the unisex salon and waited. Three girls arrived, opened up, and closing the door behind them as they disappeared inside. There was no sign of Melissa. I left, returning at lunchtime the following day, and went to the cash machine, punching in my code and waiting for the machine to process my request. That’s when I felt a hand on my shoulder; I swear to God, I recognised that touch.


  “Mr. Adams, isn’t it? Remember me? I cut your hair.”


  Remember her? If only she had known. “Of course. Melissa. The globetrotter!”


  She laughed, looking pleased with my powers of recollection. “I’m sorry about that, but I love a captive audience. Just don’t ask to see the photos!”


  I couldn’t think of an answer. My mind was playing tricks, and the super highway connecting my brain and my mouth was gridlocked. Melissa was looking past me.


  “Er…hadn’t you better—”


  “What?”


  “Your money?”


  The machine gave up on me just as I reached to grab the wad of cash, snatching it back with an impatient mechanical whir.


  Melissa laughed again. My goddess, as beautiful as she had ever been in my mind. The madness of love, of infatuation, of obsession. It had brought down presidents and kings, and now, for the first time, I understood why. Melissa began to walk away, but I couldn’t let her go.


  “I wondered if…” I called after her.


  She stopped and turned.


  “I’d like to hear some more…you know…about your trips…”


  She frowned. I was losing her. “Really?”


  The brief silence that hung between us felt like a lifetime before finally she shrugged her shoulders and said, with little enthusiasm, “Sure, why not?”


  ***


  And that’s how it all began. Melissa pulled me into her world of Eastern mystics and ancient Mayan tribes. I loved her free spirit. She was beautiful, intelligent and engaging. We made love for the first time in her modest two-bedroom flat on a Saturday afternoon and, as in everything else she did in life, it was with an energy and passion I’d never known.


  We lay naked on her bed as the early evening sunlight streamed through a gap in the curtains, and I believed that my life had begun again. It was love, but it was a destructive love—a beautiful tree that blossomed at the expense of everything that lived within the radius of its roots. I began to resent Elizabeth. Then I began to hate her. She had little ambition, accepting her life, tied to the home and the routine it demanded. I no longer saw the need. Melissa was free, having somehow escaped the clutches of a society that demanded we settle in our little brick boxes. The banks sold us their mortgages, the high street their furnishings, the garages and their cars, trapping us in a world that led us to believe that our worth was measured by the things we possessed. Before many of us reached thirty, we were chained to our jobs, trapped by our own materialism.


  Melissa had seen it coming. As a girl, in her late teens, she had decided to reject the life her parents had chosen—parents who had rarely ventured beyond the shores of their own island.


  My days at the office grew longer, my temper shorter. The idle gossip of my colleagues drove me to distraction; the girls, with their obsession with silicone tits and plastic faces, filled me with despair.


  I needed to escape. I drove to the salon after work, calling Liz to tell her I’d be late. Melissa was surprised to see me.


  “I need to speak to you,” I said as she climbed into the passenger seat beside me.


  Mel frowned. “Is this bad?”


  “No. I don’t think so, anyhow.”


  There was a silence before she said, “Go on, then—shoot!”


  I explained that it could wait until we were back at her flat. We’d have a couple of hours before the girl she shared it with returned. That would be enough. I felt the ring in my pocket and I prayed.


  ***


  The flat was typically untidy. I’d almost grown to like that. “Make yourself a drink, I’m going to get into something more comfortable—then you can tell me your news!”


  I poured myself a mineral water from a bottle in the fridge and sipped it, trying to clam my jangling nerves. Melissa didn’t take long, and it was obvious what was on her mind as she stood before me in a see-through negligée.” OK. What is it?”


  I took a deep breath. “I’m leaving Liz!” That was it. The news was out. It was the beginning—the beginning of the end. If I’d expected Melissa to throw her arms around me and play the grateful mistress, I’d totally misjudged her. The memory of that icy glare chills me even now.


  “You what?”


  “I—I thought you’d be pleased,” I stammered, feeling a bead of sweat trickle down my neck.


  “Pleased? Why would I be pleased?”


  “We can be together—married—I want to marry you.”


  Melissa could have struck me dead with her withering look. “Oh, I get it! I can sign a form and become your property, just like Liz!”


  She killed the stereo with the remote and flung it on the chair. “You really don’t know me at all, do you, Rob? I’m not wife material. I don’t even understand the concept of marriage! Why should two people vow to share their love with no one else for the rest of their lives? Why? Can you tell me?”


  I shook my head meekly as my world began to fall apart.


  “And you’re hardly an advert for the constitution, are you?”


  My shock turned quickly to anger and then to lust. She stood before me, the outline of her body tantalisingly visible beneath her negligée. I reached out, pulling my mystic princess towards me, and our rage melted. If I had nothing else—if there was nothing else—then I had this. Our love-making was frantic and almost violent, but inside I knew it was the last time I’d ever touch her.


  ***


  Liz had watched me turning into a monster, lashing out, fighting for his freedom, and that evening, I’d hardly spoken to her, choosing to skip tea in favour or the whisky bottle. I felt physically sick. I needed a shower but knew that I would be washing away Melissa. I took small comfort in breathing her scent and hoping, with time, she would return.


  I found Elizabeth crying in the kitchen. She spun round when she heard me pouring another glass. “Who is it, Robert?” she said, spitting out the words. “Who the fuck is it?”


  “Her name is Melissa,” I replied before I could stop myself.


  Liz staggered back, gripping the handle of a cupboard to steady herself. The colour drained from her face; her lips moved but formed no words. Then, quite suddenly, she closed her eyes, turned to the kitchen sink and threw up. I had never felt so utterly wretched, dealing with my own pain while knowing that I was destroying the woman I once loved.


  There were no words. Elizabeth pushed past me, throwing herself on the chair, sobbing uncontrollably. It was at least fifteen minutes before she began to ask the questions every wife wants to know. Why? How? Where? I spared no detail, I couldn’t. It was best that she knew the truth. I was not going to give up on Melissa. Not yet, maybe never.


  ***


  The following day, I rose early and drove round to Melissa’s flat before work. I had more news for her. I’d told Elizabeth about us and we were starting divorce proceedings. But when I pressed the buzzer, it was Rose, Mel’s flat mate, that called me up on the intercom.


  I was greeted by a heavily set woman with a bob of mousy-blonde hair, dressed in a white blouse and navy pleated skirt. She looked flustered as she waved me through the door.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, glancing into a small wall mirror and flicking her hair. “You must be Rob. Have you left something?”


  “Left something? No. I’ve come to see Mel.”


  Rose turned, looking perplexed. “Mel? Didn’t she tell you?”


  I felt the knife twisting in my gut. The same knife that Melissa had plunged into my stomach the day before. “Tell me what?”


  Rose shook her head. “Typical! Bloody typical!”


  “What?”


  “She’s gone! She said she was going to tell you!”


  “Gone? Gone where?”


  Rose looked exasperated. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Rob, stick a pin in the fucking map—I haven’t got a clue!”


  “You mean anywhere? Anywhere in the world?”


  “Yes! And she’s gone with three weeks’ rent! I’ll tell you something, Rob, she’s left me in the shit. I’ll have to find that money and a new flatmate pretty damn sharpish or I’ll be out on the street!”


  She looked at me accusingly.


  “Why did you have to get so serious? I mean, marriage for God’s sake! Marriage!”


  “I thought that’s what she’d want…we were good together, you know…”


  Rose smiled sarcastically. “Sex? Well, maybe Mel just wanted to fuck a nice guy for a change!”


  She saw the look of confusion on my face. “Nice?”


  “Yeah. Nice. I’m nice, too, Rob, but you want to know summat? You and me—we’re like chocolate-box paintings in a modern art exhibition. The kind that everyone stops and admires but no one wants to take home.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled sadly. “They want excitement. Vibrant colours and energy.” Rose sprayed some perfume into the air around her, breathed in and continued. “So guess what happens to us? We stay stuck on the fucking wall, that’s what!”


  For the first time, I sensed sympathy.


  “I can tell you’re a nice bloke, Rob. There’s something about you. Even though you’ve done a really shitty thing, you’re basically decent. You wouldn’t be the first guy to get trapped in Melissa’s web. But you need to go back to your nice wife and build a nice life with her. Have some nice kids and take them to Disney. I’ll still be here, looking for some bloke who doesn’t need a good-looking bird to boost his ego!”


  Rose opened the door to what I assumed was a bedroom and disappeared. Drawers slammed and curses drifted through the walls. “Shit! Shit! Shit! Fucking keys!”


  A notepad lay by the telephone but the scrawl drew my attention. It wasn’t a list of numbers but a kind of poem.


   


  I lie by his table


  I lie waiting. Like a dog


  For what?


  Scraps from his plate?


  Scraps of what?


  Of friendship? Of love?


  He would smile, occasionally.


  But offer me nothing on which my heart could feed.


  His indifference destroyed me.


  It was worse than hatred.


  If only…if only he had hated me.


  I could have learned to hate him too.


   


  I turned to find Rose staring at me, framed by the light pouring through her bedroom door. She smiled, and I saw the gentleness that lay beneath. “You see, we all have sadness in our lives, Robert,” she said softly. “We all have to deal with heartache.”


  ***


  I must have walked for hours, my world shattered. Melissa had broken my heart, and the pain was physical. I left the marital home a day later and arrived on my parents’ doorstep with battered suitcase and an ache in my gut. My father could not bring himself to speak to me for at least two days. He would avert his reddened eyes every time I walked in the room, and when he did finally find his voice it was only to tell me that he was ashamed to call me his son.


  The words choked him, and we both cried. I hated hurting my father. He had goodness running through his very core. He would never have been unfaithful, I knew that. I knew it with every fibre of my being, and his presence made me feel like a snake.


  My mother would look at me with hope in her eyes; she possessed an inner strength that had brought her back from the brink of death with nothing more than a limp to show for it. Now, she was praying that her son would find the strength to put everything right. She asked about Melissa. Who was she? What did she do? What did I see in her? Was she worth all the pain? But she ate little, if anything, during my four-week stay, and by the time Liz and I had decided to give our marriage another chance, she was looking pale and gaunt.


  I spent the first few weeks in the spare bedroom. Liz could accept nothing more than an arm around her shoulder, and often it felt as if the physical side of our marriage had gone forever. But as my obsession with Melissa faded, I found that my love for Liz was still there, lying beneath the turbulence of an uncontrollable passion. I saw Mel for what she was: a girl with no roots and no responsibility.


  Liz and I made love eight weeks after I returned home. It felt awkward, and for her, I sensed, it had been an exercise born of duty rather than desire. Six weeks later, Liz told me she was pregnant. Jennifer Helen Adams was born nine months later, weighing eight pounds, two ounces. Now that child had turned into a beautiful girl and was staring at me, listening patiently and trying not to cry.


  “I never thought you were capable, Dad,” she muttered. “Thank you for being honest, but I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She tore out the page bearing Mellissa’s name and screwed it into a ball, launching it across the room. “I don’t want to hear her name,” she hissed. “Ever again!”


  ***


  Sebastian Tint studied the letters carefully, reading each of the five several times. I remained silent, sipping my tea out of his best china while Ricky the German shepherd lay by the door, watching his master with mild interest.


  “Well,” he said finally, removing his glasses and looking up. “I have to say, I’m relieved. We might not have a name for this woman but, as you say, she could well be our Amelia. We know, of course, that Reverend Allington existed, but this Root woman has proved rather elusive.”


  “Do you think she was mad or just angry?” I asked.


  Tint replaced his glasses a glanced down at the letters. “We can only speculate—but she certainly seemed to hate this Allington person.”


  Tint paused, his finger running along the lines on the page in front of him. He stopped and tapped. “We need to find out about the Stanwick household,” he said. “Where they lived, what they did, and, above all, what connection they had with the Church. Then we can speculate a little more accurately.”


  ***


  The phone was ringing as I walked through the door. It was Staple. I told him about the letters and gave him as much information as I’d gathered. “I just need to know where his descendants are,” I told him. “I know I’m clutching at straws here, but—”


  “I understand,” Jack cut in. “Sebastian told me about your daughter. I’m really sorry. I’ll get onto it straight away.”


  We didn’t talk for long. Staple sounded preoccupied, almost as if he had now taken upon himself the responsibility for my daughter’s welfare. I wished that my life had a remote control with a fast forward or maybe a rewind, which would take me back to that Sunday morning when Pascoe and Taylor were eyeing up the girls in Alshaw Park.


  The feeling of restlessness led me to Elizabeth’s grave, where I remained until visiting time approached. I’d eaten nothing, but despite my lack of appetite, I stopped off at the hospital shop and bought an overpriced sandwich which I ate as I made my way down the long soulless corridors.


  Jenny looked up as I entered the room. She was pale and drawn but seemed relieved to see me.


  “Jack’s onto the Allington thing,” I told her, trying to sound upbeat.


  My daughter nodded but didn’t answer. I could see that she had been crying. I didn’t want to bring up the subject of Melissa Ingram.


  “Look, Jen,” I said, sitting on the edge of her bed, “everything is going to be okay. We’ll find Amelia.”


  Jenny shrugged. “If she exists.”


  “You don’t think she does? What about the mad woman at the church?”


  “I don’t know. I’m not sure about anything anymore.”


  I felt anger surging inside. Jenny had only been here for a couple of days and had started to believe that this was all in her head. “Let’s just see what Jack drags up,” I said, trying to ignore her dark mood. “I’ve a good feeling about this.”


  ***


  My instinct served me well. Jack called two days later. Days during which I watched helplessly as my daughter struggled with self-doubt, sinking into a mire of despondency.


  “Robert—I have some news!” He paused. “You might like to sit down for this.”


  My heart quickened. “I’m ready. What have you got?”


  “I’ve traced the Reverend Allington’s family tree. They had a daughter called Rebecca, who married a Joseph Laycock. They had two children, Louisa and Thomas. Thomas fell ill and died, aged twenty, while Louisa went on to marry an Arthur Pensby. They had one child, Ellen, who married a certain—wait for it—George Pascoe!”


  I felt a chill travel the length of my spine. “Pascoe?”


  “Yes. They had one child. Benjamin.”


  I flopped back into the chair.


  “Hello? Robert?”


  “I’m still here,” I replied. “I just don’t quite know what to say.”


  “Well, if I were you, I’d go and drop in on his wife for a chat. Then I’d see if any of his family might have any stories or, better still, photos or letters. You just never know what they might dig up.”


  I thanked Jack and replaced the receiver, allowing the music from the radio to drift over me. Had I been dreaming? What would Jenny’s doctors say when I told them that she had walked into a church, fifty miles from her home, and vandalised the grave of Darren Pascoe’s great, great grandfather? I didn’t really understand the spirit world, but only a fool could consider it a coincidence.


  I needed to talk to Victoria Pascoe. It would, at least, give me time to think.


  ***


  Jenny stared at me. “Pascoe? That little bastard’s father?”


  “The very same.”


  She seemed to stiffen, almost as if she had placed her finger in a light socket. “I can’t believe it—not…”


  Her voice trailed off as she stared into space, her face drained of any colour.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Jenny’s eyes were red, her face almost grey. I guessed she wasn’t sleeping too well.


  “It doesn’t make sense.”


  Jenny was addressing herself, not me. I could have walked out of that room and she wouldn’t have even noticed. I left after half an hour. My daughter, absorbed in her own confusion, had not wanted to talk.


  I walked like a man bearing the weight of the world, hardly recognising my reflection in the glass doors. I could only hope that the Pascoe family had some answers.


  Chapter Nineteen


  It didn’t take too long to find the Pascoes’ home. I pulled up outside and waited, having already decided against revealing my identity. My name was now Peter Norris, and I was writing a book on life in the eighteenth century. I had been studying certain people I believed to have been her ancestors.


  Mrs. Pascoe had sounded amiable enough when I’d called that morning and had agreed to talk, although she wasn’t sure she could be of much help. I wasn’t so sure either, but curiosity took over. I wanted to meet the woman who had given birth to the kid who had robbed me of my wife and child. Perhaps it could be described as a morbid curiosity, but I couldn’t have cared less.


  The woman who opened the door to me was younger than I’d expected. She wore a black silky top and tight fashionable jeans. She smiled warily. “Mr. Norris?”


  I nodded, feeling a pang of guilt. The woman, after all, was innocent. Maybe it had something to do with the physical attraction I felt as I followed her into the room. It was difficult not to notice that she still had her youthful figure and her face showed little sign of age.


  The room was modern—the kind you see on these TV makeover shows. Cream walls, wood floor, modern art hanging over an artificial coal fire set into the wall and lit by remote control. The plasma TV screen towered in the corner. Mrs. Pascoe flicked the remote and the picture died.


  “Coffee? Tea?” she asked, standing with her hands on her hips, flashing a couple of inches of bare midriff.


  I smiled. “Coffee will be fine, Mrs. Pascoe. Milk and one sugar.”


  “Call me Victoria,” she said with a smile before disappearing into the kitchen.


  I sat back, uncomfortable with the fact that I already liked the woman whose child had killed mine. How many tears had she cried? Her world, too, had fallen apart. A broken marriage. A son locked away. Would she have given up all the trappings of success just to have her life back? Was this something we shared? Something we had in common?


  “I’ve not really taken much of an interest in family history,” she said, handing me a mug of instant coffee. “I never seemed to find the time.”


  “Not many people do,” I reassured her. “It seems to be the occupation of the retired, these days.”


  Victoria nodded. “So what’s bitten you?” she asked.


  I’d not really considered an answer to that one but surprised myself nevertheless. “Probably too many period dramas,” I replied. “I just found myself looking over old sepia photos of life in the late eighteenth century—the old houses, the workhouses and the servants. It’s fascinating.”


  “So what brings you here?”


  “I traced your family from the Reverend Allington, the minister of St. Jude’s in Tabwell in around 1870. According to the records, he did a great deal of good work amongst the poor and founded a school with the intent of providing a good education for the local kids.”


  Victoria Pascoe nodded. “Nice to know we came from decent stock, at least.”


  “Ah, but did you? You see, we found letters suggesting that Allington may have had a few skeletons in the old cupboard. Apparently, at the christening of his child, the service was interrupted by a crazy woman.”


  I went on to tell Victoria the whole story—or everything we knew from the letters I’d discovered in the attic—about the rocky relationship that seemed to exist between Mary Allington and her fiercely religious mother.


  “Interesting ancestors,” she said with a faint smile. “Almost as colourful a life as ours…” her voice trailed off.


  “Really?”


  Victoria smiled. “It’s a long story.”


  ***


  Our meeting lasted little more than an hour, during which I had looked at some old family photographs of Victoria’s side of the family. I’d taken them, feigning interest and promising to copy and return them the following day. I’d drawn a blank—a kind of dead end—or at least I thought I had. Victoria handed me a slip of paper just as I was leaving.


  “If you want to know about my husband’s side of the family, I’d go and talk to his mother. If I remember rightly, she has a house full of old letters and documents. She lives in a bit of a time warp herself, if you ask me.”


  I looked at the slip of paper. Ellen Pascoe. The name had a phone number scrawled underneath it.


  “If she wants to talk to you, she’ll give you the address—but be warned, don’t bullshit her. She might be elderly but she’s as bloody sharp as a razor.”


  I drove home wondering why Victoria had thought that I might even attempt to bullshit her mother-in-law. Did she doubt my story? Had she been humouring me all along? I knew that the woman was no fool. She had a good job and had married well—a man, if my memory of the newspaper articles served me well, who must have been at least fifteen years her senior. Benjamin Pascoe was in his early fifties. Victoria, even if she had been under the knife, could only have just hit her mid-thirties.


  I wondered if I’d been forewarned by a disgruntled daughter-in-law. I sensed little affection in Victoria’s tone when she talked about the old woman, so I called her that afternoon anticipating an abrasive old grandmother to pick up. Instead, I’d found myself talking to a rather sweet, eloquent woman who dealt with the call from a stranger with humour and grace.


  “Ah, an old crusty historian! How wonderful!” she exclaimed. “So much more exciting than those double-glazing salesmen.”


  I laughed.


  “And you say that Victoria recommended me?”


  “Yes. She said you have a house full of family history.”


  “Yes. Much of which that girl would have tossed out, along with half of my possessions, if she’d been given half the chance!” the old lady said with a chuckle. “That girl’s home looks like no one lives in it!”


  Ellen Pascoe was not only bright but very active, and she agreed to see me after her local coffee morning in two days’ time. I wrote down the address and thanked her, already having decided to arrive with a bunch of flowers, although I had a feeling that a bottle of gin would have been just as welcome.


  ***


  When I saw Jenny that evening, I failed to disguise my lack of animosity towards Victoria Pascoe. She stopped me mid-sentence, staring coldly. “Good to see you’re making new friends. Mum would be so proud!”


  If she could have slapped me and got away with it, she would. But Jenny knew that her behaviour was being monitored, and if she could not control what happened in her sleep, she sure needed to watch what she did while she was awake.


  “That’s not fair, Jen,” I protested. “I could hardly be unpleasant to the woman, could I?”


  “I can read you like a book, Dad,” she whispered as a nurse hovered at the door, scribbling something on her clipboard. “I can tell by the way you’re talking about her. Doesn’t Mum’s life mean anything?”


  “She didn’t kill Mum, Jen.”


  “She was responsible for her son. She obviously didn’t seem to care who he was with or what he got up to!”


  “It’s not always that simple,” I protested


  “It is when you want it to be,” Jenny replied with an accusing glare.


  ***


  I left the hospital that evening with my daughter’s words laying heavily on my conscience. She now saw me as a bed-hopping middle-aged womaniser. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand how she felt. Victoria was a Pascoe, after all. She may not have been behind the wheel of the four-wheel drive that Sunday afternoon, but I’d felt comfortable in her company and that was enough to anger Jenny.


  Sometimes people found the capacity to forgive others for the most terrible acts of violence. I’d often wondered how they overcame the natural human reaction to wallow in hatred. Perhaps my ability to accept Victoria’s innocence, and my inability to find her complicit in the death of my wife and daughter, meant that I was just a good guy at heart.


  I was at peace with myself by the time I arrived home but the answering machine was flashing ominously. I hit the button and waited. Sure enough, it was Victoria.


  “Hi—Victoria Pascoe here—please ring me ASAP.”


  There was none of the warmth in her tone—in fact, she sounded agitated. I picked up and dialled her number immediately.


  “Hi, This is—”


  Victoria cut in. “You’ve left your wallet.”


  I felt my stomach tighten.


  “Thank you—I’ll come over now.”


  ***


  I ran a red light with my foot hard to the floor, praying that Victoria wouldn’t open the damn thing and discover my identity. When I arrived she was watering the plants that overflowed the terracotta containers either side of the door.


  She pulled the wallet out of the pocket of her denims as I approached. “Mr. Robert Adams, this says.” Her eyes were cold.


  “I know—I’m sorry…”


  “Why did you lie? What do you want from me?”


  “Look, I can explain. My daughter—”


  “I thought your face was familiar. I just couldn’t place it. Then I remembered. It was plastered across the front pages of the local news. How could I have been so stupid?”


  “I’m sorry. I just—”


  “Want blood?”


  “No, I thought—”


  “You thought that you’d lie, wheedle your way into my life, and then exact some kind of revenge. What did you have in mind, Mr. Adams?”


  “Mrs. Pascoe, I’m not after revenge. I don’t intend any harm. Please believe me.”


  Victoria stood, her arms hanging limply by her sides. “Then what do you want?”


  “It’s a really long story.”


  “Five minutes,” she said. “After that, I don’t want to see you again!”


  The spark of attraction I’d felt yesterday burst into a flame.


  “One sugar, isn’t it?” she called from the kitchen.


  Stop this! I chided myself. Stop this now! Think about your daughter!


  Victoria Pascoe watched me warily as I sipped my coffee. “Okay,” she said calmly. “What is this all about?”


  ***


  Victoria had come from a long line of agnostics and found the whole spirit thing a little hard to swallow. She looked flustered as she listened, fidgeting incessantly throughout and saying little. When we shook to say farewell, I’d noticed her palms were damp.


  “I don’t wish to be rude, Mr. Adams, but I think it would be better if you didn’t contact my mother-in-law. The whole episode nearly destroyed her. Darren was the love of her life.”


  “Elizabeth and Hanna were the loves of mine, Mrs. Pascoe. I deserve some cooperation.”


  Victoria blushed and averted her gaze. “Yes. Yes, I’m so sorry—that was thoughtless…” I saw the guilt in her eyes. “I just feel that it might be too much…”


  “I’ll call her back. If she says no, I won’t push.”


  Victoria shrugged and smiled weakly. “If you have to. But I’ll be calling her to let her know exactly who you are.”


  ***


  I flicked on the early evening news and lay back on the couch while a local politician bemoaned the escalating cost of fuel. I groaned and stretched, glancing at my watch. It was four—plenty of time to shower and visit the grave on the way to the hospital.


  The sun was sinking low on the horizon as I arrived at the cemetery gates, bathing the land in a glorious golden glow. A solitary blackbird sat perched on the branch of a cherry tree leading the evening chorus. The whole place looked so wonderfully peaceful—a resting place for the dead and those they left. I had come laden with guilt—guilt that could only be shed at the place where my wife and child lay.


  Once again, I read the inscription: words penned by a man who had fallen into the bed of his mistress and broken the heart of a woman who truly loved him. I began to sob, sinking slowly to my knees and drowning in remorse. I missed Elizabeth. I missed her love—her body—the smell of her skin. Melissa could never have replaced the woman I’d lost and the beautiful little girl she had presented me with.


  I left having made my peace. I climbed behind the wheel of my car and turned up the radio, wondering once more what I was going to find behind the hospital doors.


  ***


  Jenny was sitting up in her bed, listening to her iPod as I walked in. She smiled, pulling the wires from her ears. “Hi, Dad,” she said breezily. “Guess who I’m listening to?”


  I shrugged. “I’m guessing it has to be something you downloaded.”


  “Yeah, ages ago—when you got me into that swing stuff. I’d forgotten about it.”


  Given the fact that Jenny’s iPod could hold about three months’ worth of continuous music, it wasn’t hard to believe.


  “Tony Bennett rocks!” she said with a wide grin. It appeared that my encounter with Victoria Pascoe had been forgotten. “Do you reckon he’s better than Frank?”


  I shook my head. “Hey, girl, watch your mouth. Sinatra is the King!”


  Jenny laughed and tucked her iPod under the pillow. I’d not seen her so upbeat for a long time, but somehow her mood unnerved me.


  “You’re looking well,” I said airily.


  My daughter shrugged as if she didn’t really understand it herself. “I’ve been talking to Dr. Grace today. You know, about Amelia and all that stuff.”


  “About Allington and the mad woman?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “And what did she say?”


  “Nothing, really. Just asked more questions about my dreams and wrote things down.”


  “But you felt good, just talking?”


  “She believed me, Dad. She doesn’t think I’m going crazy.”


  “She said that?”


  “No. She didn’t need to. I sensed it. No, I knew it. Don’t ask me how.”


  I smiled. “That’s great, Jen. Let’s hope she has some clout when it comes to getting you out of this place.”


  We talked some more about Frank and Tony, and I promised to introduce her to Dean Martin sometime soon. I left her with spring-heeled shoes and a dancing heart, convinced that our luck had changed and Ellen Pascoe would complete the jigsaw leading us to Amelia Root.


  ***


  I called the old girl the following morning, just to check that our meeting was still on. It wasn’t. “I can’t help you, Mr. Adams. My heart aches every time I think of the poor man who lost his wife and little girl. It was my boy—my grandson.” The old woman’s voice sounded suddenly frail. “I could not bear to look at you when I still have love in my heart for the boy who caused you so much pain.”


  I tried to reason with her. “But I could never blame you, Mrs. Pascoe. How could any grandparent stop loving their grandchildren?” My words echoed in my head, hollow platitudes that seemed destined to fail.


  Ellen Pascoe sounded tired, as if my very name had been a weight in her heart. “I’m sorry, Mr. Adams,” she said. The silence that followed left me with no option but to apologise for bothering her and hang up.


  Dead ends. I hated them.


  Chapter Twenty


  Over the week that followed, Jenny slept soundly at night, untroubled by dreams of any kind. She seemed relaxed and happy, spending her days listening to music and reading a chic-lit novel.


  Josie invited me over to the local church hall to watch her run through a set with the old band she used to sing with. “Not sure when it’s going to be, hun, but I just want you to tell me if I’ve still got what it takes,” she said with an air of confidence that suggested she had no real doubts.


  The invitation lifted my spirits, and that evening, I picked up a bottle of Argentinean white at the local late shop. The day had been mild, with not even the hint of a cloud in the sky. I missed Elizabeth and Hanna so much on these days. We would go walking together along the local footpaths with a picnic stuffed into a backpack.


  I sat out late that night and fired up the patio heater, listening to the water trickling into the pond I’d built as soon as Hanna had reached an age where she understood the dangers of even the smallest expanse of water.


  By ten-thirty, the sounds and the smells of autumn evenings had stopped, leaving me alone in my own world. The garden had been designed for this. Peaceful days and silent nights. I sat with my bottle of chilled wine, staring over a lawn lit only by the moon and a few garden lights, thinking through the past few months and wondering what lay in store.


  I had never understood the supernatural or, if I’m honest, ever had any desire to investigate its role in our lives. People who immersed themselves in such things seemed to see spirits everywhere they looked. I didn’t. Maybe that was why I was so convinced by what I witnessed that night.


  It was eleven thirty, and despite being three-quarters through my bottle of wine, I felt stone-cold sober. I sat back and closed my eyes, allowing my mind to drift away from the turbulence of life into an unusually peaceful state. When I opened my eyes, I found myself staring at a tree in the neighbouring garden. The only thing I knew about this tree was its size; it was large enough to cast a shadow across our lawn every sunny summer afternoon.


  Now, silhouetted against the moonlit sky, it had taken on a different shape. I saw the profile of a woman’s face. She was old, her hair tied in a bun. The forehead was long and the eyes deep set, the nose straight and the mouth…I stared. The mouth was open wide and moving in a wind that didn’t exist. In my mind, I heard the wail of anguish that wrenched at my soul. I knew this woman. I knew her even though I’d never set eyes on her in my life. It was Ellen Pascoe.


  That night I dreamed. I saw the shape of the old woman’s face in the tree again. Water dripped from the branches, leaving pools that reflected the moonlight from a cloudless sky. Even now, with the passing of time, I can recall the image vividly. When I called Ellen the following day, to ask her to reconsider her decision, I knew she would agree to see me. She sounded tired and almost on the verge of tears. The call was brief. She agreed to see me that evening, anytime after seven.


  I spent the day in the garden, staring at a tree which now appeared to have no shape whatsoever.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Ellen Pascoe peered round the narrow gap between the front door and its frame. “Mr. Adams?” she enquired in a frail voice. The old lady dropped the chain and opened the door.


  Darren Pascoe’s grandmother stood no more than five foot with a shock of thinning grey hair tied into a bun. I saw the same forehead, the same nose, but now the mouth formed a wistful smile. She looked every one of her eighty-eight years, yet there was a youthfulness in her manner that time had not dimmed.


  “Do come in,” she said, waving me through to a narrow hallway that was somewhat overpowered by a heavily patterned blue, gold and red carpet. “I’ll go and put the kettle on.” She pointed through an open doorway to her left. “Make yourself comfortable.”


  Mrs. Pascoe motored on with her Zimmer and disappeared into the narrow kitchen facing us as I walked into an Aladdin’s cave of porcelain ornaments lining every surface of a cluttered room. The walls were lined with photographs and old prints in yellowing frames. A youthful Benjamin Pascoe smiled down at us in his cap and gown, next to some old photos of a young child—Benjamin, I presumed.


  The prints protected my eyes from a hideous flock wallpaper that looked like a surplus stock from a local pub. I scanned the walls, looking for clues of which I found none, apart from a couple of small pencil sketches of a tree-lined pond.


  Mrs. Pascoe popped her head around the door. “Tea’s ready. Would you mind getting your own?”


  I sat down with our mugs of milky warm tea, wondering if it would be possible to leave without drinking it.


  “Mrs. Pascoe, I’m really sorry to bother you,” I began, “but I thought you might be able to shed some light on the family history.”


  Ellen Pascoe smiled. “Well, dear, I’ll certainly try. What is it you want to know?”


  The old lady peered through her bifocals, her eyes unnervingly magnified by the angle of her head.


  “I know this might seem a strange request,” I began, “so I might as well tell you the whole story, right from the start. At least then you’ll understand exactly why I’m here.”


  Mrs. Pascoe nodded slowly. “That would help, dear.”


  Bright as a button! I thought.


  ***


  I began on the day my wife and child lost their lives before moving on a year to Jenny and the nightmares. As the story unfolded, I saw the change in the old woman’s expression. The look of mild interest disappeared, and her eyes grew dark. I told her how the Reverend Francis had called us from St. Jude’s. I told her about the graffiti and the discovery that the word hypocrite was, in fact, referring to Reverend Allington.


  The old lady’s eyes closed as she shook her head but said nothing. When she looked back up at me I continued, explaining how we had traced Allington’s ancestry in our quest to discover the link between Jenny and the spirit of a dead woman.


  Mrs. Pascoe shifted in her chair, her hands crossed neatly on her lap. “Well, you certainly have been through the mill, my dear,” she said. “But I’m not sure how I can help. I might have some old photos, but I don’t think that they would tell you much.”


  I knew the woman was lying. “I’m sorry to impose, Mrs. Pascoe, but we’re desperate—”


  “This woman,” the old lady said, interrupting me mid-flow. “The one in the dream. Does she have a name?”


  “Amelia Root,” I replied.


  Ellen froze, and the colour drained from her face.


  “Are you okay?” I asked nervously.


  “Yes! Yes!” she replied, quickly composing herself.


  “Mrs. Pascoe… That name…it means something to you, doesn’t it?”


  Ellen nodded, her hands trembling. “I have something you need to see,” she said, rising unsteadily from her chair and shuffling across the room before exiting without a word.


  ***


  The old lady had been gone some time, and when she finally returned and pushed an envelope into my hand, there was sadness in her eyes. “No one at St. Jude’s must ever hear about this,” she said. “I beg you.”


  There was no threat in her voice, and I could do nothing less than give her my word. I looked down at the old envelope.


  “It is a letter my own mother left me,” she said. “Along with a letter from my grandmother…”


  It read simply: Dear Ellen. To be opened after my death.


  I pulled out a letter, beautifully written and filling two pages. Within the envelope was another one, smaller and addressed: To Louisa. Upon my death.


  I pulled out my glasses and, with the room now eerily silent, began to read.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  My dearest Ellen,


  I have considered, many times, revealing the contents of this letter face-to-face, yet I feel that the printed word will, in effect, carry more weight. Much that needs to be said is within the letter my own mother left for me, and you will find this enclosed. Please do not read it until you have considered my own requests.


  Your great-grandfather lies interned at St. Jude’s, beneath the statue of St. Peter. He was a much respected man who founded the church school and provided an education for many children who would otherwise have grown up illiterate.


  I only remember that those around the parish remember him with affection, considering him to be a true and righteous man. Hence I, as his granddaughter, lived my life, striving to keep his memory alive through my own dedication to the work of God, and in many ways, I considered that he might have approved of my life.


  I was a small girl of about eight when I heard my grandmother, Mary, sobbing in the company of my own mother, who discovered me listening on the other side of the door. She scolded me and I was sent to my room immediately. However, in the days that followed, I noticed that my mother’s disposition had changed, and she talked little, often waving me away when I approached her, telling me that young girls should not be so inquisitive. I saw little of her after that and learned nothing of their dark secret until the day she died.


  You are now free to read the letter I read many years ago and would request of you the same that she, my own mother, requested of me, should God bless you with children. I beg of you this one thing.


  Your Mother, Louisa.


   


  Mrs. Pascoe sat, impassively, watching as I opened the next envelope. The writing was large and sloped, heavily suggesting that Rebecca might have been shortsighted.


   


  Dearest Louisa and Thomas,


  You are, and will remain, my beloved children, and I consider it my duty before God that I, Rebecca Laycock, wife of Joseph Laycock, reveal the truth of your ancestry.


  As you know, I was raised by Mary Allington, wife of Charles Allington, who was the long-serving minister at St. Jude’s, a man considered by many to be a saint. One day, my mother came to me in great distress and informed me that she had lived with a terrible knowledge for many years. Sometimes, I wished she had never shared that knowledge.


  For months before my birth, my mother had long suspected that her husband had been attracted to the young school governess employed by the wealthy Stanwick family at The Grange, after his not infrequent and unnecessary visits to their home. She had confided in her own mother, still living in Ireland, writing several letters, but received no comfort in reply.


  The Stanwicks were not God-fearing people, and rarely attended church, but my father claimed that they were generous and made many donations to God’s work, hence his visits. My mother’s fears were allayed and the letters to her mother ceased. However, God had not blessed them with the child they longed for, and my father was beside himself with rage. Why should a servant of God be treated thus? He blamed my mother, claiming her sins, whatever they had been, had left her barren. His absences from the house grew longer and longer until one day, he asked my mother to come to his study. He had some good news.


  “We can have a child,” he told her. My mother, quite naturally asked how this could be. “To the world outside, it will be our child. No one knows of your inability to conceive. You will feign pregnancy and remain out of sight until I bring the baby home.”


  My mother believed that this was the will of God, an answer to prayer, and that to question such was to insult the Lord himself. So she waited the term, venturing out only when necessary, until the night my father arrived home with a local doctor and baby girl, swaddled in a blanket.


  “This is Dr. Ellis,” he announced. “Dr. Ellis delivered your baby tonight.”


  With that, he placed me, a three-hour old child, in my mother’s arms.


  I cannot imagine how she felt, but she loved me from that moment, having convinced herself that I was a gift from the Almighty.


  It was ten years later that a woman arrived at the door of the manse in a state of distress. She quickly introduced herself as Sarah Bell, governess to the Stanwick family, and my mother, concerned that the woman might require spiritual guidance, invited her in.


  The woman revealed that she had carried a dark secret with her for many years and now, unable to live with the guilt of compliance, had wished to unburden her soul. She handed her a letter, several pages in length. “Please read it,” she said. “For I fear that I should not be able to tell my story without a great deal of distress, so I have chosen to write.”


  The woman left, refusing to put a foot over the doorstep. My mother handed me the letter and sat in silence as I read it. I cannot tell you how wretched I felt when I learned the truth. The man I believed to be my father—a man who had been respected and loved. I wept for days, taking to my bed and refusing the food my mother offered me. I had no appetite. Even as I write this, my heart is heavy.


  Your Mother, Rebecca.


   


  “Where are you up to?” Mrs. Pascoe asked.


  “The governess is about to tell her tale,” I muttered.


  “This is the part you won’t believe,” she said, handing me another letter while peering into my half-empty mug. “I’ll fetch some more tea.”


  Sarah Bell’s account was written on bonded white paper with pale fading ink, almost as if it had been watered down.


  “I would make yourself comfortable,” the old lady said, pulling herself to her feet. “I have shorter novels in my possession!”


  She had a point. The letter was several pages long. I began to read.


   


  My name is Sarah Bell, a woman compelled to document the truth that I have lived with for so long. I am guilty of silence and compliance. These are sins for which I have begged God’s forgiveness and the reason I am writing this letter. I could talk of my time with the Stanwicks for many hours, yet my words would die with me, forgotten in time. I cannot allow this to be and beg you to preserve this letter, allowing it to be passed down through the generations. The reason for this request, you will understand as you read on.


  I was raised by a strict mother and a prudent father who, despite longing for a son, treated me well and invested heavily in my education. I taught at the local school before taking up the position of governess at The Grange in the employment of the wealthy Stanwick family.


  I was made most welcome by Harriet Stanwick, the lady of the house, an immaculate and handsome woman who introduced me to Clara, her daughter, informing me that this was the young lady in my charge. Clara stood, resplendent in a blue velvet dress with exquisite lace cuffs. She had inherited her mother’s fairness of face but I was told that she was preoccupied with much that would hinder her education and would require a firm hand.


  I saw little of Mr. Stanwick, a large man with heavy jowls and dark eyes that seemed to lack any trace of human kindness. He made no effort to welcome me. Indeed, I was a servant and not worthy of his attention. I could see nothing of him in his daughter.


  Clara proved to be a delightful child but was indeed boisterous by nature and would beg me to take her to the woods were she would run and hide from me, giggling incessantly. We would retire to the drawing room for lessons but Clara was tireless and lacked concentration. I would often retire, and take to my bed, weary from my efforts.


  I was, however, happy at The Grange and Mrs. Stanwick would spend much of her leisure time with me, often treating me as a sister rather than an employed hand. One particular day, during one of Mr. Stanwick’s frequent prolonged absences, she took me into her confidence.


  We sat in the drawing room while Clara occupied herself in the library. “I have a matter to discuss with you,” she told me. “It is with regard to your duties within the house.”


  It was then that Mrs. Stanwick revealed that, during one of her husband’s frequent and prolonged absences, she had become intimate with another man. “We spent many hours together, walking in the grounds. He was intelligent and self-educated, with impeccable manners and a kindly heart. I loved him and one night he came to me.”


  Mrs. Stanwick’s mood was solemn. That is when I learned that she had become pregnant with her lover’s child. As the governess, I felt it was my place to listen and not to enquire, but having encountered the rather unpleasant Mr. Stanwick, I was slow to judge the woman, despite having found myself unable to disguise my shock.


  When Mr. Stanwick learned of the pregnancy he beat his wife so badly that a doctor was called. He was, however, unrepentant and made it clear that he never wanted to set eyes on the child and left the house, remaining abroad for several months. It was during this time Mrs. Stanwick gave birth to a girl.


  She had arranged for medical assistance and insisted that no one beyond the walls of The Grange should ever hear of the birth. The baby was not to be registered. Stanwick insisted that it was to be raised in the attic room at the top of the house, and his daughter, Clara, was never to know of its existence, although I am at a loss to know how this was kept from her during the nine months she was with child.


  “And that is everything you need to know,” Mrs. Stanwick said, rising from her chair. “And I think you know what I am going to ask.”


  It was with much trepidation that I followed Mrs. Stanwick up a narrow flight of stairs to a wooden door. She turned briefly. “It is not my choice,” she informed me coldly. “I have taught the child as much as I know. I owe her an education.” With that, she turned the key and pushed open the door. The room was small and bare, with only a tin bath tub, a bed, a wooden trunk and a desk, where a small girl of five sat staring out of a tiny window.


  The child, her black hair tied back into a bun, turned as we entered. “This is Amelia,” Mrs. Stanwick told her. “She has beautiful eyes.”


  I gasped, for indeed, her eyes were unusually large. I was alarmed by the paleness of her skin yet when she smiled, I knew that I could learn to care for that wretched child.


  I committed two hours of each day to the education of little Amelia who, unlike Clara, seemed anxious to learn. She spoke well and took great delight in recording almost everything I told her in a diary that her mother had provided. She had a beautiful hand. She addressed me as Miss Bell but corrected me when I referred to her as Amelia Stanwick. “My name is not Amelia Stanwick,” she told me. “My name is Amelia Root.”


  I enquired as to why this was. Amelia smiled. “That is my father’s name,” she said in a whisper. “He works in the gardens.”


  Amelia’s father would visit every few days, taking her into the gardens. I, too, would take Amelia out, careful that Clara was not present. Amelia would wonder at everything. The trees, the breeze on her face, the blue sky and white, rolling clouds. She would sob on her return to the room and take solace in her books and her diary, where she would record the things she had seen and would often sketch the world beyond her tiny window from memory alone.


  I feel only joy when I recall those days, watching the little girl as she grew into a young woman in the body of a child. She was small, developing little, but when she closed her eyes, I realised that there was an unusual beauty in that face. Her mind was sharp and I loved her. I loved her as if she were my own child, and it is with a heavy heart that I relate the following.


  On Amelia’s seventeenth birthday, I was asked to inform her that the minister from St. Jude’s was to pay her a visit. Amelia was perplexed by the news, wondering what a man of God could possibly want with her. Just after lunch, I heard Mrs. Stanwick arguing with a man at in the main lounge. I considered it wise to move into the garden and take an afternoon stroll.


  Later that day I passed the Reverend Allington on the main stairs. The man appeared extremely agitated and barely acknowledged me. I found Amelia sobbing uncontrollably, but the girl would not be pressed as to what had caused her distress, and I felt it was prudent to let the matter drop, choosing not to report the incident to Mrs. Stanwick.


  Reverend Allington visited Amelia several times over the following weeks, and it troubled me to see the change in her quiet and friendly disposition. The girl would begin to cry over the most simple matters and would frequently leave her food. On one occasion, I found her standing in the tub, naked and scrubbing her body with a brush, her skin raw and bleeding.


  Eventually, I brought my concerns to the attention of Mrs. Stanwick, who promised to look into the matter. It was shortly after this that one afternoon, Clara became unwell and, with no further duties that day, I decided to visit Amelia. When I arrived at the attic door, I heard sounds from inside. Fearing that Amelia might harm herself, I pushed open the door.


  It was with horror that I saw the figure of the Reverend Allington forcing himself on Amelia, who was naked, her legs wrenched apart, her screams muffled by the pillow held over her face. The minister turned, his face the colour of a ruby. “Get out!” he bellowed. “Get out now!”


  I slammed the door shut, fear overtaking my desire to come to Amelia’s rescue. I waited, consumed with hatred and guilt, until the Reverend Allington appeared minutes later. He addressed me curtly. “This is God’s will,” he said, “and it is no business of yours. Should your tongue ever be loosened, you will never set foot in the house of God again.” He smiled grimly. “And your soul will burn in hell!”


  I discovered shortly after this that Mrs. Stanwick had knowledge of the Reverend’s visits. “The Reverend Allington and his wife are childless,” she told me tearfully. “We have an agreement with them, arranged, quite naturally, by my husband, who cares nothing for Amelia’s welfare.”


  “But why? Amelia is protesting!” I told her. “She is resisting his attentions and she is becoming increasingly distressed.” Mrs. Stanwick raised the palm of her hand. “Say no more! There is nothing I can do!”


  I discovered the Reverend Allington learned of Amelia’s existence and had been visiting for months without my knowledge, offering spiritual guidance to Mrs. Stanwick, but his kindness was to be rewarded with a child.


  I continued in the service of the Stanwick family only for the sake of Amelia, who, ten months later, gave birth to a baby. A certain Dr. Ellis delivered the child while the Reverend Allington waited in the lounge. Ellis passed the child to Allington at ten past five in the evening, assuring him that the baby was healthy, and agreed to accompany him home.


  I was allowed to visit Amelia after two hours and found her sitting up in her bed, her eyes closed. At that time, I felt as if my heart would burst with sorrow and shame. Amelia opened her eyes and I have never seen such grief. “They have taken my baby,” she said. “They have taken my poor baby!”


  I could not console her, and over the following weeks, she became impossible to teach. Ellis would visit Amelia to salve his own conscience but cared little for his patient. Then, one day, I found that Amelia was not in her room. I immediately reported this to Harriet, and we both searched the house and gardens for several hours, but Amelia was nowhere to be seen.


  We came across Jacob Root in the lane, and Harriet, still clearly smitten with her gardener, asked him if he had seen Amelia. “She will be at the church,” he said. “For the christening of her child.”


  Harriet was taken aback and asked how Amelia had found out. Jacob looked angry. I could tell that he now despised Harriet. “I informed her,” he replied. “It is, after all, her child.”


  I was not there to witness the moment Amelia intruded upon the ceremony, with her claims that were dismissed by the congregation and indeed the whole community, as the ranting of a mad woman, but I remember the Reverend Allington calling at The Grange the following day, his face contorted with rage.


  Amelia had returned and, ignoring her mother’s rebuke, taken to her room. I tried to stop the Reverend Allington, but he shook me away like a child’s doll. I followed him, up the narrow flights of stairs, until I reached the open door. Amelia stood when she saw him. He stepped forward.


  “You ungrateful child of hell,” he muttered. “How dare you enter the house of God and accuse me in front of my flock? You came from hell and it is there you shall return!”


  Amelia stared at him. “Sir, I have read my Bible through. It is the same Bible that you read yet fail to understand. It is you who will stand before God on judgment day and it is you who will have to account for your actions.”


  This enraged the Reverend Allington. “How dare you speak to me of such things, you daughter of a whore!” With that, he grasped Amelia’s shoulders and pushed her hard. I saw her falling backwards against the desk. I tried to intervene but again, reverend Allington pushed me aside. Amelia stared up at him. “Leave me be,” she hissed, her eyes fixed on the minister.


  The Reverend Allington was furious and, with a single hand, took her by the neck. I swear before God that I could have done nothing to prevent the events that followed, for I didn’t notice her hand on the knife I’d used for peeling apples from the garden lying alongside her diary.


  “God has put you on this Earth for a purpose,” he roared. The Reverend Allington tightened his grip on her neck just as Amelia raised her arm high in the air and plunged the knife into his chest with a force I had never imagined she possessed. I screamed as the Reverend stepped backwards. He looked at me, his eyes filled with terror, and I watched helplessly as he collapsed upon the floor. Amelia ran from the room as I remained, standing over the Reverend Allington as his eyes closed. I called for Mrs. Stanwick, who was quick to summon Dr. Ellis. But by the time he arrived the minister was dead.


  Dr. Ellis told the Parish that their minister had died of a heart attack. I find it difficult to believe that such a thing could remain a secret, but not even his wife knew the truth. Jacob Root went looking for his daughter later that day, followed by three rather uncouth looking men who Dr. Ellis had ordered to find the girl. They never found Amelia, but I overheard one of the men telling Mrs. Stanwick that Jacob Root had been dealt with and his actions avenged. To this day, I believe they killed him. Harriet would not allow me to mention Amelia’s name, and I left two months later and with a generous remuneration in exchange for my silence. No one must ever know that Amelia Root existed.


  I have borne the guilt of my silence for too long and would beseech you not to destroy this letter. It will serve as the only written evidence of Amelia’s pitiful existence and the inhumanity of those who profess to serve God. I, an undeserving soul, have found employment abroad and shall be leaving these shores within the week. May the Lord forgive me. Amelia may have no grave on this earth but she will always remain in my heart. Sarah Bell


   


  Ellen Pascoe watched me as I folded the letter and replaced it in the envelope. “So now we know,” I said. “Amelia exists.”


  Mrs. Pascoe nodded. “Yes dear. And it’s quite a story isn’t it!”


  I wanted to smile. I should have felt elated, relieved that my daughter had been right all along, yet, I felt strangely burdened. “One thing that bothers me…” I said, staring down at the gold swirls in the carpet. “My daughter believes that Amelia is her ancestor…but she can’t be…she’s yours.”


  And that is when I saw it in the old woman’s eyes. Knowledge. If I had not addressed her face-to-face, I’d have missed it but however fleeting that look might have been, I’d no doubt. “What is it, Mrs. Pascoe? What am I missing?”


  “Missing?” The old lady replied wearily.


  I leaned forward, meeting her eyes “I have an incomplete jigsaw here. There are pieces missing!”


  Ellen looked down at her frail hands and shifted forward. “I can only offer you advice,” she said, her voice breaking. “You have found out all you need to know. Let it rest.”


  “But I need to see the complete picture,” I replied continuing with the jigsaw analogy.


  “If you find those pieces, Mr. Adams, the picture will change. Please leave it alone.” Ellen Pascoe stood, signalling that it was time for me to leave.


  “Last night,” I began as I left the room behind my host. “Last night…I heard you crying.”


  Mrs. Pascoe spun round with the agility of a woman half her age. Her eyes fixed on mine. “Last night, Mr. Adams, I was sound asleep!”


  I saw fear. “At half past eleven, last night, you were crying.”


  The fear turned to anger. “How could you know that? How? This is silly, Mr. Adams. I have helped you as much as I can, and I am beginning to regret it. Now, please go. Please.”


  The look in Ellen Pascoe’s eyes haunted me, and as hard as I tried, my efforts to dismiss it as a mere figment of my over-active imagination failed. Conjecture is always a dangerous thing, leading its victims up blind alleys and abandoning them in dark places. My father had always taught me that you should only work with fact. Anything less was a waste of time. That night, I prayed for his strength.


  ***


  Jenny could see the look in my eyes. I had always been an open book—heart-on-my-sleeve kind of person—and this was good news. I was a father with a gift for my baby.


  “We’ve found her!” I said, slamming the door shut behind me.


  Jenny sat upright in her bed.


  “I spoke to Mrs. Pascoe. She had letters…”


  My daughter listened patiently as I told her the story, starting with the tree and ending with the last words of a guilt-ridden governess, but Jenny was troubled by the same thoughts as me.


  “But why did she call me her daughter? Why should everything else I’ve seen be right, yet this one thing…”


  “It could have been a term—like women call each other ‘sisters’.”


  Jenny shook her head. “She was inside my head, Dad—inside here—my heart. I know what she meant.”


  A young male nurse interrupted us with profuse apologies and took the empty tea tray from the bedside table. Jenny waited until he had gone.


  “I need to get out of this place, Dad. Amelia wants me out.” She stared ahead at the wall, as if a great burden had come to rest on her shoulders. “This will not be over—not until we find her body.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  I called Sebastian Tint the following morning. He sounded bright and cheerful, almost as if the news of my visit to Ellen Pascoe had already reached him on a strange, spiritual wind.


  “I’m so glad,” he said after I’d told him the story. “I’m about to take a walk—maybe you could come with me.”


  I had never felt quite so enthusiastic about such simple exercise—or maybe it was the company. I felt at ease with the old guy. He was eloquent and wise, yet the years had shaped him into a man of compassion, and it seemed to me sometimes that no one else on Earth could have filled my father’s shoes.


  We walked for nearly an hour, taking public footpaths through fields and over streams, a man and his hound at peace with the world. I told Tint how Jenny had confronted me with Melissa Ingram’s name, which meant I then had to tell him the whole tale of my infidelity. The old man nodded, deep in thought.


  “Have you asked yourself why the spirit of a dead woman would want to reveal such a thing to your daughter?”


  I hadn’t.


  “You see, Amelia wanted to bring this affair to light—therefore, it must have some relevance.”


  “To what?”


  “Well, that is what we need to find out.”


  “But Jenny hasn’t had any dreams recently—”


  Sebastian cut me short. “Because now she is speaking to you.” He raised his eyebrows. “The face in the tree?”


  I had sailed through my brush with the spirit world without having stopped to consider its relevance. Had those leaves and branches really formed themselves into a shape? Or had it all been a figment of my imagination, infiltrated by a restless spirit? Nor had I questioned whose face it had been. I knew. I knew without question and acted instinctively.


  We walked for over an hour, stopping at a canal-side inn for a drink, leaving the subject of the paranormal alone in favour of lighter subjects. Ricky lay patiently, looking up occasionally to check that his master had not managed to sneak any food onto the table when he wasn’t looking.


  ***


  I felt unusually optimistic that afternoon and arrived at Jenny’s bedside in a buoyant mood.


  “You drunk, Dad?” she said with a frown.


  “I had a drink with Seb,” I told her. “Only one…but I had a couple more at home.”


  “A couple?”


  “Don’t worry, I took a taxi…and I’m here!”


  “So you are.”


  “I’m just happy, that’s all.”


  “About what?”


  “Because I know it’s all going to be okay—I just know.”


  Jenny grinned. “How much have you had…really?”


  “Two pints with Sebastian and then, when I got home…” I had to think. “Erm…a bottle of beer and…and…wine. That’s it. Wine.”


  “How much wine?”


  “Well, there wasn’t a lot left in the bottle…I don’t think so, anyway.”


  “How much exactly? A half? A quarter?”


  “Erm…kind of a…well…I suppose…nothing, really!”


  Jenny giggled. The alcohol had kicked in and my head had started to ache. This, I thought, is why I shouldn’t drink during the day.


  ***


  The alcohol spun me into deep and beautiful sleep that night, having topped up my levels with a rum and ginger just to make sure I wasn’t awake when my demons paid their customary visit. When I woke, the autumn sun was filtering through the curtains. It was mid-morning, the longest sleep I’d had since Elizabeth and Hanna had died. It meant something…yes, something. But I wasn’t sure what.


  Despite my buoyant mood, October loomed like an ominous storm cloud over my life. It was a dour month which, if it had a face, would be heavy eyed, deeply creviced with the thick jowls of a fearsome headmaster. I had always hated autumn, as beautiful as it could be. The crimson and gold had turned to brown mulch under busy feet, and I saw only death and decay. It was a month that heralded the onslaught of long cold nights and cheerless mornings—the beginning of hibernation.


  Usually, by the time December arrived, as dismal a month as it could be, we had become accustomed to the dark nights and looking towards the festive season as we gathered around our fires and grew fat on beer and TV snacks. Elizabeth and I had always started the Christmas shopping by then. It was routine. Routine. You only miss it when someone takes a sledgehammer to your life and it shatters like a cheap wine glass.


  I called Josie, who answered against a background of raucous laughter and jukebox music. Something inside me stirred when I heard her voice.


  “Hi, Rob!” she said brightly. “How’s it going?”


  I told her about my walk with Sebastian and my subsequent drunken visit to Jenny’s bedside. She laughed and told me that we should go out for another late-night coffee sometime. The idea sounded good. Even better than a long walk with my geriatric friend. When I called off, I told Josie that I loved her. It wasn’t planned, it just happened. The words were out before I’d had a chance to stop them. There was a brief silence.


  “I love you too, hun,” she whispered. Then the phone went dead.


  I did love Josie. Was it just a platonic thing? A love that existed between two friends? No, it was more than that, yet I failed miserably in my efforts to categorise those feelings and eventually settled on the fact that very few people objected to being loved. Josie would probably be quite happily pulling pints for her jukebox jivers at that very moment.


  ***


  My relationship with Josie and the feeling of warmth that I felt each time I thought of her did nothing to distract me from the need to dig deeper into the mystery surrounding Amelia Root. Jenny could not find a link to the wretched woman in her ancestry but Ellen Pascoe knew something I didn’t, and as hard as I tried, I couldn’t come up with any answers. What secrets was she hiding? What was this whole picture? The picture will change…let it rest.


  I could never understand why people revealed that they were holding onto secrets if they really didn’t want anyone to find out. Something compelled Ellen Pascoe to dangle the carrot, inviting me to dig while warning me of the consequences. I thought that Sebastian had probably thought the same thing but had not wanted to encourage me to push the old lady.


  I sat scanning the morning paper with Frank Sinatra crooning away in the background. I’ve got you…under my skin…


  He was singing that line when I made up my mind, killed the sound and picked up my car keys. Within twenty minutes, I was outside Victoria Pascoe’s front door.


  Her manner was less than welcoming. “Mr. Adams. What do you want?”


  “The truth.”


  Victoria Pascoe was an intelligent woman, immaculate and organised in every part of her life. She would not suffer fools gladly. I had to stand my ground. She would spot any weakness.


  “You’re hiding something. Something I need to know.”


  Victoria frowned. “I’m sorry, I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  My heart sank. The woman looked genuinely bemused by my approach. Maybe she really didn’t have the whole picture, either. Don’t give in…don’t back down!


  “There is a link between my daughter and your ancestor. I need to know what it is.”


  I was sure that Victoria was about to close the door.


  “Mrs. Pascoe…please. This is destroying me. It’s destroying Jenny. Mrs. Pascoe, try to put yourself in my shoes.”


  It didn’t work. “I’m sorry—I can’t help you.”


  “Ellen told me that I should stop asking questions…something about the whole picture changing. What did she mean, Mrs. Pascoe?”


  Victoria glared at me. “I haven’t got a clue! Look, she’s old and she gets confused…”


  “I need to know. Even if it means paying Ellen another visit.”


  I’d known from our first meeting that the faintest whiff of a threat would be like throwing a cigarette end into a barrel of gunpowder. It wasn’t that I minded a blow-up—just not in my face.


  “You set foot on her doorstep and I’ll have you arrested!” she hissed. “Now stop stalking me, okay?” She paused, only for effect. “I can make this very difficult for you, Mr. Adams. If you want to play hardball then check out your opposition first!”


  I knew exactly where this was going. I held my hand up in temporary surrender and walked away, but I wasn’t defeated. The mother of my wife’s killer only had the law on her side—a flawed legal system that frequently parted company with the most basic concept of human morality. But I had God on mine. That was how it felt. Maybe God was not a being, either sprit or human. Maybe He was just the inner knowledge—the understanding of evil. The appreciation of goodness.


  Behind me, a door slammed shut but in my mind, a bell rang. I was a boxer. It was the next round.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  I sat at the window that night, sipping slowly on a malt whisky and watching the trees shifting lazily in the evening breeze. Ellen Pascoe appeared to be my only hope of finding the answers I needed, but she had become almost as hostile as her daughter-in-law when I’d asked too many questions. Yet, she was troubled, and a troubled old lady with time on her hands craves a listening ear.


  I poured myself another malt while an old compilation disc of Elizabeth’s played in the background. I closed my eyes as the last track played. After this, I’d vowed to take to my bed. Then I heard what must have been a bonus track—the ones that you find hidden away on the CDs—a girl with a gentle voice that sounded like a melodic whisper. I have a picture of you, I see a picture of you and I cry, she sang. That picture of you made me cry—made me cry—made me cry—made me cry. Her lament was interrupted by a sound coming from the lounge.


  I rushed through from the back room, my heart thumping, praying that I wouldn’t find myself confronted by some thug with a baseball bat looking for easy pickings.


  The room was still—that awful stillness that only the parting of a loved one leaves. I glanced around. Jenny’s youthful face looked back at me from a gold photo frame. The picture itself was intact, and so was the frame. But the glass had shattered.


  I felt a clawing coldness in my bones. There was something—someone in the room with me. I knew that it was nothing I’d be able to see of touch. I felt no malice in the presence, but I wanted to run. I wanted to run from the room, to run from my life yet my legs felt like lead.


  “What do you want with us?” I whispered. “Why can’t you leave us alone?”


  There was no answer. I picked up the photograph, running my fingers over the broken glass. Slowly, the warmth returned to my body and the presence faded. I emptied the glass into a plastic bag and removed the photo from its frame. The music played gently in the background. If I remembered correctly, it was the first track playing again—Tony Bennett singing about his heart and San Francisco. I opened another bottle of malt and poured a glass. It was five past midnight.


  The old compilation CD played through and I’d finished my third glass of malt when the final track began to play. I recognised the plaintive female voice. Over the rainbow… I’d been mistaken. This couldn’t be the final track. This wasn’t the song about a picture. I have a picture of you. I see a picture of you and I cry. It was track 19, and there were only19 tracks on the CD.


  I peered through the glass-fronted cabinet at the display on the player. The green numeric display was clear. Track 19. I picked up the plastic case. The final song was ‘Over the Rainbow’ by Judy Garland. The song I’d heard was nowhere to be found on the CD. I flicked through with the remote, checking each track until I was sure that ‘Picture of You’ was not hiding somewhere.


  I punched the song title into my laptop and waited for the results and then scrolled through the pages looking for an artist whose name I didn’t even know. I could live with the tree with its changing shapes, I could live with the subtle brushes with the paranormal. But this was heavy stuff. Where had that song come from? How could I have heard it, and what did it mean?


  Jenny’s photo lay on the table beside me as I shut the laptop. My head ached, my eyes stung like crazy, and I felt a compulsion to throw up the whisky. My mind whirled until the tiredness kicked in. I turned on the TV and flicked through to the rolling news channel, and after five minutes felt myself drifting. Maybe all this would make sense in the morning light.


  ***


  I called Josie just as she was opening the door of The Keys for the lunchtime drinkers.


  “What’s up, Rob? You sound awful.”


  Frankly, I was relieved to find I wasn’t talking to Lou. I felt guilty making small talk with a bloke when I’d rather be talking to his wife. “I’m okay. Just some weird stuff happening here. Can we talk?” It was a rhetorical question. Of course we could; Josie was always there when I needed her.


  “Sure, hun. Lou’s got his mate Sammy giving him a hand today. We could meet for coffee at that late night place. I fancy a slice of death by chocolate!”


  I laughed. I laughed because Jo could always make my world feel brighter. “Sure. But I’ll give the chocolate a miss.”


  Within the hour, we found ourselves sitting across a table in the revamped diner with two large coffees and a calorie-ridden slice of chocolate cake. Josie sat eying the dark mountain of decadence with childlike joy. “I’ve lost three pounds,” she said, sinking her spoon into the mass. “I deserve a treat.”


  She took a mouthful and closed her eyes, savouring the flavour while I waited and watched. Maybe chocolate was better than sex…for Josie, anyway. She opened her eyes and smiled.


  “Okay, hun, what’s up? Shoot.”


  She listened to my tale of phantom tracks and splintering glass, replacing the spoon by the side of her plate and pushing it to the centre of the table.


  “Maybe you should call Sebastian about this,” she said, resting her chin on her hands.


  The old guy would have been top of my list, but it was Josie’s company I’d craved as I’d woken that morning. “You’re prettier!” I said.


  Josie grinned. “Gee, thanks, Robert. Prettier than an old man in his late-seventies? Are you sure?”


  I nodded. “And prettier than many girls half your age.”


  I hadn’t meant to throw her a line; it just seemed to slide off my tongue. Josie blushed.


  “I’m sorry. That sounded really cheesy.”


  We both laughed and Jo fed me a spoonful of chocolate. The young waitress eyed us from behind the till and probably thought we were lovers, both married, but not to each other.


  “Anyway,” Josie said as the smile faded. “You have to ask yourself if there is any rational explanation for all this stuff. I mean, if you had a cat then that would explain the broken glass but wouldn’t explain the phantom song. That could have been just a dream, of course.”


  “There isn’t a rational explanation for the picture, Jo, and even if I had been dreaming, isn’t it a coincidence that I was listening to lyrics about a photograph?”


  Josie shrugged. “I know what Sebastian would think.”


  “What?”


  “The same as you’re thinking. That picture of Jenny is the key to something.”


  “So, what do I do?”


  Josie took a sip of her coffee and laid her hand across mine. “Put it in your pocket. Take it with you wherever you go.”


  ***


  I called Sebastian that afternoon. He sounded downbeat on the phone but told me I was welcome and the door would be on the latch. “Just come in,” he said before hanging up prematurely. My head ached. I was afraid. Afraid of the world I’d been caught in. Afraid that I was falling in love with Josie Duxbury. I swallowed two painkillers and set off for Sebastian’s house with the radio on low.


  Carly Simon was singing ‘You’re So Vain’. I looked in the rear view mirror and saw the reflection of an unshaven old man. Whoever she was singing about, it wasn’t me.


  Sebastian’s door was ajar. I crept in like a burglar. “Hello? Hello?”


  A strained voice seemed to echo down the hallway. “In here.”


  I opened the door to a room I felt I knew so well to find the old man kneeling over his dog. Ricky, the German Shepherd who bore more than a passing resemblance to a mountain bear, lay motionless as Sebastian looked up with tears streaming down his face.


  “Sebastian?” I stopped in my tracks. “What’s wrong?”


  The old man shook his head slowly, unable to form a single word. He patted Ricky’s head gently.


  “Is it the dog? Is he ill?”


  Sebastian didn’t answer. I took several tentative steps forward and reached over to stroke the recumbent animal. Sebastian began to sob yet the dog didn’t stir. The old man looked up at me “He’s dead, Robert!” he wailed. “He’s dead!”


  ***


  After half an hour or so, I was allowed to lift Ricky onto the floor and pour his master of fourteen years a brandy. Don’t forget. To you, Ricky was just a dog. To the old man, he was a friend and companion. They loved each other.


  I could hear my father’s voice. It was as if he was standing behind me, watching as I poured a measure into a crystal glass. Let him do the talking.


  So I did. Sebastian drank four brandies and two coffees and we agreed to bury his dog together. “I don’t want a ceremony,” he said. “I just want a burial marked with a rose bush. Can you sort that for me? I don’t feel up to visiting a garden centre.”


  I was actually leaving before the old man stopped and shot me a look of surprise. “Oh no!” he said. “I haven’t even asked you what you came here for!”


  I smiled. “It can wait,” I replied.


  ***


  The following day, we buried Ricky in the far corner of the garden he had shared with his master, and I placed a rose bush to mark his grave. We sipped a brandy and I stood with my arm around Sebastian’s shoulders as he wept. We both knew loneliness, and we both knew grief, so I spared him the platitudes. He just needed the company and was happy to talk.


  “So what’s been happening with you, then?” he asked as we sipped another brandy. “It’s okay, fire away. I need to keep my mind occupied.”


  The photograph was the key. Sebastian had no doubt. Josie was right; I should carry it with me wherever I went.


  ***


  I didn’t tell Jenny about the phantom track or the photograph. I’m not sure why. Maybe it was my father’s influence, his ability to know when to speak and when to stay silent. I thought about him as I drove home through the driving rain and wondered if a Hollywood producer ever made a movie of my life, he’d have placed the ghost of my father in the back seat. I felt him watching, silently wishing I could, just for a moment, catch a glimpse of his dear face.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  That evening, the weather girl cheerily informed her public that parts of England were on flood alert, and as thick black clouds rolled in over the Irish sea, the nation braced itself. I had already decided to visit Elizabeth and Hanna’s grave, come what may, and the journey itself became something of a pilgrimage.


  The rain had not stopped since the previous evening, and the sky was eerily leaden, plunging the whole cemetery into semi-darkness. As I stood over the grave, the fear of loneliness gripped me like a cold steel claw around my heart. I wanted to believe in a heaven, but at that moment, it was no more than a children’s fairy tale. My wife and child lay six feet beneath me, and I would never see them again.


  I couldn’t even bring myself to talk to Elizabeth the way I’d done before, but her voice—her voice and Hanna’s laughter echoed around my head. I wanted to scream. I wanted to scream because there was nothing I could do about the past. I wanted to scream and block out the voices—the voices and the memories. I didn’t. I just sobbed, my heart and spirit broken.


  Time meant nothing. Nor did the fact that the drizzle had turned to a driving rain and the clouds seemed so thunderous and low that I swore I could reach up and touch them. I drove home through the traffic, negotiating the flooded roads, listening to a James Taylor disc. When I heard the opening chords of ‘You’ve Got a Friend’, I thought of Josie. I pulled over and called her.


  “You sound bloody awful!” she told me. “Where are you?”


  “In the car. Just been to the cemetery.”


  “What? In this weather?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Look, hun, why don’t you come on over? I’ll make you some lunch, OK?”


  I muttered something and hung up, firing the engine and pulling back out into the traffic.


  ***


  Josie had made me a club sandwich that defied the human jaw span, but I was desperately hungry and anxious to drink myself into oblivion a soon as possible. The coffee wasn’t particularly welcome.


  “Anything stronger?” I asked casually.


  Jo shook her head. “Just go with the coffee, sweetheart,” she said looking through me the way Elizabeth had when she was reading my mind. My jacket was drip drying in the cellar, and Lou had thrown me a fresh towel to dry my hair. My eyes were red rimmed, but the weather had been so bad it would have been difficult for anyone to have guessed that I’d been crying.


  Lou came and sat with me for a while, making small talk. He asked about Jenny and told me what a beautiful girl she was. I nodded with a mouthful of sandwich, wiping salad cream from my chin. I still felt that cold steel claw. I still felt empty. I needed to get my Jenny back. The Jenny I’d waved goodbye to that Sunday as Darren Pascoe slipped on his trainers and headed off to the park.


  I thanked Lou and Josie for the lunch and went home, picking up the phone and calling Ellen Pascoe as soon as I stepped through the door. She answered immediately but sounded stern when she heard my voice. Even in her dotage, the old lady could be fearsome.


  “Mr. Adams, please don’t call me. I can’t help you.”


  I braced myself. “But you can, you just don’t want to! There’s a difference.”


  The old lady bristled. “Well, you should respect my decision, whatever you believe.”


  “I will, but Mrs. Pascoe, will you just do one thing for me—just one?”


  “What is it?”


  “When I hang up, will you just sit down, close your eyes and imagine you are me. Concentrate. Put yourself in my shoes. I’ve lost my wife, my child, and I’m losing Jenny. I can’t rest, Mrs. Pascoe. I can’t rest because I don’t know. Even if the truth—this whole picture—is ugly, I need to see it. I need to come to terms with—”


  “I don’t think you understand, Mr. Adams…”


  I replaced the receiver gently and wandered into the kitchen. My heart was racing as I stared at the kettle. A half bottle of whisky stood within a few feet of it. Decisions. I poured myself a glass and sat down, flicking on the TV to drown out the sound of the rain beating relentlessly against the windows.


  ***


  I called Ellen Pascoe back at seven. “Very well,” she said wearily, “You can come round if you wish, if only to talk things through.”


  I climbed behind the wheel of my car and set off. I was dressed in a t-shirt with joggers and a pair of old trainers, but I wasn’t out to impress the old lady with my fashion sense. I was wondering how I was going to get the stubborn old woman to spill.


  “Don’t tell Victoria that you’ve been here,” she said, greeting me with a dour expression that told me I wasn’t exactly welcome.


  The house smelled of fresh bread so I made some casual comment about the delights of home cooking. Ellen cast me a look. “I’ve always baked my own,” she said. “Benjamin loved it, though judging by his weight, a little too much, I’d say.”


  I smiled, remembering that this old lady was probably lonely, too, and if I played it carefully, she might actually begin to enjoy my company. I made some comment about the weather, glancing over at the window. Ellen Pascoe smiled.


  “They never seem to get it wrong when it comes to the rain,” she said as I followed her through into her lounge.


  The room was gloomy, lit only by a small lamp in the corner. A local newspaper lay open on the table next to her chair and the TV flashed its pictures silently.


  I took my chair, wondering if we were going to make polite conversation all evening, and wished we had a bottle of brandy to share rather than the weak tea she placed in front of me. “I’m afraid I’ve nothing stronger,” she said, reading my mind. “I’ve never been a drinker…most alcohol tastes awful.” Ellen Pascoe smiled gently, as if she really had made an attempt to put herself in my place. “Sherry is the only thing I can stomach but I don’t really bother.”


  “Maybe I should take a leaf out of your book.” I laughed. “I’m inclined to drown my sorrows, although they always seem to resurface the next morning.”


  “You and a million others,” Ellen replied with a reproachful look.


  A silence hung between us, as heavy as the clouds that had rolled over England for the past twenty four hours. I had to begin somewhere. “I’m lonely, Mrs. Pascoe. I’m lonely and confused.”


  The old woman looked up at me, “Well, maybe you and Jenny should get away somewhere. It doesn’t have to be abroad. Just away from—”


  “I can’t, Mrs. Pascoe. I can’t escape.”


  “And does Jenny feel this way?”


  “I think so.”


  “Maybe you should ask her.” Ellen looked frail and her voice sounded strained. “Like I’ve told you, I can’t help. You should concentrate on your daughter.”


  “I need to know the truth.”


  “No, you don’t!” There was a determination in her voice, but Ellen’s eyes betrayed her. I saw a longing, maybe even fear. “Jenny needs you. That’s the only truth that matters!”


  I instinctively reached into my pocket and pulled out the photograph of Jenny and handed it to the old lady. “This is my daughter.”


  Ellen looked as though I’d cast a hot coal into her lap. She stared at me. Why are you doing this? Why? It was as if I was gazing into her soul. Her lips never moved but the words were written across her face. Finally, she glanced down at the picture resting on her lap. I watched as she lifted the photograph closer to her failing eyes with trembling hands. “She’s…she’s beautiful… So beautiful…”


  I waited. Ellen Pascoe looked up. “She has his eyes… His eyes…”


  “Whose eyes?” I asked.


  She didn’t answer, glancing back at the photograph. “Oh, she is so lovely…so…”


  The old lady began to cry, and I could do nothing but watch helplessly. She was in her own world, and nothing I said would have registered in her mind. The picture of you…I have a picture of you.


  I heard the song again. The picture is the key! The voices echoed in my head. Elizabeth—Hanna—Sebastian—Josie. They sang like a choir as Ellen Pascoe wept.


  “Whose eyes, Mrs. Pascoe—whose eyes does she have?”


  Ellen looked up at me as the tears rolled down her face, drawing a paper handkerchief to her mouth as if she were preparing to stifle the words that might have escaped in a moment of weakness.


  “She’s lovely…”


  “Whose eyes?”


  The old lady looked at me, pleading. Don’t ask me again. Please don’t ask me!


  Her skeletal fingers stroked Jenny’s cheek. I fell silent, leaving the old lady alone in her thoughts. It felt right. The picture is the key.


  “Can I see her?” Ellen’s voice was as weak as her tea, but the question came like a thunderbolt out of a summer sky.


  “You want to see Jenny?”


  Ellen nodded slowly, still holding the paper handkerchief to her lips “If that would be all right with you…and Jenny, of course.”


  I was in control. My opponent as old and stubborn as she was, had found herself on the ropes. I delivered my final punch. “Mrs. Pascoe, I’m sure she would love to meet you, but if I agree to your request, you must answer my question. It’s as simple as that.”


  Ellen looked at me, her face already having surrendered to the years, now wearing the expression of a defeated soul. She didn’t answer at first, choosing to gaze once more at the photograph. My heart was racing again, my palms were hot and damp.


  “If you want to see Jenny, you will have to tell me the truth. The whole truth.”


  Ellen didn’t look at me. She placed the photograph on her table and pushed herself up onto her feet. I watched as she moved silently, the world resting on her ageing frame. An old lady who, it seemed, was growing visibly frailer as I looked on. She returned five minutes later with an envelope in her hand. “Here,” she said curtly. “If this is what you really want.”


  I pulled out the letter, oblivious to Ellen’s gaze, and began to read.


  ***


  Now I wish I hadn’t. I wish I’d listened and walked away. But I also know it had never been an option.


  I remember nothing of the drive home—the red lights, traffic islands or junctions. My head reeled and my heart continued to thud like a bass drum in a marching band. I threw off my coat and flopped into the chair. My hands shook violently as I opened the letter that had been addressed to Benjamin Pascoe, praying that I had misread the whole thing. But I had recognised the handwriting immediately. It was Elizabeth’s.


  I closed my eyes for a moment, praying to my father’s God for strength. This couldn’t be true—Elizabeth was not capable of such deceit.


   


  Dear Ben,


  I had to write to you, I’m so sorry. Robert has been home for three weeks now, and I know we will be okay…at least, I thought so. I could have got through the guilt of our brief affair because, after all, my husband’s fling with that hairdresser was the reason I came to you for therapy in the first place. I might have even told him eventually, just to get it all out into the open.


  But something awful has happened and I’m not sure I can live with it. I’m pregnant, Ben. It has to be your child. I cannot abort a life, so don’t ask because it’s not an option. I don’t want any money from you and I don’t want you in the child’s life. Please respect my marriage and I will respect yours. Just let me know how I can deal with this. Should I tell Robert? I don’t want to lose him, Ben. I love him and hate the whole idea of watching him bring up your child in ignorance.


  I think I know what you will say. He will be a better father if he thinks the baby is his, and I should consider the welfare of the child above everything else. Again, I’m sorry. I have no one else to talk to about this. No one.


  Elizabeth xx


   


  I sat for three hours as darkness descended on the room, numb from my feet to my head. Jenny had never been mine. I had no one. Hanna had been my only child and she was gone. How was I going to break the news to that girl lying in the hospital bed? The girl I’d shared the last seventeen years with? Who was she? Her half-brother had killed my wife and child…Hanna, my baby.


  I vomited, taking to my bed and lying in the darkness as the world continued without me. The truth was unbearable. I had owned up to my affair with Melissa, but Elizabeth had taken her secret to an early grave.


  I called Josie at two that morning. She sounded hazy, but I detected no anger in her voice.


  “Jo, I need to see you…now.”


  “Robert? What’s up, hun? What’s happened?


  “I can’t say…I need to see you.”


  There was a pause. “Stay where you are, sweetheart, I’ll come to you.”


  ***


  Josie arrived half an hour later. She had thrown a housecoat over her nightgown and left a note for Lou. I’d made some coffee and switched on the TV, but the moment she stepped into my space I instinctively pulled her into my arms. Jo held me, remaining in my embrace until I felt able to release her.


  “This sounds serious, hun,” she whispered, kissing my neck gently.


  “It is,” I replied. “I’m living in some kind of nightmare.”


  I poured our coffee, wishing I could shake myself awake and discover I’d been in bed all along, but it hadn’t been a dream.


  Jo read the letter several times over, and she remained with her head down for some time before I realised she was crying. I took her in my arms once more with nothing more than a deep need to hold, to comfort and to be comforted. I tried to thank her for being there, but Jo pressed her finger to my lips and kissed me passionately. My need for comfort turned to desire.


  It was grief, frustration, love and confusion that took hold as we tore at each other’s clothes. I needed to belong. I needed contact. We made love as the twenty-four-hour news channel rolled in the background. When it was all over, I rolled onto my back. “I can’t believe we did that,” I whispered.


  Josie rolled back towards me and placed her arm across my chest. “You regret it?”


  “No—but it feels weird—we’ve been friends for so long.”


  I lay for a moment, listening to my own heartbeat, suspended in a surreal world as Jo slipped on her housecoat. I remained, staring at the ceiling as she poured us a brandy, wondering what the future held. I had lost a daughter and gained a lover…or had I just lost a friend as well? I wondered where Lou fitted into all this. How was I going to face him?


  Jo returned with the brandies looking troubled. She knelt down beside me, gazing into her glass.


  “You know what this means, don’t you,” she said darkly.


  I didn’t answer but Jo continued. “It means that unless you believe in coincidences—and I mean coincidences—of the million to one kind…”


  “What?”


  “I don’t think it was an accident…Darren Pascoe goes joy riding and kills two people…his father’s mistress and her daughter…”


  I don’t understand why it had not occurred to me in those hours following my visit to Ellen Pascoe’s home, and yet it was obvious. As obvious as Victoria Pascoe’s reluctance to help me. It had not been in an effort to spare me the pain—it had been all about Darren.


  Josie downed her brandy. “What if that kid had found out about Elizabeth…maybe even discovered that letter? Maybe the marriage broke down because Victoria discovered that he had another child. Darren would have blamed Elizabeth…”


  I lay naked, the perspiration from our love-making drying on my skin. Josie patted my arm.


  “Go and get a shower. You smell like shit.”


  I rose obediently, like a child obeying its mother, relieved that someone was taking control. The exhaustion was debilitating, leaving me weak and unable to reason. Maybe that was a good thing. I was able to concentrate on the sensation of the warm water cleansing my body. My mind, at that moment, felt like a vacuum, and each time Pascoe’s name entered that vacuum, it vanished into the darkness.


  I found Josie pouring another brandy. She glanced at her watch and handed me my glass. “I’ll call Lou in the morning and ask him to open up at lunch.”


  “You’ll stay?” I asked.


  Jo nodded and smiled. It was one of those smiles that fades quickly and is usually followed by tears. Josie bit her lip. “I couldn’t leave you, hun—not at a time like this—I mean, this is…” She shook her head. “This is just…shit!”


  I hugged her clumsily and our glasses clinked.


  “I should be telling you that you are still Jenny’s father, that you’ve been there for her since she was born and that’s what parenthood is all about, but I can’t…it sounds so…”


  “Feeble?”


  Jo shrugged. “I guess.”


  She slumped back into the chair and raised her glass wearily. “Cheers, anyway!”


  I sat next to her, wondering if the painkillers that Elizabeth had been prescribed months before her death would live in harmony with the brandy—and even if they didn’t, would it really matter? Jo seemed to read my mind.


  “Look, sweetheart, I know you’re a stable kind of bloke but all this shit… Well, it can be hard to take.” she reached out and closed her hand over mine. “Just don’t do anything stupid, okay? I mean, even if it enters your mind for a nanosecond—tell me.”


  The truth was simple. There was nothing to live for, but I had never really possessed the strength—or the cowardice?—it takes to die. Sure, I’d thought about it, yet the knowledge that I could never swallow that pill, pull that trigger or throw myself from any height, swung like a safety net beneath me.


  I nodded and Jo smiled. “I’m sure you wouldn’t. I mean, think what it would do to Jenny.”


  I sighed. My head banged like crazy. “I need to do something…something positive…”


  “Sleep on it, hun. Just sleep on it.”


  ***


  Sleep came three brandies later, and I woke at eleven like a twisted corpse, my head propped up on the arm of the couch. Josie was making coffee and I smelled toast. She breezed by, as the world came slowly into focus, and pulled back the curtains. I blinked as the room flooded with light.


  “It’s black coffee,” she said, disappearing into the kitchen only to reappear moments later with a tray of toast, honey and cereal and a silver pot I hadn’t seen in years. Josie placed the tray on the coffee table and perched herself on the arm of the couch, waiting for me to stir.


  “What’s this in aid of?” I asked, trying to raise my reluctant frame from the sofa.


  “Breakfast is the most important meal of the day,” she announced, sliding into the space beside me as I finally achieved an upright position. “I’m just making sure you get some decent food down you.”


  I smiled wearily. “You’re a bossy bitch—has anyone ever told you?”


  “Well, Mr. Adams, a bossy bitch is just what you need right now!”


  “Right. What else have you got planned for me—after the four star breakfast, that is?”


  Josie poured us both a coffee and I watched as the steam rose and swirled from the cups.


  “Actually, I have got something planned.”


  “Does it involve us being naked?”


  The words slipped out before I could stop them


  Josie blushed, which was in itself unusual. “Actually, no. It involves you going around to Victoria Pascoe’s house with that letter.”


  My heart lurched. “What?”


  “Let’s move this forward. Ask her if she thinks it’s just a coincidence that her son managed to mow down his father’s mistress.”


  “I can’t. She’ll—”


  “What? Get the police?”


  “I was going to say that—she’ll just deny it.”


  Josie turned, and there was anger in her eyes. “She’s covering for her son, Robert. She’s an intelligent woman, and you can bet that she knows exactly what happened that day—and why he drove up your street.”


  “But shouldn’t I go to the police?”


  “No. Pascoe couldn’t have stage-managed the accident. He couldn’t have known that Hanna and Elizabeth would have been standing behind that ice cream van just as he turned into your road. Even if he knew what Elizabeth looked like—even if he had recognised her from two hundred meters away and drove at her in a moment of fury…” her voice trailed off. “It would never hold up, hun.”


  “You think it was an accident, then?”


  Josie shrugged. “I don’t know what I’m thinking. Maybe he just wanted to check out the house—check out his half sister. Maybe it was just curiosity. But maybe he had something else in mind. That Taylor kid was an evil little bastard, and Pascoe was obviously influenced by him.”


  Half sister? My Jenny and the Pascoe kid? I felt numb. Jenny wasn’t mine but my heart could not accept the fact.


  “Go and see Victoria. You need to keep active—do something!”


  I stared at Josie. She was serious. I buried my head in my hands. Part of me wanted justice, whatever the price, and if Pascoe had deliberately mown down my wife then I wanted him to rot. But Josie was right. He was a kid in emotional turmoil, devastated by his parents’ divorce and looking for answers.


  I felt Josie’s hand brush my arm. “You have nothing to lose, Rob. Nothing at all.”


  As Josie was leaving, she smiled slowly. “Don’t worry about us—you know—making love.”


  I looked at her quizzically.


  “I mean, don’t start beating yourself up over it—you’ve got enough on your plate without feeling guilty. Lou and I…are okay…it’s not what you think.”


  “Meaning?”


  “I’ll tell you sometime…when things settle down.”


  Josie climbed behind the wheel of her car and waved, but Jenny was on my mind. I remember walking back into the lounge and catching sight of a picture of her on the bookshelf. My stomach tightened and lurched. I was looking at Benjamin Pascoe’s little girl. Jo was right. I had nothing to lose.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Sleep brought with it a certain peace, and I drifted off for an hour or so in front of the TV while watching a rerun of a house makeover programme. I dreaded seeing Jenny, wondering how she was going to react to the news. I remembered seeing a photo of Benjamin Pascoe in the local paper, the day after he had taken his own life, and thought how he had looked like a young Marlon Brando. It was a blessing that Jenny looked like her mother everyone told us so, and I guess she did. It was all in the eyes.


  I opened the fridge door, recoiling at the cold draught. I’d not bothered to stock up properly for some time, and the very thought of food turned my stomach, so I took a swig from a can of cola and wandered out into the fresh air, telling myself that Benjamin Pascoe had been nothing more than a sperm donor. It didn’t work. Jenny was his, and I couldn’t get past the fact.


  My mind raced as I drove over to see Victoria. There had been no point in calling first. I was willing to take a chance on her being at home. Something told me she didn’t step out much these days, and by the time I arrived on her doorstep, Darren’s face was imprinted in my mind.


  Victoria glared at me for several seconds. I held the letter up and waved it in front of her face. “Okay, Victoria, let’s have the truth.”


  I could have been a serial killer—maybe Jason from those insufferable Friday the 13th movies. Victoria recoiled. “You… Who gave you—”


  “Jenny’s grandmother gave this to me, Mrs. Pascoe. But you know that, don’t you.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “To find out what else you know.”


  “I don’t know anything.”


  “That’s bullshit!


  Victoria looked as though I’d just taken a swing at her.


  “Listen, you could keep me here, standing on your doorstep, while you explain how your son just happened to end up on my road behind the wheel of a four-wheel drive, or we could go inside and…”


  Victoria stepped aside looking dazed. I walked past her and waited, pushing the envelope into my inside pocket.


  “I know you probably hate me, but to be honest, I don’t really give a shit, so perhaps it will be easier if we remain civil, at least.”


  She didn’t answer, and I followed her into a room that was as cold as the reception. I shuddered as Victoria glared at me. “I can’t afford this house, Mr. Adams. Benjamin had cancelled our life insurance, and my company didn’t take kindly to the publicity surrounding Darren. It reflected badly on me, and they were looking to lay people off anyway. I gave them a perfect excuse.”


  “You’ve lost your job.”


  Victoria nodded.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Yeah, I bet you are!”


  I had been ready for a fight but she had disarmed me so effortlessly. “I don’t wish you any ill, Mrs. Pascoe. None of this has been your fault. I just want to know what happened.”


  “What? So you can go to the police with a murder charge and get Darren locked up for another ten years?”


  “I’m not going to the police.”


  Victoria frowned. “You expect me to believe that?”


  “I mean it. I can’t prove it wasn’t an accident. Just tell me the truth.”


  I thought she was going to cry, and a part of me wanted to embrace her. I’d not seen a more pathetic, vulnerable woman in a long while.


  “I know that Darren was devastated when his father walked out, and I know he got into bad company. He found out about Elizabeth. He knew that his father had a child with another woman.” Victoria sighed, pressing her head into her hands, her elbows digging deep into her knees. “I never knew about Jenny for fifteen years,” she said looking up, her face pale and drawn. “Then I found that letter. I went berserk—really. I totally lost it! I always knew that Benjamin was a charmer, but I trusted him. I trusted him totally—he was a professional.”


  “How did you find the letter?”


  “I didn’t. Darren found it at Nana Pascoe’s—that’s what he called Ellen. It was at the bottom of one of the drawers—don’t ask me what he was rooting for. When your life falls apart you don’t ask questions like that.”


  Victoria clasped her hands tightly, as if she were quite literally holding on. “Darren was distraught, of course. He didn’t tell me about the letter—not at first—but he couldn’t even look at his father. I just knew it had something to do with another woman.


  “Darren couldn’t hold it in…all that hatred and disappointment. He threw the letter at me and ran out of the house. I didn’t see him till late that night.”


  “It must have come as a shock. I mean, to find your husband has a teenage daughter.”


  Victoria winced, as if she was hearing the truth for the first time. “It was as if he had a secret life. I asked him if he was seeing her—supporting her, you know, buying her presents and that kind of thing.”


  “He wasn’t,” I replied sharply.


  “I know, but I couldn’t live with it. Some women could. Benjamin moved out, and Darren just fell apart.” Victoria shook her head. “He became a different boy. He started getting into fights at school. I couldn’t get through to him—he just sat in his bedroom every night playing video games—it was awful. Of course, initially he poured all his venom upon his father but then things began to change.”


  Victoria shifted awkwardly. “He started to talk about…your wife.”


  “Saying what?”


  “He said that he wanted to kill that bitch.”


  I suppressed a sudden surge of anger that rose within me. “Well, he did, didn’t he?”


  Victoria looked away. “He didn’t set out to kill her—he just wanted to frighten her—it was Taylor’s idea. He was a nasty little fucker. I’d gladly strangle him with my bare hands!”


  “What do you mean, frighten?”


  “He had a photograph of your wife, from some event in the local paper…Elizabeth and Jenny Adams. I think it was a guitar recital at a school concert or something like that. Anyway, when they hijacked that car, Taylor had traced the face to an address and suggested that they drive by and brick your window…that was it. Two pissed kids were going to lob a brick and drive off.”


  “So what happened?”


  “They were revving at the bottom of your street and Darren saw the ice cream van. He told me that he started driving slowly—he knew there would be kids around, so they just cruised. Then Darren saw your wife step out behind the van. He recognised her, and I think he panicked and somehow lost control. He put his foot on the gas and…”


  I stared at this woman. She was trying to make a victim out of her son.


  “He wouldn’t have tried to kill a toddler—he wouldn’t, you have to believe me!”


  “But he aimed a fucking four-wheel drive at her, didn’t he! He aimed at them—a mother and child! I can’t believe you’re trying to make excuses for him!”


  “He didn’t aim! It wasn’t murder,” Victoria protested, her eyes filling with tears “It wasn’t!”


  “Yeah, right. And you believe your son—okay, I get that. You’ll believe what you want to believe, because getting your son back as soon as possible is all that matters. Well, guess what, Victoria, I’ll never have Hanna back. I’ll never have Elizabeth back.”


  I stood, towering over the woman who seemed to cower as if my words were fists raining down on her. Victoria looked down at her hands, still resting on her lap—still firmly clasped.


  “What are you going to do now?” she asked meekly.


  I shrugged.


  “You’re going to tell the police?”


  “What would be the point?”


  “Thank you.”


  “Oh, please don’t. I’m not doing it for you or Darren.”


  I walked over to the window and stared out. The late-afternoon sun cast long shadows across the houses as uniformed teenagers walked in small groups, chatting and laughing loudly. “I’m doing this for Elizabeth, for Hanna…”


  “I know. I understand that,” Victoria said weakly. “If I could change anything—anything—then you have to believe me, I would.”


  “But you can’t, can you?” I said, continuing to gaze out at the school kids, wishing Hanna would have followed in their footsteps. “It wasn’t your fault. As much as I hate Darren—and your husband—I cannot blame you.”


  “I could have handled it differently,” she answered.


  “How?”


  “I should have tried harder. I could have saved our marriage—tried to work things out—but I just couldn’t get my head round the fact that my husband had a teenage daughter to another woman. I shut Benjamin out of my life until it became impossible for him to stay. I let him go and lost Darren in the process.”


  I turned. Victoria was still staring down at her hands. “You couldn’t have known how badly he would react.”


  “But that’s it! I should have known. Darren idolised his father. Our relationship was always uneasy after Benjamin left, and I lost control. He wanted to go and stay with him but that just wasn’t possible. Then he wanted to go and stay with my sister. He would have lived anywhere but with me.”


  “You have a sister?”


  “Yes, three years younger. She and her husband ran a farm down in Devon. My God, Darren used to love it, you know, helping with the animals, up to his neck in mud. He would spend four weeks of the summer down there. He even learned to ride horses. I think he would have been quite happy to spend his life with those animals.”


  “So why didn’t you let him stay with them?”


  “Because he wanted us to move there and his father wanted to make a fresh start—the three of us. My sister had a barn on their land which we could have converted. Benjamin was talking about joining a local practice—you know, fewer hours, more quality time together. I persuaded my sister to discourage him. It was my fault—I was selfish…I was just thinking about my own career.” Victoria began to sob. “And now I have nothing—nothing to live for—nothing and no one!”


  I had asked for honesty, but I didn’t want to break a woman who had, beneath the frosty exterior, always blamed herself for everything that had happened to me.


  “Look,” I said softly. “If I hadn’t been such a bastard—if I hadn’t had an affair—then my wife would have never needed to seek therapy in the first place…”


  Victoria dabbed her eyes. “Ifs and buts. Benjamin was a professional who abused his position. Your wife was vulnerable.” She looked up at me, “If you had not had that affair, or if Benjamin hadn’t met your wife, you would not have Jenny. Your life would have taken a different direction. You probably wouldn’t have had Hanna, either. You could have never known what your actions would lead to.”


  Victoria looked back down at her hands. “I knew that my son would not be able to cope with a broken home. I could smell trouble, and if I had found it in my heart to forgive, or if I’d allowed Darren to stay with his aunt on the farm…you would still have your wife and Hanna, and you would never have found out the truth about Jenny.”


  We talked about actions and consequences, about the butterfly effect and our innate helplessness. I left Victoria Pascoe at her door that afternoon waving briefly as I climbed into my car. She smiled, yet her eyes betrayed her. Something inside told me I would never see the woman again.


  ***


  On my way home, I had pulled over and called Josie from my mobile. She had listened intently as I repeated word for word the conversation I’d had with Victoria Pascoe. I’m not sure if Jo knew how she was supposed to react. Was it appropriate to sound pleased that I’d discovered the truth?


  “Are you going to tell Jenny tonight?”


  I’d already decided against it. “I’m going to make an appointment with that woman at the hospital—the one who’s on her case. She’ll know how to approach the whole thing. Besides, they need to know that the woman in Jenny’s head actually exists—I’m going to enjoy that bit!”


  Josie laughed. “Don’t go sounding too triumphant, Rob. Just remember, you want to get her out of that place—not end up in the next bed!”


  I wanted to bring Jenny home, more than anything else. In my heart, nothing had changed. I knew the truth, yet she would always be the girl I’d watched as she grew up—always the girl who ran into my arms as I walked through the door. Jennifer Adams could never lose her place in my life, but she was Benjamin Pascoe’s child—it was a biological fact. Yet she’d never known him, never loved or cried for him, never listened as he read her the tales from Alice in Wonderland until her eyes began to flicker and close.


  I feared that the knowledge might tear us apart. I dreaded seeing that distant look in her eyes. Would she find something in her own heart for the man she had never known? Would she grieve his death? I imagined her sitting with Ellen, listening as the old woman regaled her with stories of her son while flicking through old photographs. Would those visits become more and more frequent? Would Jenny long for her grandmother’s company? Would Ellen be the link that allowed my precious girl to reach out and touch her father’s memory?


  I tried to push the thoughts from my mind, driving through another spell of heavy evening rain, pulling my collar up as I ran across the car park towards the hospital entrance. My mind was already playing tricks. By the time I stopped outside Jenny’s door, I could almost hear Ellen Pascoe’s voice. And did I tell you about the time your father…


  No! Really? Oh how sweet…and he’s so handsome…not like Robert. Do you think I have his eyes, Nana? Do you?


  I burst in, convinced I’d find my daughter with the old lady. Hi, Mr. Adams. Nan was just telling me about my dad…


  Jenny looked up, slightly surprised by my enthusiastic entrance.


  “You’re alone!” I said, breathing hard.


  “Of course. Why shouldn’t I be?”


  I hugged her so hard that she thought I was drunk and tried to push me away. “You’ll have to stop doing this, Dad, really!”


  “Doing what?”


  “Drinking! It’s not helping.”


  “Hey, not a lip has passed my drops!” I joked and breathed hard in her face. “See?”


  Jenny grinned. “Okay,” she said cautiously. “But you’re behaving kind of…weird.”


  “Maybe I’m just happy to see my beautiful daughter.”


  I imagined Josie cringing in the background, and my father shaking his head in disbelief. I sat down, counted to five, and clawed back my sanity. “Anyway, how are you?”


  Jenny smiled. It was the old smile I remembered. The one I had not seen since that day our lives were changed forever.


  ***


  Twenty-four hours later, I found myself sitting opposite Dr. Grace in her new office overlooking the hospital grounds. The desk was cluttered with papers that left me wondering if I’d been catapulted back into the age when Bill Gates was just a twinkle in his father’s eye. Dr. Grace smiled, trying to find a place to stand her cup. “I must get round to sorting this out. I’m afraid I have a bit of a reputation for a lack of organisation.” She looked up. “Are you sure I can’t get you a drink?”


  I shook my head. My nervousness was unfounded but it was impossible to relax even in a chair that was so comfortable it almost sucked you into a state of unconsciousness.


  “Well, let’s see,” she said, punching something into her PC. “Jenny’s been…yes…we’re pleased with her progress.” She turned away from the screen that shed an unflattering blue cast across her features. “The nightmares have stopped, as you probably know. Also, the voices.”


  I took a deep breath. “There’s something you need to know…”


  Dr. Grace lifted her cup and replaced it without taking a sip.


  “The thing is,” I began awkwardly, “there have been some developments…those voices…the woman in the dreams…We traced her. She existed.”


  The doctor’s eyes widened.


  “It was through the church—the one that Jenny…you know…”


  Dr. Grace nodded. “Jenny told us about Reverend Allington. I know you were following a lead, and she was quite excited that you might have been close to proving the existence of this Amelia woman.”


  “It’s a complicated story,” I said, wishing I’d taken up the offer of a drink as I took her back to the beginning—the phone call from the minister and those first letters I discovered in his attic. The story unfolded easily, yet it felt as if I was trying to convince a complete stranger that I’d been abducted by aliens. My palms sweated and my throat felt like sandpaper as I finally revealed Jenny’s bloodline.


  Dr. Grace studied me silently as I admitted how my affair with the travelling hairdresser had sent Elizabeth falling headlong into the arms of Benjamin Pascoe. I didn’t know how often they had slept together—it hardly mattered now. Jenny was conceived, Benjamin Pascoe’s daughter, Darren Pascoe’s half sister, Ellen Pascoe’s granddaughter…


  If there was an element of doubt that Jenny was not mine—the truth now felt like a knife twisting in my belly. For the first time, I’d told the whole story from beginning to end like a narrator taking his audience with him, and I had been listening to myself, swept along with the tale through to its awful conclusion. It was real. It was unbearable.


  “This is…” The doctor paused, shaking her head. “I don’t know what to say, Mr. Adams. I mean, you’ve had such a difficult time…”


  She scrawled something on a notepad.


  My mobile rang, playing out a jazz riff. I killed it, and Dr. Grace smiled. “I have studied psychology for years, Mr. Adams, and I’m still learning.”


  “But doesn’t this change everything? I mean, those voices—they’re not just in her head. She can’t have imagined them.”


  Dr. Grace nodded, scribbling something else on her notepad. “There are those who believe that we carry the weight of our ancestors on our shoulders, passed down through generations and locked into our subconscious. It has been known for a child to draw or paint images or scenes—a house or a face—from their ancestry. We cannot really know how this happens, but we have to accept that it does.”


  “But it means that Jenny isn’t losing her mind, surely?”


  “Losing her mind? That’s a rather unfortunate term. No, Mr. Adams, Jenny is with us because the voices—or the dreams—are causing abnormal behaviour. We need to reach a point where she is no longer influenced by those voices. Jenny needs to be free of them.”


  “So it doesn’t matter to you if Amelia exists or not?”


  Dr. Grace shrugged. “I’m not saying that it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t alter the goal, that’s all.” She smiled warmly. “But I think it might be a good idea to allow Jenny home…maybe for a weekend?”


  I wanted to hug her. She was quite simply the most wonderful woman on the planet. “That would be…well…fantastic.”


  She laughed. “Good. You’re obviously comfortable with the prospect.”


  “Comfortable? That doesn’t begin to—”


  “Mr. Adams, I’m delighted that you still feel the same affinity with Jenny, but I would advise caution. I’m not sure how she will react to the news that you are not her biological father. We might need to help her work through this.” The doctor eyed me with suspicion. I seemed to be dealing with this with unnatural ease, and it was making her feel uncomfortable. It made me feel uncomfortable, because I still felt I was watching someone else’s life unravel, not mine.


  I could feel the clouds forming. I was who I was…the son of a good and righteous man with a mother who remained faithful to her son and husband. I had sweet memories to which I clung. But Jenny was about to discover that she had lived in ignorance of a truth that would shatter her world and taint every memory she had.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  At first, she just stared. Not at me. Not at any one or anything. I sat by her bed and waited, like a talent show finalist waiting through an eternal silence while the producers left them dangling for the entertainment of the public. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. There was nothing else to say.


  Jenny didn’t answer. A tear trickled down her cheek.


  “I just want you to know…I love you. You are my daughter. In my heart, nothing changes.”


  Silence.


  “Jenny?”


  She turned, staring through me. “You can go now.”


  Her eyes were lifeless. “I can’t leave you.”


  There was a polite tapping on the door. Dr. Grace poked her head in. “Everything all right?”


  Jenny looked up, unsmiling. “He’s just going.”


  Dr. Grace frowned as I stood. Jenny slumped back onto her pillow, turned on her side and covered her head.


  “You really want your father to go?” she asked softly.


  Silence.


  “Jenny?”


  My daughter pulled the sheet from her head and glared at us with something that resembled hatred. “Well, my father isn’t here. Isn’t that what you’ve just told me? My father is dead!”


  “But that isn’t—”


  “Please! Leave me alone. I just can’t be arsed with you…or anyone!”


  “But Jenny—”


  She and pulled the covers back over her head. “Just go! Please!”


  Dr. Grace looked at me and nodded towards the door.


  I remember walking down the corridor with her hand on my arm. I remember sitting in her office with a hot cup of tea because, for some reason, I couldn’t face coffee. I remember the guilt enveloping me like a swirling black mist, and in that moment, I realised that if Jenny could not accept me as her father, I had no daughter.


  ***


  I picked Josie up at The Keys after she called and insisted on taking me out for a meal in town. “I thought you might need to talk,” she said. “So you drive and I’ll pay.”


  It sounded good to me—better to have a belly full of pasta then a head full of demons. We settled on a small back street Italian restaurant that served the best pasta for miles, according to Josie, who was married to the world’s greatest authority on Italian food. A young man with greased-back Elvis hair led us to our table in the far corner and lit the candle as we took our seats.


  Josie had said little throughout the half-hour drive. It was easier to talk over dinner, when eye contact was just as important as the words on our lips. “This is all about you tonight, Rob,” she said, glancing up from the menu. “You’ve got to tell me how you feel. I mean, how you really feel.”


  The truth was, I wasn’t sure how I felt. Jenny was just a kid in shock, and I knew that time would heal.


  “This whole thing with Amelia could bring you together,” Josie said. “And as heartless as this may sound, her biological father is dead. She’s not going to be looking to form any kind of relationship. You don’t have any competition. It’s just you and her.”


  Jo was right. Everything had changed, yet, at the same time, nothing had changed.


  “This whole Amelia thing is an adventure, and you’re both in it together. It will stop you both over-thinking the whole biology-versus-nurture shit. She’s your girl, and you both know it. Don’t push it, just be there.”


  I ate everything on my plate while Josie polished off the last of the wine and she smiled as I looked longingly at the bottle in the ice bucket. “I know, hun,” she said, reading my mind. “But I don’t think alcohol would be such a good idea tonight.”


  I nodded. Wine was always good on the lips, particularly with pasta, but it had a habit of lifting me to great heights and then dropping me quite suddenly into a pit of gloom. Even when life was good, with the help of alcohol I’d somehow manage to find the cloud behind the silver lining.


  I climbed behind the wheel of my car, greeted by the scent of Jo’s perfume. I breathed in deeply and glanced over at her. She turned and smiled. I kissed her gently on the lips, wanting more but knowing that the tenderness that existed between us would always be there. I could wait.


  She smiled. “You okay?”


  Josie was good for me. I wanted to tell her but couldn’t find the words. Facing Jenny wasn’t going to be easy, but if she needed time then that was fine. Time was something we both had.


  We chatted lightly on the way home. It was all about the good times. New Year’s Eve at The Keys and the characters that had frequented the place over the years. Smiler Sam, who had a grin so wide he looked like a Muppet. Then there was Tricky Dicky, who regaled his many friends with tales of sexual conquests. His ability to attract scores of young attractive women baffled almost every one of the regulars until they found out he was a closet gay.


  Josie laughed when she recalled Donkey Tom, whose party trick involved revealing his male appendage to anyone interested. “We could have made money out of that guy,” she said. “If he hadn’t nearly closed us down!” That was another story, even though it hadn’t been so funny at the time.


  I glanced at Jo, who had fallen silent and was staring into my rear-view mirror. “Turn right,” she snapped suddenly. “Here!”


  “What? Why?”


  “Just turn!”


  I floored the brake pedal, spinning the wheel and sending the car screeching into the corner. “Shit! Why did you do that?” I said, regaining control of the wheel.


  Josie was still staring into the mirror. “Just drive. I’ll tell you in a minute.”


  “Are you on the run, babe?” I joked as a black cat ran across our path.


  Josie looked serious. “Pull in,” she said, almost in a whisper. “Here!”


  I swung over to the kerb behind a parked truck. “What’s going on?” I said as Josie continued to stare into my mirror.


  “Just wait. A car will pass us in a minute. Just keep looking ahead—don’t turn.”


  A red Fiat moved slowly alongside before continuing down the road and turning off at the next junction. “That car has been following us,” she said. “I noticed it pulling out from a parking space when we left the restaurant. They kept close all the way…” She paused. “Who the hell would be following you, hun?”


  My heart was still thumping after my rally-car turn. I couldn’t think. It had to be a case of mistaken identity.


  “Let’s hope you haven’t got a look-a-like who’s on someone’s hit list,” she said with a girlish giggle. “You need to keep your eyes peeled. Beware of the red Fiat!”


  ***


  After lying awake for several hours, wondering who would want to be trailing me around in the early hours of the morning, I fell into a restless sleep in which I found myself standing at the window watching Hanna and Elizabeth standing behind the ice cream van. They were waving, laughing and unaware that I was screaming, “Run! Please run! You’re both going to die! Please…run!” But I couldn’t change the past—not even in my dreams. The sound of screeching tyres filled the room, reverberating, tormenting. They are going to die! Look! Look! Look!


  I woke just before Pascoe and Taylor ploughed into the back of Mr. Whirl’s pink-and-white ice cream van. My body was covered in sweat and my heart was thumping hard. I took several deep breaths and took a gulp of water from the bottle on the bedside table. It was light. Small mercies. I was okay to shower, dress and make myself a coffee while catching up with the news. Normal people who were leading normal lives would be doing the same thing. See? Everything is okay.


  But it wasn’t. The boy who had killed my wife and little girl was Jenny’s brother. How was she going to live with that? How was I going to live with that? Pascoe was family. The whole idea of planning my speech at the hospital was little more than foolishness. I was old enough to know that conversations took their own course and there was always the possibility than Jenny would still not want to see me.


  I called Sebastian just to hear his voice—the source of calm in the centre of a storm. The old man listened as I related the events of the past few days.


  “So there is a link,” he said, obviously shaken. “It must have come as a terrible shock.”


  I felt myself choking back the tears as I tried to reply.


  Tint stopped me. “It will be okay—she belongs in your heart, and you belong in hers.”


  His words carried the weight of a man gifted with wisdom. It wasn’t so much the content of his counsel, it was the delivery. Not so much about the bullet, more about the weapon from which it was fired. I could imagine the old man could convince me that he was the son of God if he’d been given enough time.


  ***


  The hospital corridor leading to my daughter’s room was thankfully long, and by the time I arrived there, I’d decided on a breezy entrance. Jenny was listening to music on her iPod, wired up and in another world. She looked up as I stood tentatively in the doorway and smiled. The relief was palpable. She pulled the wires from her ears.


  “Hi,” she said softly.


  I nodded and walked towards the bed, unsure as to whether I should even attempt a kiss. Jenny reached out her hand, and I took it.


  Tears formed in my daughter’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Dad—I just can’t get my head around this.” A tear escaped and trickled down her cheek. “To find out you aren’t who you think you are—that’s bad enough—but the Pascoes! Oh my god!” she hissed.


  “Nothing’s changed in here,” I said, patting my chest. Sebastian’s words sprang up in my head. “I can’t think of you as anyone other than my daughter. You always have been and you always will—”


  Jenny reached up and threw her arm around my neck and began to weep.


  We held each other, welded together in a love that I knew, in that moment, no one could break. She kissed me several times on the cheek before sinking back into the comfort of her pillow.


  We talked, yet I don’t remember anything beyond an embrace that told me nothing life could throw up was going to defeat us. We were a team.


  On my way home, something made me take a left turn down Hey Park Road, heading towards Victoria Pascoe’s house. Maybe I just wanted to tell her that there was no ill feeling. Maybe I just wanted her to know that things were good, but when I arrived, there was no one at home.


  I turned to find a young woman with a baby in her arms, standing in the gateway. “You lookin’ for Mrs. Pascoe?” she asked.


  I nodded.


  She looked at me. “You ain’t heard, then?”


  “Heard what?” I asked, already fearing that the woman didn’t have good news.


  “She hung herself this morning—jus’ like her husband did. Terrible, it was. You just don’t expect it to happen in your street!”


  I froze, rooted to the spot.


  The woman looked glumly at her baby. “Don’t know how parents can do that to their kids, to be honest. It’s not fair—that Darren one is already off the rails. Can you imagine…”


  I found myself muttering something of an apology as I pushed past her and climbed behind the wheel of my car. Darren Pascoe would be called away from whatever he was doing. They would have sat him down, wearing their masks of concern, to inform the teenager that he was never going to see his mother again. Another young man was heading for the social scrap heap—drugs, crime, more drugs. My daughter’s half brother. Family.


  The drive home was something of a blur. My mind focused on an image of Victoria Pascoe’s lifeless body being carried away. It would probably make the local papers and, somewhere along the line, Darren would be mentioned. A snippet of news in a moment of time. Did you read about that woman hanging herself? Her husband committed suicide a while back. Feel sorry for that kid.


  That would be it; the conversation would turn to the weather or the next holiday. The world would continue to turn, but not for Darren. He would have probably heard by now, and I wondered how a kid managed to deal with shit like that. I called Josie.


  “You know something, Jo?” I said, still trying to digest the news myself, “For a split second, I actually felt sorry for that Pascoe kid.”


  I’d wanted to believe Victoria when she’d told me that Darren had never intended any harm. He was just a screwed-up kid who wanted to vent his anger. I wished he had put a brick through my window. I wish he had swerved clear just as Elizabeth had stepped into the road. But our lives changed forever. I remembered the day Jenny came home wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with the words ‘shit happens’. “You can take that off now!” I’d snapped as she walked through the door. Maybe I should have let her keep it, because whatever anyone thought of the sentiment, it was the truth. Shit did happen.


  ***


  I drove up to Tabwell the following day determined to find the Stanwicks’ home. The library was the obvious place to start, and the woman at the desk greeted me with an officious smile.


  “Can I help you?”


  I nodded and explained that I was looking for some local history—“The location of The Stanwicks’ home. They lived there in the late eighteen hundreds.”


  The woman’s grinned, looking rather pleased with herself. “I think I can save you the trouble,” she said. The place you’re looking for is The Crest Hill Rest Home.”


  She must have seen the look of surprise on my face and seemed more than happy to chat.


  “It’s quite well known locally—believed to be haunted—and has changed hands several times. The Morton family bought it from the Stanwicks and then I think it became a hotel…then a rest home. The ownership changed hands about five years ago. The Farridays run it now. Do you want the address?” She jotted it down on a slip of paper for me, and I thanked her and left.


  I drove along the tree-lined road imagining the horses and the carriages of a bygone age. There was still enough of the past about the place to make it easy to imagine life in the eighteenth century, and as I pulled up outside the gated rest home, I could almost see Reverend Allington striding up the driveway with evil in his heart.


  I sat looking at the large mansion house with its freshly painted cream walls and manicured lawns. The Farridays certainly looked after the place, and I imagined not much had changed in the general appearance since the days when Amelia Root resided in its attic. The thought chilled me. It was as if I’d stumbled into Jenny’s nightmare.


  Even Josie sounded suitably impressed when I called her from my mobile. “Jesus! That must feel really weird,” she said, almost in a whisper. “How do you feel?”


  “It’s surreal,” I said, glancing up at the house. “And a bit scary, if I’m honest.”


  Josie laughed. “Hey, I’m scared, too—and I’m sitting here with a bar full of drunken women trying to get a mouthful of the male stripper. I’ll have to go, hun, before we go totally pornographic!”


  I told Jo I’d call her tomorrow and fired up the engine. I can’t remember the drive home, my mind focused only on the Stanwicks’ home and the girl they kept imprisoned there. She deserved a grave, an epitaph in remembrance of her life, however short and wretched it had been.


  ***


  I called the rest home the following day and made an appointment. Mr. Farriday took the call, and I told him that we were looking for a suitable place for my elderly mother, claiming Crest Hill had been recommended by a good friend. Farriday told me that Saturday would be fine, which meant that Jenny could accompany me. At some point, we would have to come clean, because I didn’t imagine that many people asked to see the attic when viewing the home, but Farriday sounded like an easy going, pleasant character who might at least make an effort to help.


  Jenny looked tearful when I called in at the hospital. I told her about Crest Hill Rest Home, and she managed a weary smile but she needed time.


  Dr. Grace accompanied me back down the corridor. “Being told that you are not her biological father will have hit her hard,” she told me. “She’ll have good and bad days—good and bad moments, actually. She will be feeling betrayed by your affairs—both yours and her mother’s. She’s old enough to be affected by the knowledge that she’s not a product of a loving relationship—more of an illicit alliance born from your relationship with another woman.”


  I picked Josie up from The Keys that night, after opting for a coffee and a catch up at Tammy’s. She climbed into the passenger seat and let out a long sigh.


  “So what happened with the stripper?” I asked.


  Jo rolled her eyes. “No more fucking hen parties! That’s it!”


  “I take it things got out of hand?”


  Jo shook her head. “It was what they had in their hands that was the problem,” she said without a flicker of a smile. “The bride was about to go down on the guy while her mates filmed it! Honestly! And they talk about blokes!”


  I grinned. “I bet you were popular!”


  “I nearly got lynched. They accused me of ruining the show. The stripper managed to calm them down, and when they were leaving, the bride’s sister thanked me for putting a stop to the whole thing.” Josie fastened her seat belt as we moved off. “I can’t believe it. That girl would have regretted it for the rest of her life—and it would have been on her mate’s phone, too.”


  I had coffee and garlic bread; Jo went for chocolate, her resolve broken the moment she saw the cake under the glass. “It’s begging to be eaten,” she told me. “How can I refuse?”


  “Go for it!” I laughed, “We can eat healthy tomorrow!”


  Jo threw me a mockingly indignant look. “I’ll have you know I’ve lost another two pounds!”


  I told her she didn’t need to and that she was perfect as she was. I meant it.


  We sat for over an hour talking about the Stanwicks’ house, Amelia, and ghosts. Conversation was always easy, and eventually, we started reminiscing. It was good that we had a history. The woman by my side had not come in out of the cold; she was not a stranger with baggage I knew nothing about. We had been friends, and although I had never believed that friends made good lovers, maybe Josie was the exception.


  We left Tammy’s at close to midnight, and as I started up the engine Josie touched my arm. “Look, hun—over there.” I followed the direction of her eyes. “The car,” she whispered.


  The red Fiat was parked up in the far corner of the car park. I stared hard but couldn’t make out the face of the occupant. Josie’s eyes were better than mine.


  “There’s two of them,” she said.


  “Male or female?” I asked, my heart beginning to race.


  “Can’t tell…just shapes,” She replied. “Best just drive. Stop over with me at The Keys.”


  The Fiat followed but turned off before we reached home. “I’ll make your bed up,” Jo said as we parked up. “Best not take any chances. Your life is complicated enough.”


  I laughed but wasn’t sure why. There was no reason why anyone should be taking an interest in my whereabouts, but the mistaken-identity theory was starting to bug me.


  “Promise me you will never, ever even think of approaching that car, Rob,” she said as I was turning in, praying for a decent sleep.


  “No chance, babe,” I said. “I’m too much of a coward.”


  Josie kissed my cheek. “That’s one thing you ain’t, hun,” she said. “Get some sleep. You’ve got a big weekend coming up.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  I looked over at my daughter as the Stanwicks’ former home loomed up from behind its tree-lined driveway. “This is it,” I said. “This is where Amelia lived.”


  We watched as the gates eased open with a series of creaks and clangs, wondering if this really was the end of our journey. Jenny looked up, searching for an attic window. We were both thinking the same thing.


  A young domestic in a pale-blue uniform answered the door and waved us in. “You’re here to see Mr. Farriday?” We nodded and followed like obedient children as she weaved through a room of tables laid for dinner.


  “Do you think Amelia ever saw this room?” Jenny whispered as we passed a couple of elderly ladies sipping tea in the corner. The thought chilled me. I almost expected to find her waiting around the next corner.


  Brian Farriday was sitting in an office that would probably have been nothing more than a storage cupboard when the Stanwicks had lived there. He acknowledged us with a brief hand gesture and continued with his phone call. He was a rather lanky, awkward-looking character, with deep-set eyes and a receding hairline, who would have looked more at home in a sit com than running a home for the elderly.


  Jenny stared at the photographs, postcards and health and safety notices pinned to the walls. Could the spirit of Amelia still be here?


  Farriday replaced the receiver and apologised. “Never a minute, I’m afraid.” He stood and closed the door. “To be honest, I’ll be glad to get shut of the place.” He smiled. “We’ve just had the outside painted but I’m afraid it’s falling apart.”


  I looked at him quizzically. “Really?”


  Farriday sighed. “There’s a lot of repair work on an old place like this, and when it’s full of old people, you can’t really start pulling their home apart.”


  Jenny frowned. “But I’d heard it was haunted.”


  Farriday laughed. Thin lips. White teeth. “Oh, some of the old folk tell us they hear things, but medication and dreams play a big part in it, I would guess.”


  “But it does have a history of weird stuff going on,” Jenny insisted.


  Farriday grinned “Well, the Morton family had the attic room bricked up,” he said. “But you don’t have to worry. Your mother will be safe—”


  “Bricked up? Why?” My heart sank. “Look,” I continued, deciding that it was time to come clean, “we’re not looking for a place for my mother—or father. They’re both dead. We’re here about the attic.”


  Farriday frowned. “The attic?”


  “This is going to sound really bizarre, but we need to see that room.”


  “You can’t. Like I told you, it’s bricked up.”


  Jenny looked at me, then at Farriday. “We would pay to open it up.”


  Farriday shook his head. “Open it up? Are you kidding me?”


  Jenny slumped back in her chair. Farriday saw the look of disappointment. “Look, I’m sorry, but I can’t just start knocking walls down at the whim of two people who have just walked in off the street. I don’t know you from Adam!”


  “We’d also pay to have the door bricked up again,” I replied.


  Farriday shrugged. “I’m sorry, this whole thing sounds crazy to me. Why are you so desperate to see a dingy attic? I really don’t understand.”


  Jenny and I looked at each other. “It’s your story, sweetheart—you tell him.”


  ***


  We followed Farriday up the stairway as he rattled a bunch of keys like an irritated jailer. “I’ll show you the door. It still opens, apparently.


  “I thought it was bricked up.”


  “It is—behind the door.”


  “So that should make it easier to knock down. It—”


  “No,” Farriday snapped, quickening his pace.


  We reached the top of the stairs, breaking into a trot in an effort to keep up with our host as he strode ahead past a series of open doors, each room occupied by domestics, dusting and changing bed sheets. The grandeur of the Stanwicks’ house had been lost under plasterboard and pipes. Rooms had been turned into bedsits, oak-panelled doors had been painted and the carpets were going threadbare. I wished I’d taken time to find out if any photographs of the old place in all its glory actually existed. The time when little Amelia lived with her weak mother. The times when Sarah would climb those stairs with a heavy heart.


  Farriday spun to the left, and we soon found ourselves following him up a much steeper and narrower stairway. My heart began to pump harder.


  “It’s just up here,” Farriday told us. “Although there’s not much to see.”


  The attic door was probably the only thing in the whole house that hadn’t been painted. It remained in its original state. Old panelled mahogany. Farriday fished for the key.


  “Why is it locked? You can’t get in!”


  Farriday rolled his eyes. “Superstition,” he replied. “Not mine—my wife’s.”


  “So she believes in spirits, then?”


  Farriday nodded. “She’s convinced they exist—unlike me.”


  The key twisted in the lock. “There you go,” Farriday said stepping back. “Take a look.”


  Jenny stepped forward. We both held our breaths. What would be waiting on the other side?


  “Go on,” I urged as Jenny hesitated, her hand resting on the brass door knob. She twisted and pulled. The door creaked and strained as my daughter pulled it towards her. A blast of cold air hit us, the musty scent of old wood and damp walls. Yet, sure enough, there was nothing but brick.


  We stood in silence, looking at the wall, as if at any moment it would part like a theatre curtain as the show began, but there was no sound or movement. Even the chill had evaporated, along with the musty scent of Amelia’s home.


  “Well, this is it,” Farriday said. “Your story was fascinating, but I’m afraid I can do no more.”


  “Can’t or won’t?” Jenny snapped.


  Farriday glared, clearly vexed. “I’m sorry. I won’t.”


  ***


  Jenny seemed remarkably at peace as we drove home. “I thought you’d be disappointed,” I said as we pulled up outside the house.


  Jenny smiled. “He’ll change his mind,” she said. “Just wait and see.” Jenny could tell I wasn’t convinced. “It’ll gnaw away at him,” she continued. “Okay, he doesn’t believe in spirits, but I bet he’s the type who won’t like people keeping secrets—he’ll want to know what’s really on the other side of that door.”


  I didn’t see a man like Farriday giving in under pressure. We had done the right thing in leaving with a handshake and our number scribbled on a post-it note.


  “I know how you feel about that room, Jen, but you have to be prepared—”


  “I need to be in that room,” she said as we walked through the door. “I’ve got to believe that Farriday will change his mind.”


  I sensed that Jenny didn’t want to pursue the subject any further. She flicked on the TV. We were trying hard, and I never doubted that Jenny loved me, yet there was a wall between us as impenetrable as the one keeping us out of Amelia’s room. She wasn’t mine—and I wasn’t hers.


  The TV became our focus, allowing us to avoid any meaningful conversation. I grabbed the remote and killed the sound. Jenny shot me a look. “What are you doing?”


  “We need to talk.”


  Jenny groaned. “About what?”


  “You know what.”


  “There’s nothing to discuss.”


  “I need to know how you feel.” I could hear my father again—easy, my son…easy. “You’ll always be my girl, Jen. I couldn’t feel any differently towards you, even if I wanted to.”


  Jenny continued to stare at the TV screen. “Are you seeing Josie?”


  The question came like a surge of electricity through my body. “How do you mean?”


  Jenny turned and glared at me. “It’s a simple question.”


  “Josie’s married.”


  “So were you. But it didn’t stop you screwing the bitch?”


  I felt like a deflated tyre, my spirit leaking from every pore. “We’re friends. She’s been there for me.”


  Jenny smiled sarcastically. “The age old prelude to an affair.”


  “But I don’t understand where this is going?”


  “Okay, the bottom line is this. You fancy the pants off Josie, it’s so obvious. You don’t have any ties, you don’t have a wife, you don’t have any children.” Jenny looked at me with venom in her eyes. “So why don’t you and Josephine piss off into the sunset and leave me and my murderous little twat of a half brother alone!”


  If I’d had an answer, I could have barely voiced it. Jenny grabbed the remote and turned up the sound. Back off, son, you’re done here. Let her rest. So we sat watching a movie neither of us had the energy to follow, and that night, as Jenny rose and signalled that she was going to bed, I told her that I loved her. I loved her more than anything else in the world. She turned away without answering, and I listened to her footsteps on the stairs. At the end of the tunnel, the light that kept my hopes alive flickered and died.


  ***


  Up to that moment, the weekend had been neither a success nor a failure. We had been comfortable together without being close. I returned from the hospital that Monday feeling deflated, like a father returning his child to her home after spending a few short and precious hours together. The house was empty once more.


  I was about to call Josie. In fact, my hand was on the receiver when the phone rang. It was Farriday.


  “Mr. Adams? I have been talking to my wife about that attic room…” He paused. “I’m afraid she has overruled me.” He laughed. “You know what women are like. Once she heard your story… She’s fascinated by ghost stories although she’ll probably sleep with the lights on in future.”


  Jenny had been right. It was something more than optimism. It was knowledge.


  “Anyway, we are getting our odd job man to open up the doorway—probably at the end of the week. Laura—er, my wife—wants to keep the door locked until you’re ready.”


  I replaced the receiver after thanking him profusely. Suddenly, the place didn’t feel so empty. I called Sebastian, who sounded as upbeat as I felt.


  “Come on over,” he said brightly. “I’ve someone I’d like you to meet.”


  ***


  The German shepherd pup yelped excitedly at Sebastian’s heels as I followed them into the lounge.


  “I’ve called him Ricky,” Sebastian told me. “I couldn’t have called him by any other name.” The old man looked truly pleased with his new companion. “How about a shot of whisky in your coffee?”


  It was a kind of celebration I suppose, for the two of us had turned a corner. I just wasn’t so sure what awaited me on the road ahead.


  Jenny was convinced that Amelia’s attic home would hold the truth within its walls, but what would happen if the room she had visited in her dreams refused to give up its secrets? Where would we go from there?


  Sebastian listened intently and then asked, “Exactly what are you expecting?”


  I shrugged. The old man was going to tell me, obviously.


  “You have to leave yourself open. You have to feel the place. Jenny has never been wrong—there will be something in that room.”


  “Amelia?”


  “Who knows?”


  Maybe that was the thing I feared most—more than finding nothing at all.


  “You need to remember,” the old man continued, “Amelia requires a resting place…a proper burial. Once you have found the body, Jenny will be free.”


  “But that’s what I don’t understand. Why should a spirit worry about a decayed shell?”


  “It is not so much the body, it is the manner of her death. She lived and died with no recognition, whereas the man who raped and brutally assaulted her lies immortalised in the house of God.” Sebastian shot me a look. There was anger in his eyes. “I don’t think I’d be able to rest in those circumstances, do you?”


  He lifted a whimpering Ricky onto his knee.


  “Remember me telling you about the student who died in a road accident?”


  I nodded.


  “He appeared to me within an hour of his death, simply to tell me that I had been wrong. All those things of which I’d been so convinced. There was no God, no life after death. It was as if he could not rest until he had let me know.” Sebastian smiled. “Amelia cannot rest, either.”


  ***


  I left the old man’s house imagining an irate spirit languishing behind the wall of the Stanwicks’ attic, waiting to unleash its fury upon the world. Jenny brightened when I told her about Farriday’s call that evening, but there was no verbal reconciliation. I spoke to Dr. Grace about the possibility of allowing Jenny home again at the weekend. She seemed hopeful.


  “Jenny seems healthy—her blood pressure is normal, and she seems relaxed. We are looking to discharge her within the next few days.” Dr. Grace smiled. “We will be referring her for therapy, but providing she doesn’t lapse back into this erratic behaviour, she will probably be better at home with you.”


  ***


  My mobile bleeped as I poured myself a fresh orange juice. It was a text from Josie.


  Hey, you! Just learned to text. you are my first. How are you?


  I punched in a reply. Well done! How long did it take you?


  Ten minutes on, my mobile bleeped again.


  About 30 mins! Haha!


  Jo’s message made me smile. She had never taken to her mobile and never bothered with social media. I kind of loved that, and for the briefest of moments, I’d forgotten all about Amelia Root.


  It’s an age thing! I punched back.


  Two minutes later, my landline rang.


  “Who’s a clever girl then?” Josie crowed before I’d had time to say hello. “Meg’s knocking me into shape!”


  “Who’s Meg?”


  “The new barmaid. She gives a whole new meaning to the word streetwise. She’s going to be really good for the place!” Jo paused. “Anyway, is there any news?”


  I told her about Farriday and the attic room, but halfway through she stopped me. “Look, hun, why don’t you come on over? We’ll have supper.”


  It sounded good to me. I needed to think aloud, let my thoughts escape, and Jo was just the person. Besides, she served a mean cheese toastie, and no one could beat her milky coffee.


  “See you in ten,” I said, replacing the receiver and running a comb through my hair. That tired, middle-aged man stared back at me, and I wished to God that mirrors could lie.


  ***


  The Keys was quiet. A few couples propped up the bar, and the girl I presumed to be Meg was serving up an exotic-looking green cocktail. Jo had been right. She would be good for the place. Meg was straight off the cover of a glossy magazine. Blonde, blue eyed, perfect white teeth and a smile that could chase the clouds from anyone’s sky.


  Josie killed the sound on the TV. The smell of the toasties and coffee drifted along the hallway. “I figured you might be glad of some company,” she said, sitting opposite and revealing an eyeful of shapely leg. She smiled. “You’ve seen it before, hun.”


  I blushed, wondering what she would have made of Jenny’s suggestion that we should disappear into the sunset. Maybe it wasn’t the right time.


  “So, you’ll finally see Amelia’s room—that’ll be weird.”


  I nodded. “Sebastian says I should keep an open mind.”


  “And what do you think you’ll find?”


  That was the billion-dollar question. I shrugged. “I just want all this to end, Jo. I really do. It’s messing with my head.”


  “How are you and Jenny getting on?”


  “Slowly,” I replied.


  Jo raised her eyebrows. “That bad, huh?”


  “It’s not going to be easy. I mean, the whole thing between Elizabeth and Benjamin Pascoe—it’s a bit of a bombshell, to put it mildly. The poor girl suddenly finds out she’s related to Darren!”


  Josie rolled her eyes. “Not exactly the brother you’d choose from a catalogue.”


  “Jen always thought she was from a stable home. You know—the whole loving family thing—two parents who loved each other unreservedly.”


  There was a look of maternal concern on Josie’s face. She stood and patted my shoulder. “I’ll go and get supper.”


  I wondered, and not for the first time, what course my life would have taken if I’d never met Melissa. Would we be living a contented suburban life with two-point-four children? I didn’t know, but two things were certain; Darren Pascoe would have never hooked up with Taylor, and Jenny would never have been born.


  Josie returned with a tray. Steaming cheese toasties and milky coffee.


  “Marry me!” I said, laughing.


  Josie smiled wryly. “Don’t be raising my hopes, sunshine!”


  ***


  James Taylor played on the radio as I drove home. Lou hadn’t made an appearance all evening, and part of me felt uncomfortable. Was he waiting for me to go? The other part of me didn’t give a gnat’s arse. I’d wanted to stay, sharing my thoughts well into the night until we’d both fallen asleep in each other’s arms, but when Josie had yawned and glanced at her watch, I thanked her for the supper and left.


  When I arrived home there was a message on my answering machine. It was Dr. Grace. “Mr. Adams?” the voice was kind but officious. “Could you call me? Thank you.”


  After three minutes on hold, I was put through to the doctor who informed me that they were happy to allow Jenny home at the weekend. I punched the air, turned Frank Sinatra on high, and poured myself a rum and dry ginger with a ladle of ice. Jenny was still Benjamin Pascoe’s daughter. Darren Pascoe was still her half brother. I still missed my wife and child, and if the bathroom mirror was not lying, I still looked like an old man. But at the end of the long dark tunnel, there was light again.


  On my next visit, Jenny and I discussed the forthcoming weekend, skirting around the issues that we should have been talking over. We had, it seemed, one thing in common: the desire to find Amelia. But I feared what lay ahead should we succeed. Would Jenny slowly drift away from me, meet a boy, shack up, have children of her own? Would I still be in her life?


  “I was thinking,” she said as I was leaving. I turned, one hand on the door. “Maybe it would be better if you didn’t come in again…leave it till the weekend.”


  She looked away, unable to look me in the eye. I wanted to shake her. I wanted to scream my protest, but all I could manage was a cursory nod. I’m guessing she didn’t look up until she heard the door close.


  I called in on Dr. Grace on the way out, relieved to find her sitting at a cluttered desk. She greeted me with a smile and offered me a seat.


  “Jenny doesn’t want to see me till the weekend,” I blurted out before my backside had touched the chair.


  She smiled kindly. “It will take time, Mr. Adams. I can assure you that Jenny is trying to work through this. Maybe she just needs some…” Dr. Grace paused. “God, I hate this word, but maybe she needs some space.” She tapped something into her computer and peered at the screen. “Damn! Look, I’m really sorry, but I have to be somewhere.”


  She stood, gathering her personal belongings: keys, black clutch bag and a lined notebook. “I can’t get out of this…again, sorry—with a capital S.”


  I shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ll see you Friday.”


  ***


  The week dragged on, feeling more like a month. My head was already in that attic room, and my macabre imagination was fuelled by a bottle of rum and several cans of premium strength beer. Josie reminded me that I hadn’t shaved and then stood over me, while I ran a razor across two days of stubble, before dragging me to a salon in town. She settled in with a magazine while a girl called Rosie cut my hair and trimmed my eyebrows.


  “How about putting some colour in those locks? And a facial scrub would do you the world of good,” she told me as we drove back to The Keys. I sighed wearily. “You’re looking older than you are, hun, and if you look old, you’ll feel old.”


  “I’m tired,” I told her, “and a bottle of hair dye won’t change that.”


  Josie flicked on the indicator and swung the car into The Keys. “Fine. But do you really want to look like an old wreck? You honestly think that will help Jenny?”


  By the time Friday came around, I’d been scrubbed, massaged and coloured. My trousers fitted better and although my head was still in a mess, Josie had a point. At least I now looked like a functioning human being.


  ***


  Jenny did a double take when I picked her up at the hospital. “You look well,” she said with an air of suspicion in her voice.


  I guessed she thought the makeover was for Josie’s benefit, so I just smiled and changed the subject, telling her that I’d called Farriday that morning and the wall was down. Nothing remarkable had happened. The workmen had taken the money they were owed and left the premises.


  “He’s going to meet us at midday, tomorrow,” I said as we drove home. “So I thought maybe we could start out early and grab ourselves a bite to eat.”


  Jenny nodded, preoccupied with what lay ahead, almost as if she knew. “Sounds good. I’m starving. Fancy a huge portion of greasy fish and chips?”


  I wasn’t hungry. The alcohol had worn the lining from my stomach, but this was the old Jenny and I wanted to keep her. “Sure—and how about some thick white bread with lashings of butter?”


  My daughter laughed. My daughter…she would always be just that. “Cool!” she said.


  We sat watching an afternoon chick flick on the movie channel with two large colas and a mountain of fries with fish the size of small sharks. We fell asleep, our stomachs full, waking only as the credits rolled. We both had that what do we do now? look in our eyes. Neither of us could even think about food, and the TV was dire.


  “Fancy a walk?” I asked. To my surprise, Jenny agreed.


  We wrapped up against the brisk, cool breeze and took to the nearest public footpath just a mile away, both silent, our minds preoccupied with our visit to Amelia’s attic. When it began to rain, we huddled together beneath Jenny’s pink umbrella and laughed at our misfortune. After the past year, being caught three miles from home in a light rainfall could hardly be considered as a challenge to our character.


  ***


  Neither of us had bothered catching up on the weather forecast, so we hadn’t been aware we’d walked through the beginning of a storm which was going to sweep across the country over the weekend. That night, the light rain turned into something else. Ninety-mile-an-hour winds whipped the trees and sent bins skimming along the roads like stones across the surface of a pond.


  We set off in the morning, ignoring the Met Office’s warning against any unnecessary journeys. The weather had deterred the casual shoppers and weekend drivers, leaving us among the workers and the foolhardy for company as we headed through the driving rain with the windscreen wipers thrashing maniacally. When we pulled up at a set of lights, just three miles into the journey, I happened to glance in my rear-view mirror. The car behind me was, as far as I could tell, a black Ford. But behind that, a vehicle I had come to recognise was clearly visible as it attempted to change lanes.


  “What are you looking at, Dad?” Jenny quizzed.


  “Nothing, sweetheart. Just thought I’d spotted someone I knew.”


  Jenny returned to the game on her phone. I couldn’t tell her about the red Fiat. Not yet.


  By the time we arrived at the rest home, the wind had dropped, but the grey skies seemed heavier than ever—so heavy, in fact, that it was hard to imagine that there was anything beyond them.


  “This place looks like something out of a Dracula movie,” Jenny muttered as we pulled up. I killed the engine and waited. The rain was driving hard. We pulled our coats over our heads and made a run for the door without the umbrella.


  Farriday was waiting for us in the hallway. A woman dressed in a navy blue suit stood beside him, only slightly shorter but at least a decade younger, her blonde, streaked hair, tied back from her face.


  “That must be Mrs. Farriday,” I whispered to Jenny as we approached.


  “She’s pretty,” Jenny said under her breath. “Look at those eyes.”


  Farriday held out his hand. Mrs. Farriday smiled warmly. “Good to see you both. This is Laura, my wife.”


  Laura nodded. “Can I get you a drink? Tea? Coffee?”


  We agreed, despite not wanting to delay our visit to the attic a moment longer. I figured that Laura had a few questions for us, and to appear unduly hurried might seem discourteous.


  We were ushered into the Farridays’ private quarters, a spacious and modern room with a huge plasma screen TV.


  “Please, take a seat.” Mrs. Farriday gestured towards a large leather couch. “Then you can tell me all about that attic.”


  Jenny and I looked at each other, rolling our eyes as Laura disappeared before reappearing with our coffee. “I’m afraid my fascination with ghouls irritates my husband, so I don’t really get to watch those ghost hunting programmes on the TV.” She glanced at Jenny, who was pale. “I’m sorry. That sounds rather flippant. This must be tough on both of you. I mean—you must have been desperate to come here and…you know…”


  Jenny smiled and nodded.


  “Anyway, Brian told me about this woman… Emily?”


  “Amelia,” I corrected.


  “That’s it, Amelia. She lived in the attic?” Laura sat down, her eyes flitting from Jenny to me and back again. I told her the story—at least, the part I knew would satisfy her curiosity. Laura kept looking at Jenny throughout, as if unable to accept that she had a real life ghost hunter in her home. If she had, for one moment, thought that we were just a couple of crackpots, it didn’t show. There was no trace of disbelief in those eyes.


  Finally, I stood. “Is it okay if we take a look?”


  Laura blushed. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Of course.”


  Jenny tapped my arm. “Is it okay if we go on our own?”


  Laura didn’t look that keen to follow us anyway, but Jenny wanted to be sure. “I’ll take you to the stairs. Just make your way back here when you’re ready.”


  She gave us both a slightly doubtful look that questioned if we should be really entering the room without a priest. Jenny read her mind. “It’s cool, honestly. You don’t need to worry. No matter how long this takes, you don’t need to check on us. We’ll be okay.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  The Farridays had left the door unlocked. Jenny and I stood for a moment, my hand resting on the handle. My heart thumped hard in my chest. “Why did you say that to Farriday’s wife?” I asked.


  Jenny shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe I just don’t want her snooping around and disturbing something.” Jenny smiled. “Amelia is a benevolent spirit. She means no harm.”


  I wasn’t sure. Jenny had stabbed me, slashed her wrists, and trashed a church. She seemed like a spirit with anger issues to me. This time, there would be no brick wall awaiting us. Only the room. I looked at my daughter. My daughter. She took my hand and squeezed hard. “But I’m still frightened, Dad.”


  Dad. The word meant so much more now, and I wanted to draw her into my arms and hold her. I wanted to tell her how much she meant, but it wasn’t the time.


  “Me, too,” I whispered.


  Jenny smiled as tears welled in her eyes. “Here goes.”


  I turned the handle and pushed the door open. It swung majestically in eerie silence. Jenny gasped. This was it.


  “I’m in my dream,” she whispered.


  There was nothing extraordinary about the attic room. A small window directly opposite was thick with grime, allowing in a little light—just enough to make out the table beneath it. We remained in the doorway while our eyes adjusted and then together we stepped forward.


  An old mattress lay on the dusty wooden floor boards in the corner of the room, a tin bath alongside it. On the opposite side of the room, a trunk was pushed right up against the wall. I pulled the torch from my pocket. Jenny was shaking. I placed my arm around her.


  “How do you feel?” I asked quietly.


  “It doesn’t seem real,” she said. “Amelia sat at that desk. She sat on that chair.”


  “Are you up to looking in that trunk?”


  Jenny nodded slowly.


  The lid lifted easily. I flashed the torch across the contents of Amelia’s life. Dresses, nightwear, a few old books from which she had been privately taught. I felt a heaviness in my spirit that I couldn’t explain. Life had passed this girl by. This was all she had ever known. I was drawn towards the window and peered out through the grime.


  How much the landscape had changed over years, I didn’t know. The lawn stretched out below, lined by trees and overgrown shrubs. Amelia’s father had once tended those borders, walked the lawn and maybe stolen a kiss from the lady of the house in the shade of the oak. I shuddered. Jenny stood, challenged by her surroundings. She was standing in her nightmare.


  “I don’t know what to do,” she said in a hushed voice. “Why am I here?”


  I peered back through the gloom. Even in the half light, Jenny looked an almost deathly white.


  “If you want to go…”


  The door slammed shut with a crashing thud as the attic window shattered. Shards of glass blew across the room, and I turned to see my daughter thrown backwards. In the blast of icy air, the stench of decay flooded my senses. I found myself kneeling over my daughter, my whole body shaking with cold and fear. “Jenny!” I whispered. “Jenny!” I cradled her head in my arms.


  She opened her eyes. “I’m cold,” she said. “I’m so cold.”


  It felt as if the blood in my veins had turned to ice. I was looking at my daughter’s face but the voice was not hers. Nor the eyes. I touched her cheek. No one could be that cold to the touch and still possess a beating heart. “Who are you?” I said. “What do you want?”


  The girl’s eyes widened. “You’re here now,” she said, her voice barely audible. Her breathing quickened. I heard the death rattle. Amelia was going to take Jenny with her back to the grave.


  “Where’s my daughter?” I demanded frantically. “What have you done with her? Is that what you brought her here for? To take her? Why? Why?”


  The faintest smile crossed her face. “It is over,” she said. “You will know what to do.”


  “What do you mean?”


  I could no longer see Jenny in the face I was staring down at. “What do you smell?” she asked.


  I thought for a moment. “It smells like…”


  I knew the smell. Please…what is it…what is it?


  The girl looked at me; her lips moved silently. “Water… It’s water.”


  That was it! Water. Stagnant water.


  “What does it mean? What?”


  The girl—Amelia—was fading fast. “It is where I am,” she said. “It is where you will find me.”


  The girl I held closed her eyes. I felt the breath leave her body. Her heart slowed like a tired old clock, and she was gone.


  I screamed, pulling Jenny up like a rag doll. “Oh, God, no! Jesus, no! Why? Why?”


  I’m not sure how long I remained, kneeling on the attic floor, but my aching arms could no longer support the body. I lowered her back to the floor and stood, the blood draining from my head. The room began to spin, and I closed my eyes, bowing my head and taking several deep breaths. I had to remain conscious. I had to get my daughter’s body out of this hole.


  This had been the place Jenny had visited in her nightmares. Now it was my nightmare, but I would never wake up to find myself beneath a scented duvet. I had lost everything. It’s over…you will know what to do… But I didn’t. I didn’t know what to do. Sebastian had never warned me. The dead can’t hurt you. How often had I heard that?


  Jenny lay, her skin clammy and cold. Now I could barely see her face through the gloom of the early evening. I screamed for help, crouched over my girl, unable to leave her side for a moment, lest she be taken from me, paralysed by my fear of returning to find the room empty, with no trace of Jenny—a girl, like Amelia, with no resting place.


  “Mr. Adams? What the hell…” It was Brian Farriday.


  My heart thumped so hard I could barely form a simple word. The door creaked open. Light flooded the room. I looked up to see two people silhouetted in the doorframe. Farriday had brought his wife. “Jesus… What’s going on? What’s—”


  “She’s dead!” I sobbed. “Dead!”


  “Ambulance!” Farriday barked. “Quickly!”


  I heard Laura’s footsteps on the stairs.


  “It’s too late.” I sobbed as Farriday knelt beside me, placing a hand gently across Jenny’s forehead.


  “What happened? What did you do?”


  I realised there and then that I was going to be hearing that question over and over. The police wouldn’t buy the story of Amelia Root. I was the only person there when my daughter died.


  “She just collapsed,” I said as Farriday withdrew his hand.


  “We need some proper light in here,” he said. “You stay there!”


  I found no humour in the irony of the comment. I only wanted to wake. To wake or die.


  ***


  Two paramedics returned with Farriday, who held a tungsten light on a pole. One of the men in green lifted me by the shoulders. “Leave this to us now, Mr. Adams.”


  I watched as they knelt over my daughter. “Can we have some light, please?”


  Farriday called through from the end of a trailing wire. “I’m on it.”


  “She just collapsed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Any medical conditions? Asthma? Anaemia?”


  “No.”


  The tungsten bulb burst into life. “That’s better.” One of the medics muttered. I looked away. How could I face them? How could I look into their eyes as they told me what I already knew? When they told me my daughter had gone.


  “Oxygen!”


  I spun round as the larger of the green men placed a mask over Jenny’s face. He looked up. “We have a pulse! She’s alive, Mr. Adams. You daughter is alive.”


  I sat alongside Jenny in the ambulance, a foil blanket around my shoulders. I’d not even noticed how cold the attic room was or how close to collapse I had been. Farriday had grabbed my car keys and insisted on following the ambulance in my car.


  “Don’t worry,” he assured me. “I’ll be careful.”


  I didn’t answer. I didn’t care. My daughter still looked like a corpse. “Is she going to be okay?” I had asked the question several times, but the paramedic smiled patiently.


  “She’s a fighter,” he said.


  That wasn’t an answer. It just meant that she wasn’t going to take the Grim Reaper’s hand willingly.


  “Until we know what caused her to collapse, we really can’t tell you much,” he said.


  They concentrated on keeping my daughter alive. I had nothing to give them. They asked again. Had Jenny any conditions, however minor? Any history? No. I had a healthy girl.


  “Is there anything in the family? Heart conditions?”


  I looked at the man in green. A robust, round pleasant face. A man in his forties. “I don’t know,” I replied. “Her father’s dead.”


  The paramedic frowned. “But I thought you were her father.”


  “So did I…until a few weeks ago.”


  “I’m sorry. This is obviously awkward…”


  “Her father is a man called Benjamin Pascoe. He took his own life,” I replied, almost casually.


  The medic looked as though he had just placed his hand in a hornets’ nest. He patted my arm. The ambulance screeched to a halt, and the doors swung open. Farriday pushed the keys into my hand, and before I had time to catch my breath, I was following my daughter as they wheeled her down a linoleum-floored corridor. Next, I was sitting in a room with several others, flicking through a celebrity weekly, trying to focus my mind on some pop princess and her new groom as they opened their home to the photographers.


  I wondered what my father would have made of the world’s fascination with the rich, famous and often talentless. He had no desire for wealth. To him, possessions clouded the soul and dampened the spirit. All that man required was in his surroundings—the rivers, the mountains, the flora and fauna. Nothing man had created could ever match the beauty of nature itself.


  I thought about calling Sebastian but changed my mind. What could he do? What could anyone do? I prayed, even though I wasn’t much good at talking to a God I really wasn’t sure existed, and even if He did, I’d pretty much blamed Him for everything. Even a deity might find it hard granting the wishes of a hypocritical bastard who wanted a favour.


  If you’re really there, just save Jenny. Please.


  A doctor walked in. He was tall with thinning grey hair and heavy-rimmed glasses. “Mr. Adams?”


  I stood, almost falling into him as he approached. “Jenny’s stable,” he said. But his dour expression told me that this was the sugar coating to a bitter pill. “But?” I said.


  The doctor introduced himself. “I’m Mr. Lamont.” He signalled that I should sit down. Lamont sat alongside me. “At this moment, your daughter is in a coma, but all the initial tests have come back clear. Medically, she seems in good health, and we can’t find any cause for her condition.”


  I felt my stomach knot. My chest ached, and I could feel the blood draining from my head.


  “Are you all right, Mr. Adams?”


  I nodded, even though I knew he wasn’t going to buy the lie.


  “Are you up to telling me what exactly happened?”


  I wasn’t, but there was no option. They needed to know. They needed to know the whole story, and I didn’t care if they believed it or not. Lamont listened sympathetically to the tale from the moment Elizabeth and Hanna had died to our confrontation with Amelia in her attic room. His eyes betrayed nothing. He smiled. “Thank you. We’ll be running some more tests, of course.”


  “When can I see her?” I asked.


  Lamont stood. “Soon. Someone will let you know.”


  I waited and drank more coffee. A young nurse appeared after one hour, and I followed her down the corridor and into a room where my daughter lay, tubed up and motionless. Lamont stood at the end of her bed. “You can talk to her,” he told me. “About anything. It might help.”


  I pulled up a grey plastic chair and sat down. A pale hand protruded from underneath the bed sheet. I gave it a gentle squeeze.


  “Hi,” I said awkwardly. “It’s your dad here… It’s going to be okay, sweetheart.” There was not a flicker. “Your granddad is watching you. He has faith… You’ll be all right.”


  If she could hear my voice through the haze, I only hoped there was no lack of any conviction within it.


  I talked about nothing that mattered for nearly an hour before Lamont returned and suggested I go home and get some sleep. It sounded like an order, so I didn’t argue.


  “If anything changes, we’ll contact you straight away,” he told me. “Just try to get some rest.”


  It was nine. There was a message from Farriday on the answering machine when I got home.


  “Mr. Adams? Brian here. How’s Jenny? We’re really worried. Hope everything’s okay.”


  I called back to thank him for his help before calling Josie, who insisted on coming over immediately. She arrived thirty minutes later, her face pale and drawn. “She’ll be okay, hun, I know it. People come out of comas, and like you said, the doctors can’t find anything wrong…”


  She threw her arms around my neck and clung like a child. “She’ll be back home before you know it.”


  I poured us a brandy and we sat talking till the early hours, trawling through the events of the day, searching for answers but finding none. After Jo left, I poured another large brandy and passed out on the lounge chair with the twenty-four-hour news rolling in the background.


  When I woke, fully clothed, my head ached like crazy. It felt like someone was swinging a hammer inside my brain, and I swallowed a couple of pills before calling Sebastian. Thirty minutes later, I was standing on his doorstep, unshaven and still wearing my old slippers. Sebastian studied me for a few seconds.


  “Things not so good, eh?” he said, ushering me in. I nodded, stepping into the hallway only to be greeted by an over-excited puppy.


  Sebastian listened in silence as I told him about Jenny. His obvious concern troubled me. “This has happened before,” he mused, glancing over at his wall of books. “There have been several cases recorded where the subject becomes an unwilling medium—a mediator for the spirit.”


  “And they’ve ended up in a coma?”


  Sebastian nodded. “Jenny—or Amelia—said that you’d know what to do.”


  “But I don’t. That’s the problem.”


  There was a look of enlightenment in Tint’s eyes. “I was right. Find the body, Robert. Find the body and you will get your daughter back!”


  I stared at the old man, and our eyes locked. “You have the clues. What Jenny did in the bath, the stench of stagnant water in the attic room. The girl lies underwater somewhere.”


  “Somewhere close,” I mused, thinking aloud.


  Sebastian smiled. “I doubt she would have gone far, with Allington’s blood on her hands.”


  ***


  I spent the following day in Tabwell’s rather quaint library, just a mile from St. Jude’s, but the local history books revealed nothing. Jenny’s condition hadn’t changed, and I needed to do something. I caught the attention of the librarian, who looked up from her screen and smiled as I ambled over.


  “Are there any lakes in Tabwell?” I asked.


  The woman looked at me as if I was stupid. “Lakes? Well, we have one.”


  “Local to the Stanwicks’ house?”


  “Stanwicks’?”


  “Sorry—the Crest Hill Rest Home.”


  The woman smiled. “Oh, sorry, I remember you now. Right…well, our only lake is quite a tourist spot. It’s not that far from the rest home. You could walk it in about fifteen minutes, I reckon.” She paused and reached under the desk and handed me a leaflet. “This will tell you everything you need to know.”


  ***


  Tabwell Water was well sign posted from the main road through the town: picnic areas, woodland walks, trekking and the usual pay-and-display car park with a small café area in the corner. I pulled up, bought my ticket, and took the path leading through the woodland to the lakeside. Was this the path the Amelia had trodden as she ran to her death?


  My heart sank as the vast waters came into view. If Amelia did lie in its murky depths, she would be there until the end of time. We would never find her body—not even with a team of divers. I sat musing for hours, almost hoping that a hand would appear from the water.


  Children played at the edge as their parents looked on. A family sat at a wooden picnic table, wrapped up against the winter chill, determined to complete their outdoor adventure.


  A young man in a green shirt with the words Lakeside Ranger emblazoned across his back in yellow letters watched on from the doorway of a small wooden hut. He was a glorified litter warden, I suspected. Probably with degrees up to his eyeballs but no prospective employer willing to pay anything above a Third-World wage.


  I left, walking with a weight on my shoulders. My mobile rang. It was Farriday. “Mr. Adams?”


  “Speaking,” I muttered, taking to a wooden bench beneath an ominous looking tree that threatened anyone foolish enough to sit beneath its tangled branches.


  “Listen,” he continued. “You might be interested…I went back into the attic—my wife was fascinated by your story. We found some diaries…”


  My heart jumped in my chest.” Amelia’s?”


  “Yes. They were at the bottom of that old trunk.”


  “Can I see them?”


  “That was the idea.”


  I paused. “I’m in Tabwell now. I can come over.”


  “Certainly. How’s your daughter?”


  “Still in a coma, but stable.”


  I climbed behind the wheel of my car and hit the play button on the car stereo. Frank’s big band struck up ‘New York, New York’ and I briefly wondered how my sister was doing over there before turning my thoughts to what Amelia’s diaries might reveal.


  I drove over the speed limit, braking sharply as I passed each of Tabwell’s many speed cameras. Considering it appeared to be the Ferrari capital of England, the owners were unlikely to get out of first gear on the local roads.


  I arrived at Crest Hill minutes later. Brian greeted me at the door. “Robert!” he said. “I have the diaries in my office. Follow me.” Farriday, like the minister of St. Jude’s, was quick on his feet, and I found myself in a half-trot trying to keep up with him. Several elderly ladies, huddled over a card game in the dining area, looked up as we breezed past. I smiled, my mind on Amelia.


  Farriday had not really given me any indication of how many diaries he’d found. There were ten piled neatly on his desk. Burgundy and black, leather covers. I stopped short. “Jesus!” I exclaimed, and I suddenly felt my father’s wrath at his son’s blasphemous tongue. “I thought you meant a couple! This is—”


  “Fantastic!” Farriday said. “Someone should publish these.”


  So that was it. I was in the company of a business man who saw old people as a way of making a quick buck, quite willing to turf them out onto the street when his profit margins fell. His excitement had nothing to do with the uncovering of the attic’s dark secrets but the money it might make for him.


  He looked at me, uncomfortable with my silence. “I can dig out a box from somewhere, if you want.”


  “What?”


  Farriday looked amused. “To put the books in—I presume you’ll be taking them with you.”


  I stared at the stack on the cluttered desk. “But I thought you would be keeping them here.”


  Farriday laughed. “From what you’ve told me, these books belong to your daughter.” I’d misjudged the man, in part at least. They were on his property, after all.


  “My wife has read a few pages. Some of it is just basic day-to-day stuff, but it really gives an insight. I’m sure that you and Jenny will find it interesting.”


  It was good to hear someone talk about my daughter as if she was still with us, rather than in some kind of metaphysical hibernation.


  “Thank you,” I said, holding out my hand as Farriday took it in a vice-like grip that felt both warm and genuine. He left and reappeared with a cardboard box. Ten minutes later, I was on the road back home with my head spinning in anticipation.


  I wondered where my daughter was. The anguished spirit of a dead girl had taken her body and her mind as she stood in that attic room. Where had she taken my precious child? What was going on in her head?


  Chapter Thirty


  The diaries were stacked in order so I made myself a coffee and sat back with the one I considered to be the last Amelia had written, flicking through the pages until my attention was caught by the following entry.


   


  I had never felt such love and truly believed that no man would be so heartless as to separate a mother from her baby. Yet Reverend Allington had torn him—yes, torn him—from my arms and left without so much as a word of kindness. I called after him, “Her name is Rebecca!”


   


  I flicked through several more brief accounts.


   


  My heart aches and will continue to ache for as long as I live. Rebecca. That is her name. The name that God gave her. She will always be Rebecca, and the thought that Reverend Allington might give her a new name in the presence of his congregation filled me with a fury. That is why I escaped my prison in the dawn light and took refuge among the trees behind St. Jude’s church.


  I waited, my anger unabated, as I watched the parishioners filing through the gates. Believe me, I knew what I was about to do would not bring back my child, but God was on my side, and I believe that it was His Spirit within.


  “The child is mine!” I cried, walking the length of the aisle towards the font at which the reverend was holding my baby. “She belongs to me!”


  The congregation murmured behind me but I never saw their faces.


  “Her name is Rebecca!”


  I felt breath on my neck and two hands gripping my shoulders, pulling me back. “He is a hypocrite—this man who preaches the word of God and then comes to my room and forces himself upon me!”


  I was dragged backwards and thrown to the floor at the gates of the church. “You young wretch!” a bespectacled man with a complexion as awful as The Devil himself barked at me. “Don’t ever darken these doors again.”


  I rose, brushing the dust from my clothing. “Do not concern yourself, sir. I have told the truth. Do you think I could ever find God in here when a servant of the Devil rules over you?”


  I wandered home, returning to my room uninterrupted and lay on my bed till late noon, my body too weak to rise and my eyes too heavy to read any of the books Sarah had left for me. The reverend’s doctor visited, not from any concern, but too oversee my full recovery and ease the conscience of his peer. I was told to rest, though I have no option. Sarah is all I have.


   


  Intrigued, I continued on, turning the pages with the reverence a scholar would have for an ancient document.


   


  Sarah has read to me from the Gospels each day, fearful lest I should be lost to her God. I ask many questions, most of which she has no answer to, all concerning my child and how any man who serves the church could behave in such a manner. I have exhausted my own mind. I am sick of spirit, though Sarah told me that revenge belonged to the Lord Himself. I’m not sure if that is true. I think of how the minister might explain himself to his Lord. But maybe God will not consider me at all. Was I created for this purpose alone? The thought appals me, and I try to put it from my mind. They are the Devil’s whispers.


   


  My heart ached for the girl, alone with her thoughts every night of her existence, her only experience of physical intimacy at the hands of a man who despised her. I turned over to find the following pages were blank. Amelia Root had never written another word.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  I felt strangely uneasy, almost as if the author of these diaries was unwilling to let them go. Maybe it was the chill of the late evening stirring the memory of that clawing cold I’d felt as Jenny collapsed into Amelia’s world. I turned on the TV, relieved to hear the laughter of a studio audience ring through the house. I poured another coffee, almost black, and set out Amelia’s diaries on the table. At last, her thoughts, her feelings—her life—were there in front of me. But I was looking for clues about her state of mind.


  “Where are you, Amelia?” I whispered. “Where are you?”


  The studio audience let rip in wild applause as I killed the sound and picked up another diary.


   


  Sarah was late this morning. I’d washed early and began to read, my spirits lifted by the blue sky and light frost across the lawns. These are my favourite days, and Sarah took me walking in the grounds. Oh, the freshness of the air. I wanted to breathe deeper than my lungs would allow. My father was working, tending the roses, and he caught the most beautiful butterfly, holding it tenderly, anxious not to crush its delicate wings.


  “This is as much God’s creature as the lion,” he told me. I knew that. I saw the beauty in those glorious colours. I cried because I could not understand why God bestowed such a tiny creature with such glory and left me, his child, destitute. My father enquired as to what had caused my distress, and when I told him he took me by my shoulders and told me that he loved me and to be loved was more important than physical beauty.


  Later on, in the woodland, he had picked up a small frog. “Look,” he said, “a creature, devoid of beauty, but wonderful in the eyes of its creator.” I laughed. Its eyes were like mine. I made a croaking sound. If I were green, I might be mistaken for a frog. Sarah read me a passage out of the Bible afterwards. Jesus healed the leper. Sarah said that Jesus could still heal and she prayed for me.


  I should count my blessings. My father loves me and so does Sarah. I don’t think that Mr. Stanwick loves my mother. She has the whole house, and I have only this room, yet I have love.


   


  I felt her reaching out through the page and heard her voice. I was there, in that garden.


   


  It is raining today, and Mr. Stanwick is returning at the end of the week. My heart feels heavy with the news of his arrival, for I know that I shall be confined to my room throughout the duration of his stay. My occasional adventures within the grounds will be forbidden, and my father will find work elsewhere until he goes. Today is as joyless as the darkest night.


   


  I hated Stanwick—a cruel man whose bitterness had ensured Amelia’s continued existence away from the public eye, yet she had managed to find comfort in the presence of her father and her governess.


   


  The master of the house arrived midday and sent Sarah home. Sarah had been crying, I could tell, although she tried hard to be brave. I won’t see Sarah until Monday, so I am alone for two days. I have several books, and my food will be left outside the door, as my mother is not allowed any contact with me while he is at home. The sun is shining and I long to see my father. Where is he?


   


  I closed my eyes. Why hadn’t her father come to his daughter’s rescue? Fear? Poverty? Shame? I read on.


   


  I read my Bible today. I found comfort in the 23rd Psalm. The Lord is my shepherd.


   


  Somewhere in those diaries, I would read of the moment Allington took Amelia, ripping at her clothes and forcing himself upon her. My heart ached for this young girl, and an anger rose within me. My father had risen every Sunday morning with a song on his lips and in his heart. He would take his place in the church pew, not out of duty, but out of love for his God and his joy was infectious.


  I saw a radiance in my father’s face as he drew me to him. As a child, I felt I knew God through my father. When I went to heaven, I believed that The Almighty would look and behave just like Dad—I had never had imagined a greater being. Now I was reading an account of a man—a wolf dressed as a sheep or worse—a wolf dressed as a shepherd. A man who had preached the word of God with evil in his heart. I felt my father’s rage like a fire within.


  I couldn’t sleep that night. The vast expanse of water that formed Tabwell’s only lake stretched before me, a dark lonely grave that refused to surrender its secret. Find the body. Release Jenny.


  It was a hopeless task. The lake was deep, murky and extremely cold. No authority would commission a team of divers to look for a body on the word of a girl with mental health issues. But I had to find her—somehow, some way.


  I called Sebastian the following day. He had just purchased a coffee machine and seemed anxious to try his bag of fresh rich roast Brazilian beans out on someone. I walked into a house that smelled like a high street coffee shop, complete with hissing and gurgling sounds filtering through from the kitchen.


  Sebastian arrived with a cup of something that looked suspiciously like the contents of Tabwell’s lake.


  “I’m not sure how that will taste—you don’t have to drink it,” he said, unable to disguise his pride at having mastered a piece of modern technology.


  I sipped the liquid, finding it a little too mild but surprisingly acceptable. I nodded approvingly.


  Sebastian grinned. “So, what’s been happening?”


  I told the old man about the lake, feeling that he was my only hope. If he told me that the pursuit of Amelia’s body was a hopeless quest then it really was.


  Sebastian shook his head. “You know, Robert? I can’t help feeling that we are missing something, here.” He saw the look of puzzlement on my face. “Forget about the lake—that’s my gut feeling. We can’t go diving, and no one else will entertain the idea.”


  “But if she’s there?”


  Sebastian smiled. “That’s just it—I don’t believe she is.”


  We talked some more, but they were the last words I really remembered. It had been easy to forget how Sebastian had come into our lives. It was a feeling—a gut instinct. A sixth sense. Was that sixth sense now steering us away from the lake? I prayed it was.


  I found myself driving to Tabwell once more, stopping off at the library. The woman at the desk smiled warmly when she saw me approaching. “Did you find the lake?” she asked.


  I nodded. “It’s a nice spot but not what I was looking for.”


  The woman frowned, and before I’d had time to consider the wisdom of confiding in a complete stranger, I was relating the full story of Amelia Root and her demise, throwing in a few white lies to cover myself. As far as the librarian was concerned, Amelia had suggested in her diary that she was going to drown herself—it was easier that way. The librarian listened attentively as her computer’s screen saver flashed up.


  “So that’s why I’m here,” I concluded. “Looking for her body.”


  The woman grimaced. “Well, it’s a fascinating tale,” she said, tapping her keyboard. “But I’m afraid I can’t be of much help if you’re looking for a natural expanse of water.” She paused. “And you don’t actually know if she succeeded in…you know…drowning herself?”


  I did, of course. But I could not bring myself to reveal how. “Pretty sure,” I replied.


  I was standing with my arms hanging by my sides, feeling totally helpless, as the clock ticked on. The librarian smiled sympathetically. She had work to do, and it didn’t involve looking for skeletons. I thanked her and wandered over to the local history section. Maybe something would grab my attention—something I’d missed before.


  In all the dramas I’d watched, this would be the point where the protagonist would find that vital piece of information that he or she required. Me? No such luck. There were plenty of books written by local historians. Tabwell’s Soldiers. Local Walkers’ Guide and Tabwell’s Artists.


  I drove home feeling defeated and called Sebastian the moment I walked through the front door. I thought I’d call in and unburden myself on the way to the hospital. On the way to his house, I fiddled with the buttons on the car radio until I found a song I liked; I think it was The Eagles. I can’t remember the song, but it hardly matters because the station switched suddenly. Neil Diamond was on the second verse of his classic ‘I Am, I Said’.


  I tried to switch back but the radio seemed to have locked. It stayed on that channel for one line and then it switched again, and The Eagles were back on. I would have thought nothing of it if the temperature in the car had not dropped to what was pretty damn close to freezing. The heating was on three, which should have been—and up to that point had been—comfortable. I turned up the dial and blasted hot air through the car for a good five minutes. Now the car was warm, but the chill I felt was in my veins. Amelia had meddled like this before.


  ***


  Sebastian smiled. “She’s determined, I’ll give her that.”


  Maybe there was something in the line—about frogs dreaming of being kings—but was it about frogs, kings or dreams? The old man thought but couldn’t come up with an answer, and on my way to the hospital, I found myself praying to a dead woman. Maybe this was how it all started—the gradual slide into insanity.


  If you have a teenager whom you think isn’t listening to you, try talking to one in a coma. It’s hard on every level, but I managed to find something to tell her about my visit to Tabwell and the library with the nice lady behind the desk. I imagined what my daughter might say: Was she pretty? Did you fancy her? I hated holding the power. I could say anything with no fear of a reply. I could call her mother names—I could tell her how wonderful Melissa was. Jenny would not even flinch.


  I listened to some New Orleans jazz on the way home, waiting for Amelia to start fiddling with the controls again. She didn’t. Why? Why can’t you just tell me where you are? What’s with all the cryptic shit?


  I headed straight for the kitchen to check out the fridge magnet alphabet, but they were all lined up neatly in the correct order. I put a Tony Bennett CD on the hi-fi and poured myself a rum and ginger. I’d forgotten to eat anything, and the alcohol began to fog my brain before I’d drained the glass. I poured myself a second. I needed sleep but I feared the bed.


  I had not made a conscious decision to drink myself into a stupor, but I fell asleep in the early hours, propped up on the couch with a half-empty glass in my hand, praying that my dreams would take me to Amelia.


  They didn’t. Instead, I found myself wandering through a meadow, breathing in the sweet smell of wildflowers. I listened to the birdsong and the crickets as I settled under a tree. In my dream, everything was right with the world although I sensed that I could not remain there for long. I was there for a reason, led by a spiritual force, and I waited, listening intently to the world around me.


  I heard a croak, faint but unmistakable. I looked down at the tiny frog that sat on the bark, watching me with interest. “Hello, young fella,” I said, reaching down to pick him up. The frog was lost in the palm of my hand. “You need to get back to your pond.”


  I woke with a start—almost as if I’d been hit with a thunderbolt. The frog had leapt into the long grass, his mission accomplished. The answer had been there all along and I’d missed it.


  I found Amelia’s diary on the kitchen table and thumbed through it wildly, my heart racing, until I came to the page and read the line over and over again.


   


  Later on, in the woodland, he had picked up a small frog. “Look,” he said. “A creature devoid of beauty but wonderful in the eyes of its creator.”


   


  A frog. Of course. A frog, out of water…but water that could not have been that far away. The woodland I had visited in my dream was the place Amelia had walked with her father in the grounds of the Stanwicks’ home. Somewhere in those woods, there was water—a lake or a marsh big enough to invite a frog, and hopefully big enough to swallow a young girl.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Farriday sounded alarmed by my early morning call. It was only eight, but I could not wait any longer. The internet had not thrown up any information. I sidestepped the formal greetings, getting straight to the reason for my call. “Is there any woodland in your grounds?” I asked.


  “There is some woodland,” Farriday said, “but it’s quite overgrown.”


  “Is there a lake or a pond there?”


  “There is. We sure get the frogs—loads of them!” He paused. “Why do you ask?”


  I could hardly contain my excitement. “That’s where Amelia’s body lies—at the bottom of a pond in that woodland.”


  I cut across the stunned silence. “I need the pond dredged—I need to find Amelia’s remains.”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Adams. The woodland is kind of in our grounds, but the council bought it several years ago with a view to making it into a nature reserve with walks and a picnic area, which would be open to our residents as well as the public.”


  “So why is it overgrown?” I asked, my heart sinking slowly into my stomach.


  “They decided there wasn’t enough money in the pot to develop it. I think they’ve kind of scrapped the whole idea.”


  After twenty minutes of trawling everything to do with Tabwell on the web, I managed to find a contact number for the local council and finally ended up talking to a Gerald Davey, who was something to do with the environment. Davey knew the woodland. It was known locally as Mosswood.


  When I asked Davey if there was any water there, he laughed.


  “There is,” he said brightly, “hence the name Mosswood. It’s not quite a lake but not a pond, either. We’ve had to fence it off in case any kids get into the area. It’s quite dangerous.”


  I sagged despondently. What next?


  Davey continued, “It’s too expensive to develop and it’s not on our to-do list, I’m afraid.”


  “So it’s just going to be left?”


  “Unless someone buys it…”


  “Is that a possibility?”


  “I’m afraid I can’t divulge that information,” he replied politely. “Why do you ask?”


  I really didn’t want to go into the whole story again, and I doubted Davey would have been impressed even if he hadn’t come to the conclusion I was some kind of spiritualist crackpot.


  “Just interested. Thank you for your time, Mr. Davey,” I replied courteously.


  I hung up. Another dead end. I sank back into the chair, exhausted and weary. My head ached and my heart felt like lead in my chest. I slept only to escape the pain.


  ***


  Jenny lay silently as I told her about the events of the day, trying to sound upbeat but feeling as if I were walking through an endless tunnel. My body was tired but my mind was as active as a kid on a trampoline, so Josie and I ended up at the diner, drinking coffee and eyeing the cheesecake. It was a minute past midnight and Kerry, a woman in her mid-thirties who would still require ID to buy alcohol, brought us a fresh jug of water.


  Josie smiled. We should have been the only people in there but I’d counted ten in total. “Thank God for insomniacs, eh?” she said to Kerry, who laughed politely.


  “It’s a haven for troubled souls,” she said. “I’m not sure if we should be serving them caffeine!” Kerry spun on her heels and I found myself watching the rear of the year through a tight black dress.


  Josie tutted and shook her head. “Men! Honestly!”


  I opened my mouth, about to defend myself with a lie, but Josie grinned. “It’s okay, you’re a man. It’s a condition—an untreatable one!” The smile faded as she reached over and placed her hand over mine. “You’ll get through this, hun.”


  I’d told her about Councillor Davey and water in the woodland. I’d told her about the car radio, the song and the dream, the passage in the diary and my fading hopes. “ I’ve got the insurance money. I could use that to get the pond dredged. If it runs out, I’d just go back to work.”


  Josie looked serious, as if she were going to say something she’d thought long and hard about.


  “What is it?”


  Josie shrugged. “Look, I know that you’re doing all this for Jenny, I really do…”


  “But?”


  “You’re pinning all your hopes on recovering a skeleton.”


  I didn’t answer.


  “Listen, Rob, I know that you really believe all this stuff, and maybe you’re right. But Jenny’s coma is a medical thing. Maybe you should be placing more of that faith in the doctors.”


  “They can’t find anything wrong. They don’t know why…”


  Josie was still holding my hand. We looked like a couple having an affair, miles from our respective partners. “Look, I’m delighted that Amelia exists, but it doesn’t mean that Jenny is possessed by her. Okay, I can’t explain it—I don’t know what’s going on—but she needs you there, by her side, not running around body hunting.”


  I glared at her, pulling my hand away. “That’s what you think? I’m a bad father?”


  “I didn’t say that! You’re a good dad—a brilliant dad, in fact—I just don’t want to see you chasing shadows.”


  “Sebastian is no fool, Josie. He is convinced that Jenny’s condition is related to Amelia.”


  Josie shook her head. “I’m not suggesting he’s a fool, but he’s a convert.”


  “Meaning?”


  “You told me yourself, Sebastian was a tub-thumping atheist. Then he encounters a ghost and sees the light, just like St. Paul on the Damascus road! He’s committed, Robert. Whether it’s atheism or spiritualism, he immerses himself in his beliefs.”


  “It doesn’t mean he’s wrong.”


  “No, but it stops him looking at things logically.”


  “You don’t know him. He isn’t like that.”


  Josie shrugged. “Well okay, let’s look at your prospects. Who do you think is going to dredge that pond?”


  I shrugged. I had no idea


  “Jenny will come out of this coma, and when she does, she will need you more than ever.”


  I felt my heart—my spirit—in the vice-like grip of that steel claw, closing, crushing.


  Josie sat in silence beside me as I drove her back to The Keys, but when we arrived, she kissed me gently on the cheek and said goodbye. I didn’t respond. Even her love failed to lift my spirits.


  The rum bottle was empty. I’d returned it to the cabinet rather than putting it in the bin. I didn’t want it staring up at me in the recycling crate, reminding me that I was drinking too much. I poured myself an orange juice and took myself off to bed.


  Bob Dylan’s autobiography lay gathering dust on my bedside table. I opened it at the page with the corner folded over and began to read, without bothering to undress, and woke six hours later, relieved to see daylight.


  Josie had put a doubt in my mind. Was I really being irrational? Was Jenny’s coma nothing more than a medical condition that had confused the doctors? I called Sebastian.


  “Robert, slow down,” he said as I emptied my muddled mind, rattling off a jumble of words with the speed of a machine gun. “You’re not being irrational. I’ve studied the paranormal in conjunction with the science that I had placed all my faith in for so many years, and I still believe there are things that cannot be explained.”


  “But if we can’t find the body then I can’t get Jenny back.”


  The old man could hear the desperation in my voice. “Have you spoken to the minister at St. Jude’s?”


  “Would there be any point?”


  “Well, they have wrongs to put right, don’t they? You could argue that the church owed that poor girl a decent burial.”


  I suddenly felt like a foolish schoolboy standing in front of his headmaster. I’d never even thought of the church. But would they agree to become a part of all this? “I’ll call him today. It’s worth a try.”


  “If you go, you must take the diaries and the letter from the governess. He’ll want proof.”


  I replaced the phone and poured myself a coffee. I called the hospital first; Jenny’s condition hadn’t changed. Then I flicked through my phone, found the number, and called St. Jude’s.


  Reverend Francis answered immediately. I introduced myself, but there was no need. He recognised my voice. He listened attentively to the whole story. The attic room, the letters, the diary. I was allowed to finish without interruption. Francis sounded like a man who had just been hit with a sledgehammer.


  “You have this…diary?” he asked. “And the governess’s letter?”


  “Yes.”


  There was a pause. “Can I see them?”


  I showered and shaved and was behind the wheel of my car with thirty minutes. I drove most of the way with a cheap rat-pack CD drowning the noise of the road. Tabwell, with its leafy roads and quaint buildings, felt like a second home. I could almost smell the money mingling with the scent of the fresh country air. Its casual easy pace embraced me as the Church of St. Jude’s came into view.


  Reverend Francis met me at the door of the church. He smiled, offering his hand. “Good to see you again, Robert,” he said. But his eyes no longer danced with evangelical zeal. He was troubled, and I sensed that he really didn’t want to hear what I had to say.


  “I know this is a little sensitive…” I took my seat in the vestry that was still scattered with confetti from a recent wedding.


  Francis shrugged. “We should all face the truth,” he said. “Without it, we are lost.”


  I placed the large Manila envelope on the polished wooden surface of a table that was graced only with a single silver communion cup. Francis studied the envelope, pausing for a while before finally opening it. “Allington is an integral part of our history here,” he said solemnly. “He founded the local school and spent a great deal of time helping the poorest people in the community.” He opened the letter. “Now it seems that the man had a dark side.”


  His eyes flashed across the pages as we sat in silence. He held the pages between finger and thumb, as if the paper were contaminated by its very content. Darkness lay between the lines. A woman was reaching out from her grave through the words of her only confidante, seeking justice.


  It was at least five minutes—minutes that felt like hours—before Francis looked up, his eyes fixed on me. “I wish there was something in here, something that would compromise the credibility of the witness, but I can find nothing.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  Francis smiled. “You have nothing to be sorry for—unlike our friend, here.” He tapped the pages in front of him. His smile vanished, replaced by a look of ministerial concern. “I can deal with this two ways,” he said. “I can either leave this matter with God, who will judge this man according to his works, or take it upon myself and suggest that we have his remains removed from the church.”


  I was shocked. “You would consider that?”


  Francis nodded. “Yes, but it would be a matter for the Church itself, not me. Unfortunately, finance often dictates. The cost may well guide the powers-that-be to decide that it is God and God alone who is the judge, and that after all, these are just human remains…”


  “But he lies like a saint,” I interrupted, “with an inscription!”


  “Yes. That is a point I’m sure we—they—will consider—”


  I didn’t allow Francis to finish. “We need closure on this—for Jenny’s sake. Amelia’s spirit will not rest until she finds justice.”


  Francis looked troubled. “I understand, Mr. Adams. But, as a minister, I have to believe that Amelia has justice. Justice by the hand of God, not man.”


  “She needs a proper burial. She is a child of God.”


  “And you believe that her remains are in a lake somewhere?”


  “Yes.”


  “But how can I help?”


  I had thought about this on the way over, so I told him about my conversation with the council.


  Francis frowned. “They obviously won’t be using public money to go looking for a body.”


  “Not without some hard evidence, no.”


  Francis smiled. “Mr. Adams, if you’re going to ask the Church for financial support, I’m afraid you’ll be wasting your time. As you have said yourself, the word of a girl who claims to be in touch with a spirit would not carry any weight. Contact with spirits is generally frowned upon in ecclesiastical circles, as you probably know.”


  I had reached yet another dead end. Francis laid his hands on the table…I sensed a sermon coming. “She has her justice, Mr. Adams.”


  “But why is she…haunting my daughter?”


  Francis shrugged. “I would love to have the answer.” He replaced the papers back in the manila envelope. “But in biblical times, we would be casting out demons.”


  I remembered the stories well. My father had read from the Bible when I was a child; many of the passages would be considered inappropriate these days. Yet they always came back to me.


  Francis returned my envelope and promised to get in touch. I drove home with a clock ticking in my head. How much time did we have?


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  Sebastian accompanied me to the hospital the following evening, striding along the corridor in his black calf-length coat. I wanted him there; I wanted his fatherly presence and his sagacious wisdom. He stared at my daughter, compassion in his eyes.


  “Where is she?” I asked.


  Sebastian didn’t answer.


  “Is she with Amelia?” I pressed further.


  The old man shook his head slowly. A single tear trickled down his cheek. “It is something I cannot explain.”


  “Explain? What?” “


  Sebastian smiled, his eyes remaining fixed on my daughter. He reached out and touched Jenny’s forehead. “Don’t talk to her, Robert. Just watch and leave her be. She isn’t ready. Not yet.”


  ***


  He calls my name—Jenny. His voice is frantic and I feel myself falling. He still calls me, but Jenny is not my name. My body aches. I find myself on a bed, staring at the sunlight streaming through a single window. I am pleased to see the light, having had my sleep disturbed by raised voices from below. I recognised the reverend’s voice but could not, despite my efforts, hear what he was saying. I rise and wash with cold water, dressing and saying my prayers, kneeling by the window. I feel the warmth of the sun on my face and imagine that it is the love of God.


  For the first time that day, I smile. I feel strong but that feeling of inner strength alarms me. I am vulnerable and physically weak, there is no record of my existence, I know this—and yet there is a power in my hand, a determination in my heart. I stare at Sarah’s face. She is beautiful—I cannot bear to catch my own reflection. Yet it is no longer of any concern to me. I suddenly see what I have never seen before. I am privileged to have escaped this world.


  ***


  Jenny’s eyes twitched. My heart leapt. It had to be good, didn’t it? The nurse smiled and nodded, and I prayed that Josie might be right and Jenny would come through this regardless of whether we found Amelia’s remains. But in my heart, I knew otherwise.


  Jenny’s eyelids flickered again and, just for a moment, I thought I saw the faintest of smiles. It stopped me in my tracks. Maybe I had imagined the whole thing. Hope does that—playing tricks with your mind and screwing up your head. I had to stay focused.


  I dropped Sebastian off and stopped at McDonald’s. I sat in the corner with a coffee and a sin-burger, choosing the company of strangers rather than an empty house. I watched a young couple arguing in the corner while their kid played with a plastic toy, seemingly unaffected by his parents’ disagreement. He was too young to be out at this time—too young to be subjected to a late-night fight. This was the new breed of parent, self-obsessed and ignorant.


  I ate and drank up, passing the kid on the way out. Instinctively, I reached out and patted the kid on the head as he bit into his burger. “You enjoying that, buddy?”


  His mother looked up and smiled at me. She could have passed for a sixth-former. The kid’s father looked at his kid and then at me. “Mind your own fucking business, pal,” he said.


  I looked at him and shook my head, walking towards the door. I knew he was following. By the time I reached the car, he was on my shoulder. “Who are you fucking shaking your head at, you prick?”


  Normally, I would have told the bloke that I didn’t want a fight and tried to get into my car. I always considered flight to be better than fight. But I had been fighting for over a year now. I turned. His face was in mine, and there was the smell of stale ale and onions on his breath.


  “You some kiddie fiddler or sommat—strokin’ my kid’s head?”


  “I wasn’t.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a CCTV camera on the corner of the car park. I began to walk away.


  “Oy, you twat, where’s you goin’?”


  Away from the cameras, you idiot. Come on…follow me.


  The white removal van provided perfect cover. He grabbed my shoulder just as we moved into its shadow. “Don’t you fucking walk away from me, you pervert!”


  My heart was thumping and my blood felt like oil, boiling in my veins. This man was the type of bloke that spawned thugs like Taylor. He was scum, jail fodder, looking for a fight wherever he could find it. He had a kid—his kid, probably. I didn’t. Hanna had been snatched from me and Jenny…


  “You runnin’ away, prick?” he said, his forehead touching mine and his saliva spraying my chin. I felt a rush of excitement, because this idiot thought I was easy prey. He knew I wasn’t touching up his kid. He just wanted to lay into someone. He was too stupid to even wonder why I had walked away from my own car.


  “I’m not running away. I just didn’t want this meeting to be caught on camera.”


  “Wha…?” He spun round to check out the CCTV. My fist connected with his cheek just as he turned back. It was only the second punch I’d landed in my entire life, but it carried all my frustration and bitterness and knocked him out cold.


  I felt the bone of his jaw crack and splinter under my knuckles as the pain ran like an electric current from my hand through the length of my arm.


  I walked back into McDonald’s and told them to call the police and an ambulance. There was an abusive drunk in the car park who had tried to attack me and I’d acted in self-defence.


  I spoke to the kid’s mother and apologised. She started to cry, but I knew she wasn’t angry with me. “You should have killed the bastard!” she snapped. The girl was just some silly kid herself who hooked up with the bad boys only to discover that they didn’t make good partners.


  The bloke’s name was Wayne. The ambulance took him in for an overnight check-up, and the police already had him on their records. They weren’t even interested in checking the CCTV, since they ended up dragging him in for public disorder offences several times a year. The young constable told me that it was highly unlikely there would be any case against me. Wayne would be discouraged from filing any charges.


  I climbed behind the wheel of my car exhausted but exhilarated. Wayne was trouble and I had taken him out. My hand throbbed but the pain felt good, and after washing the contaminated blood from my knuckles and taking a couple of painkillers, I slept soundly, wakened only by the ringing of the bedside phone. It was Josie.


  “Hey, Jo,” I said drowsily. “What time is it?”


  “You’re still in bed?”


  I glanced at my watch, blinking hard until its face came into focus. It was eleven.


  “You still there?”


  “Yeah, sure. I…”


  “Look, just wondered if you wanted to call in for a spot of lunch. Or breakfast.”


  I laughed. It was good to hear Jo’s voice. “Sure…fish, chips and mushy peas would be great!”


  ***


  There was no change in Jenny’s condition. The nurse on the other end of the phone checked that she had my mobile number and I hoped they might be anticipating some good news, but as I drove over to The Keys, Wayne was still on my mind. The initial feeling of satisfaction at having landed a blow for the decent people of the country had subsided, leaving me feeling uncomfortable.


  Had I really stepped over that scumbag’s body so casually? Had I considered for one moment that I might have killed him? Until then, I had only dreamed of landing such a punch, knowing that confronted by the target of my inner rage I would never have raised an arm. This was different. I had felt no concern for Wayne, his wife or his kid. It wasn’t that I hadn’t considered that he might be dead, but in that moment, I couldn’t have cared less.


  I had no intention of mentioning the incident to Josie—or anyone else, for that matter. If the police were correct, it was behind me. If I was ever unfortunate enough to bump into another member of the underclass then I would walk away.


  Josie hugged me as if I were a long lost brother walking back into her life after years away. I kissed her several times on the cheek before she finally released me. “You okay, sweetheart?”


  I nodded.


  “Look, Rob, I’m with you on this—even if I seem…”


  I took hold of Jo’s hand and squeezed it. “It’s okay. Honestly.”


  Josie cocked her head to one side. “Still love me, then?”


  “Jo, I could never stop loving you, even if I wanted to.”


  “Ditto,” Josie said, her eyes flooding quite suddenly. “Anyway,” she continued, pulling herself together. “Park your backside in the corner and I’ll get you a drink.”


  I watched her walk away and wondered what would ever become of me if she never returned. I needed her friendship more than I needed her bed. Lou gave me a thumbs up and a smile from behind the bar, and I wondered how many men would have been happy to stand aside while his wife hooked up with a free-loading widower. Not many, I suspect.


  Still, his smile seemed genuine enough to leave me feeling like a creep. Your average bloke would have been drowning his sorrows over a few pints with the lads and putting the world to rights, but if Lou was thinking along those lines, he certainly wasn’t letting it show. Maybe one day I’d be leaving The Keys only to feel someone tap my shoulder. I would turn to find myself on the end of Lou’s fist before waking in a pool of blood.


  Josie returned, and an easy smile crossed her face. She placed a pint down on the table—ice cold and screaming to be downed with enthusiasm. “So, whatcha been up to, sweetheart?”


  Well, I just knocked some lowlife’s lights out in a McDonald’s car park…


  “Jenny’s eyes kind of…twitched,” I said cautiously. “But, you know how it is. They aren’t getting too excited just yet.”


  “But that’s great, hun, isn’t it? I mean, the right direction and all that.”


  “Yeah, I suppose. If we were in a TV soap, you’d know she was about to wake up. But this isn’t a drama, is it? It’s life. Real life.”


  Josie smiled and nodded. “It’s still a good sign, though.”


  I took a long draw on my ice-cold pint, the liquid almost burning my gullet. My god, if felt good.


  “I went to see Reverend Francis at St. Jude’s,” I told her, replacing my half empty glass on the table. Josie raised her eyebrows. “Really? And what did you tell him?”


  “Everything,” I replied. “I took the letters, too.”


  “And?”


  “He was genuinely shocked, but I’m not sure what he’s going to do. It’s up to the Church Council or whatever you call it.” I paused. “But if it was up to Francis, I think he’d have the remains exhumed and tossed in the nearest river.”


  Josie grinned. “Well, at least he’s on your side,” she said, studying my gloomy expression. “What’s up, Rob?”


  “I just feel like I’m hanging. You know, waiting.”


  “Look, hun,” Josie shot back in her best schoolmistress tone. “There’s nothing you can do. It’s not your fault. You can’t shake your kid awake, and you can’t dredge that friggin’ lake, so waiting is the only option.”


  I was unconvinced.


  “What? You’re going to hire a diver and go looking?” Josie had that twinkle in her eye, and I started to laugh, but in my mind, I wondered if it might not be such a bad idea.


  ***


  After three beers and two whiskeys, I left the car and took a taxi. There were no messages on the answer phone so I poured myself a rum, laced it with Coke from a half empty can, and threw in a handful of ice. The phone rang.


  I reached over, pressing the receiver against my ear. I didn’t recognise the voice.


  “Mr. Adams? I’m from the Tabwell Herald.”


  The very name of the town felt ingrained within my spirit. “Yes?”


  “Sorry, my name is Dennis Blakely. I’m a reporter, and I hear that you believe that there is a body in the Mosswood lake? Is that correct?”


  “Who told you this?”


  There was a pause. “I’m not at liberty to say, Mr. Adams. I just want to confirm the details.”


  “How much do you know?”


  A further pause. “Then I would assume there is some truth in the story?”


  “I asked you how much you know?”


  “Enough to make this well worth reporting, Mr. Adams. It’s a fascinating story. One that might put some pressure on…shall we say, the relevant authorities.”


  “Meaning?”


  “I would like to meet you. Get the story from your angle. Nothing much happens here in Tabwell. It’s kind of…slow. If Joe Soap changes his Ferrari it pretty much makes the front page.”


  ***


  The following afternoon, I was back behind the wheel heading for Tabwell. Dennis Blakely was going to stand me a light lunch at the Lakeside Hotel, which, as the name suggested, overlooked Tabwell Water, the very spot to which my librarian friend had directed me several weeks ago. I’d remembered the rather quaint hotel, with its manicured lawns sloping down to the path that ran the perimeter of the lake.


  I followed the signs and swung onto the cobbled drive of the hotel, lowering the volume on the radio as it belted out a Stones number. It wasn’t a rock ’n’ roll hotel, that was plain to see. I was fifteen minutes early—time to get myself a soft drink and find a seat in the corner.


  The bar door was to the left of the main reception. I was pleased at not having to explain myself to anyone. I felt invisible, and that suited me fine. This could all go horribly wrong. Blakely might be out to make me look like an idiot at best and an irresponsible parent at least. It wouldn’t be difficult. But then, I was tempted to believe that I was meeting with a small time hack after a ghost story that would sell his paper and draw in some much-needed revenue from local businesses.


  I knew about the press, but I had also read my locals; there was a different attitude. You kept the stories straight and kept the readers happy. Rule number one: don’t shit on your own doorstep.


  My mobile rang. It was Blakely to say he was pulling up in the car park and wanted to know where I would be. Corner window seat to the left of the main door. I was wearing a dark brown corded jacket and a cream shirt. He told me he’d be there in five.


  I hadn’t formed a picture of Tabwell’s local hack in my head yet he still took me by surprise. He was slim, stood at about six-two and wore a suit which hadn’t been bought off the peg. He was good-looking with just the faintest shadow of stubble, which gave him that Hollywood movie star look. His handshake was as strong as one would imagine.


  “Mr. Adams,” he said, grinning broadly and revealing that he had spent quite a bit of money on his teeth. “Pleased to meet you.”


  “Likewise,” I replied. “Can I get you a drink?”


  Blakely shook his head. “I’ll go get some menus. Then we can talk.”


  If Blakely’s physical appearance had unnerved me, his manner had allayed any disquiet. I watched as he chatted at the bar, drawing admiring glances and occasional giggles from the two young girls who served him with a lime and soda. He returned, unaware of the eyes following him.


  “Nice kids,” he said, glancing back over at the bar.


  “You been here before, then?” I asked, making small talk.


  “Several times. I eat here quite regularly. The restaurant is a little expensive but the bar meals are quite reasonable and really good.” He smiled. “I think you’ll agree.”


  He passed me a menu. It was limited; he told me the owners preferred to go for quality, but he was sure I would find something I liked. Blakely chose the grilled salmon and, wanting to look as if I, too, was a lime and soda man with a love of healthy food, went for the same.


  “So, how long have you worked for the Herald?” I asked him.


  He smiled, taking a sip of his soda. “A couple of years,” he said casually. “It’s small time, I know, but I don’t want to get into the cutthroat national scene, so I guess this suits me.”


  I looked at Blakely. Okay, you couldn’t judge a book by its cover, but this guy looked like a shit-hot go-getter with the looks and the charm to carry him a fair way before he’d even have to put his brain into gear. He looked the part—the image that the business world craved these days. I just couldn’t see this man settling for life on a local paper.


  He sensed my apprehension but obviously decided to ignore it. “Anyway, your story. It sounds fascinating,” he said, pulling out a tiny recorder and placing it in the centre of the table. “Do you mind?” he asked.


  I shook my head and he pressed the button. There was a loud, old-fashioned click.


  “Right,” he said. “In your own words, Mr. Adams. From the beginning…”


  ***


  We were interrupted only by the arrival of the waitress taking our order and subsequently delivering the food. At that point, we took a break and ate heartily. The food was, as promised, beautiful. Apart from that, Blakely remained silent as I related the tale from the moment Elizabeth and Hanna died to our meeting at the Lakeside Hotel. When I was done, Blakely reached over and clicked the off button on the recorder.


  “Fascinating,” he said. “Absolutely fascinating.”


  “You think you’ve got a story?”


  Blakely nodded. “You know, of course, that Allington founded a school here?”


  I told him I was fully aware of the reverend’s altruistic exploits.


  “Not just that, but he founded a home just outside Tabwell which is now an exclusive retreat for victims of domestic violence. It receives extensive funding from businesses and local government.”


  I didn’t know that. “You say exclusive?”


  “Set in its own grounds. Rooms well above the standard you might expect. Because of its roots, they put a Bible in every room—funny, but that still puts troubled people at ease—even the atheists and agnostics.”


  “So it receives funding?”


  “Yes. Because of its church affiliation, certain businesses like to be associated with the name, particularly as it is a rehabilitation centre, and everyone likes to be seen doing their bit for society.”


  “So why are you telling me this?”


  Blakely frowned. “Allington has his name on a school and a refuge centre. I’m not sure that everyone will want that name besmirched. It’s just a warning, that’s all.”


  “But surely it would not affect the work? I mean, the centres wouldn’t close. All this happened so long ago.”


  Blakely ran his forefinger around the rim of his glass, staring down at the table. “No, they wouldn’t, Mr. Adams.” He looked up. “And, of course, you’re correct. All this was many years ago. But if this becomes a story—how the founder of the refuge and the school not only knew about a young girl virtually imprisoned in an attic, but raped her and stole her baby…” Blakely stopped. “His picture hangs in the foyer of the refuge and in the main hall at the school. They would have to go… Any reference to the man will be erased. I think there will be people who would rather you let sleeping dogs lie—you get what I’m saying?”


  ***


  I drove back home thinking about Allington’s legacy. How could a man who had involved himself in caring for his community have raped a young girl and callously taken her baby? What desperation would force such a man’s hand? I hadn’t asked Blakely when the story would run, so the moment I arrived home, I found the number of the Tabwell Herald’s desk and called it.


  A young woman answered.


  “Could I speak to or leave a message for a Mr. Dennis Blakely?”


  A pause. “Who’s calling, please?”


  “Sorry, my name is Robert Adams. I’ve just been interviewed—”


  “One moment, please.”


  I listened to Elgar for about forty seconds.


  “Hello, Mr. Adams?” It was the desk girl again.


  “Yes.”


  “Who did you speak to?”


  “Dennis Blakely.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yes. Why?”


  “Mr. Adams, we don’t have anyone of that name working at this paper.”


  I felt my chest tighten. “But I was just speaking…”


  “Did he have any ID?” she interrupted sharply.


  “I didn’t ask,” I replied, feeling foolish.


  “Then I can tell you for sure, he wasn’t from the Tabwell Herald.”


  I replaced the phone and slumped in my chair.


  “There must be some mistake,” I found myself telling Sebastian ten minutes later. “Maybe the girl who took my call was new.”


  The old professor sighed. “Or you’ve been warned off,” he said, telling me something I’d already suspected.


  “I’m not interested,” I replied, feeling increasingly agitated. “I want my daughter back. It’s as simple as that.”


  There was a pause. “I know, Robert, I know. But whoever this Dennis Blakely really is—he’s already made the first move. He knows the story. He knows what you’re about. He knows what you’re trying to do.”


  I Googled Blakely’s name but the search engine turned up nothing. I had to try, even though I knew that I’d probably been given a false name anyway. I called the paper again and asked to speak to someone who might be interested in my story. I was put through to the editor, a young woman called Helen Pace, who became interested when I mentioned my meeting with a phantom reporter who I’d suspected wanted the story buried.


  She promised to get back in touch and, checking the battery on my mobile, I headed over to The Keys. Lou greeted me at the bar and we chatted for a few minutes before he invited me to let myself into the flat. Josie was heading into town with an old school friend. “A girly day’s shopping and some posh nosh,” he told me.


  I felt a tinge of jealousy. I wanted her to myself. I needed a listening ear. I rapped gently on the door and entered. The TV was on. Down the hallway, I heard the shower and Josie singing over the sound of the water. I waited, picking up a magazine and flicking idly through its pages. There was an article about a girl who killed her father in self-defence. I began to read; the girl had never forgiven herself despite having suffered abuse for so many years.


  I suddenly sensed someone behind me. I turned. It was Josie, wrapped in a white bath towel. She grinned, as if she knew exactly how irresistible she looked. “You been waiting long?” she asked, holding the towel tightly over her chest. I nodded, almost winded by the desire I felt. She saw it my eyes and reached out her hand and gently touched my lips. The towel fell to the floor.


  “Jo, we can’t,” I said as she pulled me towards her.


  But we could. And we did. I had no room for guilt.


  We made love behind a locked door, silently entwined, our breathlessness drowned by the sound from the TV. It was over all too soon and we talked while Josie dressed and prepared herself for her trip. “I don’t want you to go,” I told her.


  She smiled through her reflection in the mirror. “I have to, hun,” she said. “But you know I’d rather be with you.”


  She turned. “Be careful, sweetheart. I know you’re not exactly tangling with the Mafia in Tabwell, but it sounds like there’s at least one person who would rather you didn’t make a big deal out of this story.”


  “I don’t think anyone’s going to put a bullet through my head, do you?”


  Josie grinned. “No, but just be careful, that’s all.”


  I drove back home feeling Jo’s call for caution was a little ironic; we’d just made love in a room above the bar at which her husband was serving drinks. What would Jenny think? I thought about my daughter. I knew where her body lay but where was her mind—where was her soul?


  ***


  My heart beats in time with the footsteps I hear on the stairs. I know immediately that the minister is alone. He knocks and waits, but his anger spills before him. “Amelia!” he calls. There is hatred in his voice—the devil’s voice. The door opens and I see him, his frame fills the doorway. His lips are moving but I hear no sound. His face, reddened with rage, looks as if it might burst open.


  Sarah rises from her chair and moves to my side. I try, I try to read his lips but cannot. The only sound I hear is that of a rushing, fierce wind. The minister continues to move toward me, his hands outstretched. Sarah steps between us. Then I see her falling backwards. Now the reverend is upon me, his rage unabated. His hand is on my neck. I smell whisky on his breath as I fall back onto the desk at which I have learned all I know of this world.


  I am going to die. I feel something on the desk…metal. The blade Sarah used for the apples she picked from my father’s tree. The handle seems to roll in my hand as I fight for breath. I raise my arm high. Our eyes are locked. That hatred, I see it so clearly. For a moment, I leave the world, everything turns an unholy black. It is only for a few seconds, but the hands around my neck lose their grip. I open my eyes. Blood pours from the Reverend Allington’s chest. The blade is embedded to the hilt. I withdraw it with ease and he falls backwards, his eyes staring in fear. Fear of dying—fear of his God. He splutters blood. I stand and watch the father of my child…a child I will never know, slowly drift away.


  ***


  I woke the following morning and poured myself a coffee. My mobile flashed up a message. It was Josie.


  Fancy coffee? Tea? Me?


  I thought for a moment. Our previous physical encounters had never been planned, and for some reason, I liked it better that way. It felt more like a crime of passion, and I could ride the guilt. I punched in a reply. How about dinner?


  Sounds good. Where?


  I was hungry. Pizza sounded good. Antonio’s?


  Yum. 8ish


  You’re on!


  It was a date. We would taxi there, eat pizza and maybe get a little drunk. I imagined the conversation drifting from Jenny to Elizabeth and my future without her. But I was to learn something about Josephine Pamela Duxbury that I could never have foreseen in a lifetime.


  ***


  I stand, transfixed. Having seen little of this world, death has come to my room. Sarah holds a hand to her breast. She is pale, and I fear she will faint. Me? I have no future, not now, but then, have I ever had anything to live for, imprisoned in this place? An institution awaits, or maybe the noose, I do not know. I follow my instincts and flee, my eyes fixed ahead, the thunder of my feet ringing in my ears.


  No one sees me as I pass through the lounge with the knife in my hands. A fire burns in the grate. At last, I reach the door. How cold the autumn air feels. How wonderfully fresh and bracing. I am still running—running through the lawned spaces towards the woods where I would wander with my father.


  I need to rest. I need time to consider. My life is in my own hands, and I have the right to choose, but first, I wish to sit and enjoy the freedom of my final moments on this Earth.


  ***


  The house wine was good enough. We ordered a mushroom starter and two medium specials with extra toppings from the waiter. Jo had something on her mind, and I guessed what it was.


  “The other day,” I began tentatively, sipping my wine. “I…I should have felt guilty. But I didn’t.”


  I waited. Josie smiled. “You shouldn’t,” she replied. “Not really.”


  Her indifference troubled me. “Don’t you?”


  “There are certain aspects of it—of what happened—that might seem a bit sordid, but…”


  “A bit?” I said, unable to disguise my concern. “Lou’s my friend. Okay, maybe not joined at the hip, but, well…I was still screwing his wife in his flat while he was serving drinks one floor down. I mean, that’s a pretty shitty thing to do to anyone!”


  Josie avoided my eyes. “There are things you don’t know, Robert,” she said softly. “Things I’m not sure I’m ready to tell you yet.”


  “What? Your husband doesn’t understand you?”


  A tear escaped and trickled down her cheek. “Lou is a wonderful man. He understands me perfectly, and I understand him. That’s why we’re still together. We’re a good team—a partnership.”


  Our conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the mushrooms in garlic. The waiter seemed to linger longer than he needed to, almost as if he had caught something Josie had said and his curiosity was getting the better of him. Josie smiled. “Thank you. This is fine.”


  The waiter half bowed and left us.


  “You were saying?”


  Josie took a sip of her wine. “We’re fine,” she said. “That’s all you need to know.”


  I frowned. “But how can you be so casual about us? We had sex, Jo.”


  “I know. Like I said, there’re things you don’t know.”


  I felt as if the book was being closed. No more questions. We drank more wine, ate pizza and managed to laugh, but the whole thing with Lou was bothering me. We ordered another bottle and talked about the old days. If Lou had not called Josie up, I’m not sure the subject would have arisen again. She took the call without a flicker of guilt in her eyes. “Hi, darling…”


  There was a pause. “Yes, the cleaner is at the back of the cupboard. Okay…” Another pause. “I’m still in the restaurant. Won’t be too late.” Jo’s eyes darkened. “Before you go, I think Rob needs to know…about us? You okay with that?” There was another pause. “Thank you. Love you, hun. Bye.”


  The affection was real. There was no doubt about that. Josie caught the look of confusion in my eyes and smiled.


  “So?” I said, taking a gulp of wine that stung my pallet.


  “I’m not sure where to begin.” Jo looked wearily at the two huge slices of pizza left on her plate. “You see, Lou and I…well, we’re partners…”


  “I know,” I replied impatiently.


  Josie shot me a half-hearted smile. “I mean partners in the old sense of the word, before political correctness kicked in.”


  “What? Like business partners?”


  “That’s it. Well…in a way, but close friends as well.”


  “So it’s not like a marriage?”


  Josie drained her glass and replaced it. “Fancy a brandy?” she said. “I could use one.”


  I nodded. “Go on…I’m intrigued.”


  Jo sighed. “Lou and I have been divorced for over a year.”


  “What? But why?”


  Jo smiled softly. “Robert, I’m not his type—”


  “But you’re beautiful—”


  Josie smiled. “He doesn’t go for beautiful—he prefers handsome. Robert, I’m trying to tell you Lou’s gay.”


  ***


  The darkness envelops me like a shroud, hiding me from the world. I am cold, but the temperature is bearable. I have found a nook in the wood where no one will find me easily, although I’m sure they will come looking. Just a day, another day maybe—perhaps two. Hunger and thirst will have overtaken me by then, dampening the sense of freedom I am feeling.


  I feel the water drawing me, an opening to a world beyond. My father told me that the water is deep and dark. We would often sit upon the bank and talk, but always I knew that I would have to return to my room. This time, I will be able to gaze at the surface, knowing that soon I would step through it into a better life.


  ***


  “Gay?”


  There were a thousand questions in my head.


  Josie leaned over and took my hand in hers. “Lou came from a family that would never have accepted his sexuality—not in a million years. In fact, his father would probably have beaten him to within an inch of his life.”


  I frowned. “So he married you to what? Please his father?”


  “He tried to live what they considered to be a normal life, and I mean normal in the sense that he would have a wife, two kids and a mortgage with an annual holiday in Spain.”


  “Is that what he wanted?”


  Josie looked close to tears. “Yes. I know you’re told to be gay and proud, but Lou just wanted an uncomplicated life.”


  “When did you find out?”


  “We made love twice, but from the beginning, Lou started to make excuses, often only coming to bed when he knew I was asleep. Then I would find him curled up asleep in front of the TV at two in the morning. He was affectionate, but he began to embrace and kiss my cheek, avoiding my lips.”


  Josie’s eyes filled with tears. “I thought he was having an affair. I was distraught. Of course, he denied it, and for a while, he really made an effort, but he could never get an erection. He even went with me to counselling…” The memories obviously brought back the pain. “It was there that he broke down and told me the truth. He was gay—he had known it since his mid-teens but lived a life of denial. He said he would give me a divorce, and that he would look after me financially, but I didn’t care about money. I was devastated. If it had been another woman… Well, maybe we could have got through it. But if you’re gay then that’s it. You can’t change who you are.”


  I ordered two brandies from a passing waiter, barely interrupting the flow of conversation. “So what happened? I mean, you’re still together.”


  “I loved him too much. That’s all. So when he said he still loved me in his own way, I clung to that, and after weeks in what seemed like a haze, we agreed to stay together as friends—as partners. Over the months—years—we slipped into this comfortable understanding. We divorced last year. No one knew—they still don’t.”


  I could not comprehend such an understanding but then I’d never been in that situation. “So does Lou suspect us?”


  Josie nodded. “I think he knows how I feel about you.”


  I stared at her. “You mean as a kind of platonic thing?”


  The tears trickled down her face. “Robert, I’ve loved you for years—I watched you rear two children with Elizabeth, my best friend, and I sat next to her making small talk with a heart that ached for you. My one enjoyment was sitting on your knee during the club gigs, singing ‘The Man I Love’ while the audience laughed, thinking I was teasing you—but I meant every word.” Now Jo was crying, and other diners were casting furtive glances. “So many of those songs—so many—I was singing to you, choking back the tears.” She looked at me. “And you had no idea, did you?”


  I shook my head. The waiter delivered the brandies and I asked for the bill. “Let’s down these,” I said. “I have an empty house and we have some catching up to do.”


  ***


  It was eight before we finally dressed and poured ourselves a drink. I cranked up the stereo as Frank sang ‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin’ and we danced. It felt good to hold another woman—a woman who truly loved me without condition, knowing that after all this time, I loved her equally. If anyone had told me the degree of strength I would draw from that love, I would never have believed them. We were a team now, and together, somehow, some way, we were going to get Jenny back.


  ***


  I called Josie the following evening after arriving home from the hospital. I needed her now more than ever. Jenny hadn’t stirred, and my insecurities bubbled to the surface.


  “So what will happen now?” I asked, trying to sound casual. “Will you tell Lou?”


  I heard a sigh. “I can’t think about that right now. It’s still going to be difficult to walk out. He’s my best friend, Rob. I know it’s kind of weird, but I just want you to hold on to the fact that we love each other, okay?”


  I nodded, forgetting she couldn’t see me.


  “Okay?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  There was a brief silence. “Look, sweetheart, let’s just get Jenny back on her feet. You’ve got me for life if that’s what you want. Let’s not rush.”


  I felt easier. It really didn’t matter. Josie would always be a phone call away at most. We could share a pizza or a bed anytime we liked. I pulled a can of beer from the back of the fridge and turned on the TV, lost in thought.


  Where are you, Jenny? Where the hell are you?


  ***


  I am hungry and my stomach aches. The sun streams through the trees and I sit in the broken rays looking like one of those angels in the Bible. A fallen angel, maybe, but I’m not evil. I have killed a man of God who chose to serve the Devil, but I am not evil. I know this in my own heart. The sun warms me. Last night I heard voices—through the stillness I heard someone talking. There is a part of me that does not belong here. As if I am visiting this body. They were voices from another world, from which I have been torn. I have decided to wait here until I can wait no longer. Till the hunger makes death appear a blessed release. I will never see that attic room again—I will never wake in my bed with an aching heart, longing to see my child. I will be with my maker, from whom I will pray for forgiveness. I am confused but I have to believe that God is love.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  Helen Pace from the Tabwell Herald called to say they would be interested in running my story, asking if I could meet with one of their reporters the following day. I agreed, wondering if the article might bring Blakely out of the shadows.


  After taking several gulps of lukewarm coffee, I made my way to the graveyard. I hadn’t visited Elizabeth and Hanna’s grave for several weeks, so I stopped off and bought a bunch of flowers from the local supermarket, pulling the old strands of decaying stems from the pots and replacing them with the new blooms. If Elizabeth could see my feeble efforts at flower arranging, she would have laughed.


  I felt squirming in my gut—that unease that comes the moment you confront your wife after having climbed out of your mistress’s bed. Josie and I were, in the language of social media users, in a relationship. Suddenly, the friendship that teetered on the edge for so long had plunged headlong into love and all the uncertainty that came with it.


  I had believed that we would be friends for life. We were comfortable together, and if we fell out, forgiveness and reconciliation were never far behind. Would this be the beginning of the end? Would Josie find the man she had loved for so long to be a disappointment? Would I let her down? Would we grow tired and intolerant before finally going our separate ways? The thought appalled me. We could never rekindle our friendship, yet I could never envisage living without her.


  Maybe Elizabeth could read my thoughts. I wondered if she would give us her blessing. If there was life after death, how would the dead feel about their partners finding new love? I mean, really feel? Freed from the mortal body, would you ever want to return the ailments and constraints of life in order to enjoy a physical union once more?


  The questions remained in my mind as I drove home and changed, ready for the hospital. I was going to tell Jenny about Josie. I needed to tell her that everything would work out. She liked Jo. Then I would tell her that I was heading back to Tabwell in the morning, and if things went to plan, we would have her back with us very soon. I wanted to believe it, but life was continuing on its unpredictable course, and Blakely was never far from my mind. Who was the fake reporter? And, more importantly, what did he want?


  ***


  Thunderclouds rolled over the horizon as I set off down the motorway the following morning, and if the Tabwell Herald wanted some ghostly pictures then they couldn’t have chosen a better day. The sombre light had reduced even the prettiest of village greens to that of a rather unwelcoming, soulless and haunted space, and for a moment I imagined the spirits of the dead seated around its stone memorial.


  I drove past the green and turned left, towards the town, and less than five minutes later, I pulled into the car park at the rear of The Herald’s offices.


  They were nothing more than two properties knocked into one, the entrance on the corner of a narrow side street and the main road through the town. I walked through the doors and into a small well appointed reception, occupied by a young receptionist.


  Suzy greeted me with an engaging smile and invited me to help myself to a drink from the state-of-the-art coffee machine in the corner. She was about five foot in heels, slender as a stick, and instantly likeable, possessing a natural warmth that put me at ease. It wasn’t hard to see why they’d put the girl up front.


  I’m not great with machines. This one was threatening to make a fool out of anyone attempting to extract a liquid refreshment from its bowels, and I managed to press for a coffee minus the sugar. Suzy smiled warmly and peered at her computer screen, contentment oozing from every pore. I waited, as nervous as I’d ever been in the dentist’s waiting room, trying to remind myself that this was going to be painless. The door opened and Helen Pace strode through with her hand outstretched.


  She would have got the part in a movie playing herself, should the opportunity have arisen. A slim brunette with a grey pencil skirt and pristine white blouse, even with her hair tied into a bun, and her eyes shadowed beneath heavy rimmed spectacles, she was quite clearly an efficient and competent woman. I guessed she meant business; any female who went to such lengths to disguise her looks had her sights set far beyond a local rag. She was friendly enough, but I knew that if my tale lacked legs, as they say, she wouldn’t be considering my daughter’s plight for one second.


  “You’ll be seeing Liam Vernon,” she told me. “He’s particularly good with the off-beat stories.”


  I’d just finished my coffee as a rather portly man appeared at the door. He smiled and held out his hand. “Mr. Adams? I’m Liam. I’ll be talking to you about your…erm…experiences.”


  I looked at him, standing in his ill-fitting jacket and baggy trousers. He seemed to be a contented man in his late-thirties, although his thinning hair and lack of fashion sense made it difficult to be sure. I followed him down the corridor into a rather sparse room with plain white walls and fading brown carpet tiles. The only light came from a single window, giving the whole place a rather gloomy feel.


  “We’ll get some photos later. Our man with the lens will be with us as soon as he’s finished at the tennis club.” He glanced at me, lowering himself into the chair and signalling for me to sit opposite. A single wooden table separated us. “They’re having a grand opening of their new indoor court. That’s as big as it gets, around here!” He smiled, glancing at his surroundings. “It’s a bit like a police interview room. I’m sorry.”


  Vernon pulled out a notepad from the desk drawer, along with a tiny recorder. “Okay, just stop me when you fancy another drink.”


  I felt myself tense. He was going to ask me to start at the beginning but I was already there, standing at the lounge window on a beautiful Sunday afternoon. Hanna raised her hand and waved. It was the last thing she ever did.


  ***


  I find some berries and wonder if they are edible. Why should I care? I decide to leave them, wishing I’d listened when my father was explaining the shrubs and the trees and the fruit they bore. I wonder what course my life may have taken if I had been born into the family that had imprisoned me. If my mother had been allowed to love me.


  Sarah always plaited my hair and told me I was beautiful, but God has not bestowed me with beauty, so why should I concern myself with my hair. Sarah scolded me for pulling out the plaits but I have no interest in my appearance. My hair hangs long and loose. As plain and as uninteresting as my face. I’m sure there are those who believe that God did not actually have a plan for my life. That we are not all his children. They would preach that those born out of wedlock are destined for the fires of hell. Are we an enigma to a righteous God? Are we rejected by Him while still in our mothers’ wombs? I could not bear the thought that God would never hear my prayers or forgive my sins. Oh my God, please look upon me with mercy!


  I suddenly feel His wrath—not in my heart, but in my mind. Is this His hand, driving me into the forest to take my own life? Have I been worshipping a merciless God who cared only for those in His fold? I feel a weight in my heart and begin to vomit. I know that the end is near.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  By the time I was done telling Liam Vernon my story, the sun had managed to poke its way through the rolling clouds and we made our way to Mosswood with our lens man in pursuit. I felt my blood run cold. Was this really Amelia’s grave? Shafts of light broke between the gnarled branches of the trees as they clung to the last vestiges of their leaves, turning from shades of green to flaming red and primrose yellow, illuminating a carpet of soft brown decaying foliage.


  We worked our way through the wood, following the pathways worn by the public over the years. Children had hung a rope from a large overhanging branch and Liam told me that the council had planned an activity area for the local kids with a few picnic benches. I was more concerned with the pond.


  Danger signs alerted us to the water ahead.


   


  NO ACCESS BEYOND THIS POINT


   


  Barbed wire, surrounded the mossy bank sloping down to the black grimy surface of the water which was, I reckoned about forty metres across.


  “It’s unbelievably deep,” Vernon told me. “Almost like a mine shaft.”


  We stood alongside the fence, staring out across the lake. “Is there any chance of finding a body in there?” I asked, feeling suddenly pessimistic.


  Vernon shrugged and smiled. “It all depends on how much you want it.”


  “And how much it costs,” added the photographer, who had said little since joining us.


  Vernon smiled again and turned to his colleague. “Shall we get some shots, then?”


  Finally, the photographer held out his hand. “The name’s Phil,” he said.


  Phil took about ten shots with me looking pensive and a couple of others looking out over the water and smiling directly into the lens for the final picture. It all took no more than a few minutes before we made our way back, shook hands and parted. Vernon told me that the story would make the following week’s edition and arranged to send me a copy.


  ***


  Sebastian had left a message on my answering machine, which flashed ominously in the darkened room as I walked through the front door. I called him back, apologising for not having kept him up to date. I’d been too busy with Josie, although I decided not to add that to the list of excuses. He listened as I took him through the events of the past few days but offered no advice or opinion when I’d finished.


  I dropped in on him the following morning. I could smell the coffee. “I’ve been thinking,” the old man mused as I followed him into his lounge. “This Blakely character?” He turned as I nodded. “You might want to put some effort into finding out what he wants.”


  “Meaning?”


  Sebastian’s brow furrowed. “Who could have possibly told him about the body?” he asked.


  I thought for a moment. “Only the minister—or Farriday.”


  “So, news either travels fast or this Blakely is somehow involved in the church or maybe the manor.”


  “You think Farriday or the minister might know who he was?”


  Sebastian nodded slowly “If you can describe him accurately enough, it might be worth a try.”


  ***


  I punched the number for St. Jude’s into my mobile and waited. The clock on the mantelpiece sounded heavy like the ageing heart of an old man. Sebastian watched me like a wise old owl as the reverend answered, sounding tired and rather distant. The sound of my voice did nothing to lift his spirits.


  “I’ve talked to the elders,” he told me wearily, “but to be honest, they sound as if they might opt to ignore the whole thing.”


  My heart sank. “What about the hierarchy? Surely they will not want the name of the parish besmirched?”


  There was a pause. “You’ve been to the papers, I know. I’ve had a visit from our local reporter. I think they might wish to ride this out. We would, of cause, distance ourselves from his actions, pray for forgiveness on his behalf—”


  “And what about the girl he raped? Will you pray for her? Couldn’t you at least give her a decent burial?”


  I could sense the tension in the minister’s voice. “If it were down to me, Mr. Adams…”


  I sighed loudly, making sure he could hear my frustration. “I know, but that doesn’t bring my daughter back, does it?” I threw the phone down without having bothered to enquire about the mysterious Blakely. How many other men walked the path of righteousness with evil in their hearts? Allington was dead, yet his name lived on—a local saint. It was at times like this that I really wanted to believe in eternal damnation. A pit of fire where the likes of Allington would burn while their victims smiled down at them from behind the pearly gates. But Amelia was a tormented spirit, unable to rest until she found justice.


  ***


  I arrived home just as the house phone rang. It was Kelly Dawson’s mother. She tried to sound upbeat, asking after Jenny and suggesting that my daughter might like to spend some time with Kelly. I hadn’t the energy to go into the whole spirit thing, deciding to keep to the medical facts. Jenny had collapsed inexplicably and was in a coma; her condition was stable.


  A silence followed, and I thought, for a moment, that Mrs. Dawson had hung up. “Mr. Adams, Kelly told me what happened…” She paused. “I’m sorry. My daughter can be rather foolish sometimes—”


  “I’m sorry,” I cut in. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”


  There was another brief silence. “The séance.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Jenny wanted to contact her mother. Kelly said she could help her. It was all supposed to be fun…”


  “What séance? When?”


  “They had a Ouija board,” she began. “Kelly must have had it for some time. We didn’t know. They sell those things as toys now, but I’d have never had one in the house.” She paused. “Anyway, Kelly asked if anyone was there, like they do in the scary movies. At first, nothing happened, not for a few minutes. Then your Jenny asked if her mum was there. Kelly said that there was still nothing. I think that’s when Jen asked if there was anyone else from her family, and that’s when things kicked off.


  “Kelly thought Jenny was moving the arrow thing to spell Y-E-S. Jenny asked who it was, and I think the arrow spelled—” Mrs. Dawson paused. “What was it now? Two words… Find me, that’s it! Find me.”


  I felt my chest tighten. Jenny had opened the door. In that one single act, she had let Amelia in, and now she was paying the price.


  “That’s when the picture came off the wall,” Mrs. Dawson continued, her voice breaking. “Kelly said they felt something sweep through the room, like a green haze that felt cold and smelled damp and–”


  “Like stagnant water?”


  Mrs. Dawson was taken aback. “Yes. What makes you say that?”


  I’d heard enough. I needed to press the brake pedal on my speeding thoughts. “Just a guess,” I replied. “Thank you for letting me know, Mrs. Dawson. It’s not your fault. Kids do stuff and we can’t be on them twenty-four hours a day.”


  “I feel so bad,” she continued, ignoring me. “I hope Jenny is okay. Can you let me know?”


  I hung up, promising that I’d keep her informed, and thought about calling Tint. I tapped out his number but replaced the receiver before it rang out. Then I called Josie.


  ***


  “Wow! Holy shit. That’s kinda scary, hun. How do you feel?”


  “Like I want to meet up,” I replied.


  “The diner again?”


  “Sure. It’s our place.”


  We agreed to meet there rather than me driving to The Keys to pick her up from under Lou’s nose. The whole arrangement still left me feeling uneasy, and I wondered if there was a latent passion that might be aroused when their unconventional partnership was threatened.


  Josie ordered a skinny cappuccino and a slice of death by chocolate. “Gotta say, hun, even a sceptic like me can’t argue with that. I mean, how would Kelly’s mum know about the damp smell and the find me message? It’s so weird.”


  I smiled. “Told you so!”


  “Yep, okay, Mr. Smug Bastard. I haven’t got an explanation. Is that why you called me?” Josie grinned. “I’ll give you this one, Mr. Adams, but make the most of it. This will be the last time you get one over on me.”


  I felt the tension draining from me as she reached across and took my hand. My heart raced the way it had when I first met Elizabeth; the way it had when I turned to see Melissa standing behind me at the cash machine. I’d always found Josie attractive but never had she looked so beautiful as that afternoon in Tammy’s.


  “Everything is going to be okay, hun,” she said softly. “I can feel it. I can’t explain how or why…”


  Her words warmed me, and in that moment I felt the same assurance. Together, we were invincible. Jenny wasn’t just mine; she was ours. That was how it was. That was how it was meant to be. I felt as if I was drawing on Josie’s strength, day by day.


  I called at Sebastian’s place on the way home and found him cleaning up after the new puppy.


  “Sorry about the smell,” he said breezily. “He’s pretty good, generally.” The old professor paused and looked up. “Any news?”


  I told him about the séance as he poured me a coffee.


  “I have to be honest,” he said after reflecting for what seemed an age. “It doesn’t surprise me. I did think that Jenny might have thrown the door open at some point, or left herself open, at least.”


  He handed me a cup as I sat down. “Many kids—and adults of course—play at contacting the spirits, and it is nothing more than a game with few consequences. But occasionally, they succeed and it gets very messy.”


  “It doesn’t get much messier than this,” I replied.


  Tint smiled wryly. “True, but things are starting to make sense. The jigsaw is becoming a picture.”


  That evening, I sat talking to Jenny, despite Sebastian’s advice to leave her alone, but didn’t mention the séance. Whatever she heard—whatever information seeped through to her subconscious mind—I wanted it to be positive. We were going to find Amelia. Things were happening. The article in the Tabwell Herald, the pictures by the lake. We were within touching distance.


  ***


  I can hear a rustling in the trees behind me. It can’t be Allington, but it hardly matters anyway, for my life is over and I am eager to escape into whatever awaits me beyond. I am confused, one moment convinced of my innocence, the next I begin to doubt. If only he would give me a sign. I fear the hell that the men of God preach from their pulpits but I fear life more. It won’t be long now—it won’t be long before the water swallows me into its murky depths and then I shall be free. I pity my child. What awaits that poor girl? What awaits her offspring? Will I return one day, a vexed spirit? I dip my foot into the water and feel the cold. Not long now…not long…


  ***


  I spent the next few days with Josie, calling in to see my daughter each evening, waiting, hoping to see those eyelids flicker. But she remained motionless. I stroked her hand and kissed her forehead, praying that she would respond. I told her I loved her more than anything else in the world. She was mine. Mine! I whispered the words in her ear, wondering if they would echo through her subconscious.


  The article in the Tabwell Herald carried two photographs of the lake with me, looking suitably troubled, looking across the surface. The whole place reminded me of something from a horror movie with the gnarled roots of nearby trees snaking into the water.


  I called Jo, who had taken time out from the bar to read the piece, which was given the best part of the second page. “It’s pretty good,” she said. “It’ll get people interested, and that’s what we want.”


  Sebastian Tint said the same thing, but I had reservations. I thought about the bogus reporter who had failed to resurface. His warnings about a possible backlash haunted me, and I wondered how the parish would react to their tainted saint whose remains lay in their church.


  I went walking with the old man and his excitable pup that afternoon, having spent the morning watching the news channel and drinking far too much coffee.


  “I feel that we are in something of a calm before an inevitable storm,” he told me as we turned onto a footpath that traversed the edge of several acres of farmland. Ricky strained at his lead. “I’m guessing the Herald will have several letters—or emails, I suppose—regarding the reputation of our reverend.”


  ***


  “People will believe what they want to believe,” Tint had told me. He was right, of course. According to the editor, the Herald could have filled a whole edition with public reaction to the article.


  “Most of it was positive,” Helen Pace said. “But we have to have a balance, so there are a couple of replies you might find…harsh.”


  The Herald published six letters.


  A fascinating story. They should find the remains of this poor girl and give her a proper burial.


  Another wrote:


  Why are we always trying to dig up the past? Who was this girl and why would anyone want to waste money trying to find a heap of bones?


  But it was the last letter that caught my eye:


  The Reverend Allington has long been regarded as Tabwell’s Saint, and now Mr. Adams is seeking to besmirch his name. We cannot prove that these letters are genuine, and I trust that the people of Tabwell will treat this story with the contempt it deserves. I am disappointed that the Herald has printed the sensationalist clap-trap, and I hope Mr. Adams crawls back under his stone! Let the Reverend Allington rest in peace.


  “Prick,” I muttered under my breath as I tapped in Josie’s number.


  “Is that you, Mr. Adams?” she said breezily. “Are you calling from under your stone?”


  “Yep, I’m looking for a new man of God to besmirch.”


  Josie laughed. “You’ll burn in hell,” she said, “and I’m guessing you’ll have Allington for company.”


  I didn’t believe in hell. Never had done—at least not the lake of fire the zealous evangelicals preached. Even my father had problems with the doctrine of eternal damnation, preferring to believe that hell was separation from God. But when you hated someone enough, a belief in hell fire was kind of comforting. I hated Allington, and if he was burning somewhere, that was fine with me.


  ***


  I sat staring at Amelia’s diaries. A young woman’s life—her thoughts. Something, almost as tangible as a hand resting on my arm, prevented me from prying any further. Whether it was my own fear or a paranormal force, I couldn’t be sure, but I left them on the kitchen table and poured myself another coffee. I’d vowed to cut down on the drink, having caught sight of an overflowing bottle bin by the back door. I’d have been embarrassed to put it out for the recycling wagon, so I’d split the contents into three separate heavy-duty bags and promised to give the soft drinks a go.


  Life was much tougher without the whisky-induced sleep. I found myself waking frequently throughout the night, listening to every creak and groan, imagining that the spirit of Amelia might appear at the bottom of my bed at any time. There had been moments during the seemingly eternal sober nights when I’d longed to call Josie. Longed for the time when I would awake to find her next to me each morning, a time when we could sit around the breakfast table as a family, together. But without the assistance of the bottle, I sometimes lay in the darkness of my room and saw nothing but the lake that lay like an ocean between us and any happiness we might grasp from the wrecks of our lives.


  Josie called to say she was meeting with the brewery guy, so I called in on Sebastian for a chat. He offered me a brandy but I refused. Instead, we took a walk; it was something Tint did every day, regardless of the weather. Two miles.


  “It’s like a drug,” he told me as we set out. “I can’t do as much these days, but until I lose the use of my legs, I’m going to keep going.”


  Tint listened as I told him about Josie and my dream of a future, wondering if the old man might just be able to reassure me. Maybe he would have a vibe or an invisible crystal ball into which he could gaze.


  “There is no reason why you can’t have a life together,” he said thoughtfully. “But futures are built on good foundations. You mustn’t push Jenny into accepting Josie, and if she becomes distressed, you must be patient. Talk to her about Elizabeth. Don’t neglect her memory.” Tint patted my arm. “It will take time, and the longer it takes, the better your life together will be.”


  I’d never considered the possibility that Jenny would not come out of her coma. Nor had I considered that she would not return to full health. Maybe it was a kind of coping mechanism that kicks in; I couldn’t have handled the thought of losing her, but I needed Jo too.


  She was a forty-year-old woman who would pass for a girl in her early thirties, even without make-up. She possessed a natural beauty and a good heart. I wanted it to work. I wanted a family, no matter how long it took.


  I returned home to find the TV flickering silently. The room was cold and empty, leaving me with a heavy feeling that was difficult to understand. I shuddered. The room smelled damp—the kind of smell you’d find in an old house that had stood unoccupied for years. I walked through into the kitchen and was immediately hit by a sudden change in temperature. It was warm, the warmth I had become accustomed to. It felt like home.


  Stepping back into the lounge, the stench of stagnant water stung my nostrils like acid, and I resisted the urge to let out a scream. Amelia. I wanted to run but something drew me in.


  Sit down…there is something I want you to see.


  The voice was in my head, but it was almost as if something or someone had planted the seed. I obeyed.


  I sat for several minutes, staring at the TV, waiting for something to happen, listening to my heart thumping against my ribs.


  What do you want? What do you want to show me?


  The minutes passed, and my mind raced. Was this my imagination? Was I going crazy? I glanced at the family portrait on the wall, wondering if Elizabeth would point an accusing finger in my direction.


  This is all your doing—you and that whore, Melissa!


  But nothing moved. Then my eyes fell once more on Amelia’s diaries. That’s when I saw it. Jutting out from the pages of a volume at the top of the small stack was what looked like a bookmark. It was one of the diaries I’d already glanced through but I’d not noticed the picture.


  Take a look…look and read.


  I reached over and pulled the diary towards me. It felt heavy—heavy and cold. Surely it was just my imagination. This was nothing more than the ramblings of a girl. But it wasn’t a bookmark; it was a photograph. I stared at the image and my blood ran cold.


  ***


  The photograph was probably no bigger than two post-it notes. I knew the subjects. A swarthy-looking, well-groomed gent in a double breasted jacket stood beside a seated girl in a long pale dress. She stared out at me, almost as if she knew. Her eyes were large, yet within that face, I saw an ethereal beauty. Amelia, I thought. We meet at last.


  My hands shook. This was the girl. The girl who had my daughter. The girl who had sat in the attic room. I knew that the man who stood at her side was the Stanwicks’ gardener—Amelia’s father. The photograph looked as if it had been taken in the grounds of the house, maybe close to the lake where her bones lay. I shuddered. The diary lay open at the page I’d pulled the photo from.


  Read it… The voice was there in my head.


  I picked up the diary and began to read, feeling the ice in my veins.


   


  Friday 12th August.


  I awoke this morning unaware of what awaited me. Sarah brought the photograph, and now I am able to see my father whenever I please. He seems to be looking back at me, and when I smile it is almost as if he smiles back. Foolishness, I know, but there is no harm. Sarah seemed distracted, oblivious to my joy as I held the photograph for the first time. “I cannot stay long,” she told me. “The Reverend Allington wishes to see you.”


  I asked Sarah what the minister could possibly want with me, but she told me she didn’t know, and I knew better than to challenge her, of course. I would find out soon enough. I spent the morning reading poetry, trying to recite the verse without referring to the page. I was halfway through a particularly troublesome poem when I heard a commotion coming from the floor below.


  I heard my mother’s voice raised in anger, but her words were lost in an eerie echo. Thankfully, I did hear footsteps on the stairs and returned quickly to my desk. Sarah always knocked, and so did my mother on her infrequent visits. I waited, sensing a presence on the other side of the door.


  “Hello?” I called.


  The door opened. It was the Reverend Allington.


  “Good afternoon, Amelia. You’re reading, I see. Very good.”


  I smiled politely, wondering what the minister could possibly want with me.


  “Do you read your Bible, Amelia?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir, often. I love the parables.”


  He smiled, but there was a coldness in his eyes. “That is good. We are all put on this Earth in the service of our Lord and we must be obedient to his calling.”


  I closed my book, for it is polite to do so in company. “I’m not sure that the Lord has need of me,” I said.


  The reverend smiled. “He does, Amelia.”


  I averted my gaze, unable to look him in the eye.


  “God works in mysterious ways.” He paused, waiting for me to enquire as to what he could possibly have planned for me. “I’ll come straight to the point, Amelia. Mrs. Allington is barren. She is unable to give me a child.” He stared at me. “It is not God’s will that a woman should be cursed in this way, but He has provided an answer.” He looked at me, awaiting a response. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  I shook my head.


  “The Bible tells us that fornication is sinful, but I believe that it is only an abomination to God when it is borne from lust rather than necessity. God will look kindly upon a woman who bears a child for one of His servants.”


  His eyes bore into me, cold and unfeeling. My heart began to thump, and I felt beads of perspiration forming on the back of my neck “But I cannot—”


  “You can, Amelia, and you will.”


  I can hardly bring myself to put to paper the thing that happened in what may have only been minutes but felt like hours. He took my hand and pulled me from my chair. I resisted and found myself shaking violently. This angered the minister. “Don’t resist the will of God, you stupid child. The Devil will have you!”


  I found myself lying on the bed, the reverend standing over me, unbuckling himself. “Open your legs, my child!”


  I began to sob, but my refusal angered him more. His face was crimson, his eyes wild. Even now I feel the terror, I feel the betrayal. My own mother had allowed this. I called my father’s name, praying that he might rescue me, but my cries angered the reverend even more, and he slapped my face hard. The pain stunned me, and in that moment he pulled my legs apart.


  He didn’t enter me out of love. His contempt was clear and I submitted, closing my eyes and biting my lip so hard that it bled. I could not bear to look up at the man but listened to his breathing as it became heavy and laboured. I tried not to cry but the pain was almost unbearable, although I knew that my protests would remain unheard. The taste of blood was bitter on my tongue as the reverend suddenly withdrew himself from me.


  “That is it, my child,” he said, buckling himself. “It is for God to work His miracle now. I shall return tomorrow and I shall expect obedience, my child.”


  With that, he left the room. I heard the door close, his footsteps on the stairs. When I knew I was alone, I began to sob, but no one came. There was blood on my legs, a throbbing pain in my groin. I cleaned myself with a wet cloth and sat at my desk, staring out across the sun-bathed lawns. I breathed deeply, imagining the scent of fresh meadow in the air beyond my window.


  Sarah visited and found me in a state of great distress but I could not bring myself to tell her what had happened. As darkness fell, I took to my bed and lay motionless, imagining myself walking in the grounds, stopping to look at the flowers that my father tended. But the events of the afternoon weighed heavily, and I could still smell the reverend on my skin, recalling the pain as he bore down on me. I prayed that night. I prayed that I was with child, for the thought of him taking me once more tormented my soul.


   


  I returned the diary to the other volumes and flopped back into my chair. Amelia, an able writer, had caught little of the horror she had endured, but I felt it. The pain, the loneliness and the betrayal of her ordeal gripped my heart, and I felt my spirit become as one with hers. The room was cold again, and my groin ached. I smelled old cloth and mothballs, fused with a faint aroma of stale perspiration, and as I closed my eyes, I was there in that attic. I began to sob.


  The garden was in darkness as I wandered out into the chill of the evening air. I shuddered, again suddenly feeling that I wasn’t alone. I peered through the gloom. Something—someone—moved. I instinctively took several steps forward and then I saw her.


  The girl knelt, her hands resting on her knees. I took another step forward. The girl rocked gently, staring down at her clasped hands. “Father?” she whispered. “Is that you? Is that you?”


  I froze. “Jenny? But how? How?”


  I moved forward and suddenly I was there, standing over the girl. It wasn’t Jenny. She was too slight—too small. Amelia looked up, her face ravaged by time, rotting flesh falling from bone. I screamed. “What do you want? Where is my Jenny?


  The girl stared at me, unblinking. “My child will return to you,” she replied, in a voice that echoed in my head.


  “When? When?” I hissed. “When will she return?”


  Amelia did not reply, looking back down at her hands as the remaining flesh fell from the bones and the skeleton crumbled into the earth.


  I woke several hours later, my whole body weak and drained. My mobile rang. It was Josie.


  “Where the hell have you been?” she said, “I’ve been ringing for hours!”


  I checked my watch. It was nine.


  “I’m just checking you’re okay,” she continued before I had a chance to tell her I’d taken a nap. It was more than that, of course, but I needed to talk face-to-face, so I told Jo I’d head over to The Keys for a beer. Josie sounded pleased.


  “Want me to come with you to the hospital tomorrow?” she asked. “We could grab some food after, if that’s okay?” That was when I realised I’d not eaten that day. I slept little that night, unable to erase the image of Amelia’s face from my mind.


  I was glad of Jo’s company as we made our way to the hospital. Jenny lay, her body almost motionless, her mind in Amelia’s world. I knew it, but could tell no one how. I had seen those eyes looking up into mine as I’d held her in that attic room, as I’d wandered into the garden in my dreams.


  ***


  The water looks so dark. I long to record these last moments just as I have faithfully chronicled my existence in the hope that one day someone will read them and pray for my soul…


  ***


  My daughter’s eyelids flickered. Josie pulled on my arm. “Come on, Jen!” she whispered. “We’re waiting…”


  Yet I knew. She wasn’t going to return. Not yet.


  ***


  The water reaches my knees, and I feel my feet sinking further into the mud. It is as if some unknown force is pulling me down, and I know with each step I may be plunged beneath the depths and into my grave. The Reverend Allington will rest under a headstone bearing his name, and I shall lie beneath the water, where no one will find me. Not yet. One day, maybe. A belief in God has been instilled within me, but right now, I cannot concern myself with anything other than the need to flee from this life. I take another step.


  I am up to my waist now. It surprises me how quickly my body becomes accustomed to the cold. The lake—my escape from the hatred of those who would gladly cast me into hell fire with their own hands. The discomfort as I surrender my life to the water is nothing compared to the pain that awaits me if I choose to remain. I will not be missed. The doctor who took my child from me with such a cold heart will certify that the reverend died suddenly and the causes will be unknown. Men of God were called by their maker, not taken by the hand of a mad woman. I knew this. I knew also that my child would grow unaware that her mother lay at the bottom of a lake, her bones stripped of flesh by time, slowly sinking beneath the mud. I took another step forward.


  ***


  Josie slipped her arm through mine as we crossed the car park at Tammy’s. We had already decided on a healthy burger with fries—ninety-nine percent prime beef and one hundred percent potato.


  “I’m taking it easy on the salt, how about…” Josie squeezed my arm, pulling me to a stop. Her eyes were fixed on the car park entrance, where a red Fiat pulled in.


  I broke free from Josie’s arm and headed in the direction of the car, my walk turning into a run.


  “Rob! Leave it! You promised!”


  I had. But my need to know overcame my cowardice. I had barely started my sprint before the Fiat screeched to a halt, reversed and spun away through the exit. We watched as the car disappeared down the road. Josie looked at me.


  “Well, I don’t think there’s any doubt now, is there?”


  I shrugged.


  Josie shook her head. “That was really dumb, Rob,” she said angrily. “We need to get the registration and report it, leave it to the police!”


  “Next time,” I said. “Whoever it is doesn’t stalk people for a living. They’re not clever enough.”


  If I’d not been so hungry, Tammy’s would have been a waste of time, but I cleared my plate and downed two cups of coffee while relating the tale of Amelia’s rape. Josie listened in silence as I found myself repeating the story almost word for word. I could see the sloping handwriting, seemingly unaffected by the harrowing ordeal of its author.


  When we were done, our stomachs full and our hearts heavy, we left Tammy’s, checking for red Fiats on the way.


  “Looks like they’re giving us some space,” Josie said as we drove away. “But next time, hun, have your phone ready. Don’t try anything stupid. Just take a photo, okay?”


  I nodded.


  Josie wasn’t convinced. “Promise?”


  “I promise.”


  I slept well that night. No dreams. At least, none that I remembered.


  ***


  I awoke to the first frost of the year. The summer was drawing to a close and the Met Office predicted a harsh winter. The big freeze would probably hit late January and last well into February, with the south expecting several inches of snow. It was a good time to be a northerner.


  I looked out of the window, wishing that Mr. Whirl hadn’t pulled up with his happy-clappy music and enticed my little girl to buy one of his chocolate chip cornets.


  The covering of frost did little to dress the stage of my little girl’s murder. She should have been here with me, chattering away and asking when it was going to snow, but the house was silent. I switched on the TV and turned up the volume, but it failed to kill the emptiness. I drank coffee and tried to muster some kind of interest in what the newsreader was telling me, but nothing mattered.


  I leaned back and closed my eyes, hoping that a short nap might help, but my escape was interrupted by a knock on the front door. Expecting a charity worker or a salesman, I was ready with my best you’ve called at a really bad time face, which Elizabeth reckoned would have Freddie Kruger cowering in fear. But instead of a badge-wearing fundraiser, I was confronted by an attractive teenage girl. Her face was vaguely familiar.


  “Are you Robert Adams?” she asked.


  I looked past her, my attention drawn to the car which pulled away from my driveway and moved slowly down the road. It was a red Fiat.


  The girl studied me hard as the car disappeared out of view.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can explain.”


  We stood peering at each other; she seemed as curious about me as I was about her.


  “I’m sorry, but who are you? What do you want?”


  “My name is Kayla,” she replied. “Can I come in?”


  I knew the dangers. It wasn’t a good idea to invite a teenage girl into your home—particularly one who just arrives on your doorstep unannounced. But curiosity got the better of me and I stood aside.


  “Thank you,” she said as I closed the door behind her. The girl studied everything, the photographs, the paintings, the ornaments. It was as if they were all saying something to her—about me, about my life.


  We sat facing each other on opposite sides of the room. Kayla looked uncomfortable, like a kid at her first job interview, fiddling with the tassel on her fleece.


  “I take it that you’re the one who’s been following me for the past few days?” I began.


  Kayla blushed. “I’m sorry. It’s my auntie, it’s her car and she’s not very good at conducting covert operations,” she replied with a nervous giggle.


  I smiled, deciding it was best to let her do the talking.


  Kayla shifted awkwardly, and her eyes filled. “Oh, God!” she whispered, fighting the tears. “I’ve practised my lines over and over again. I’ve imagined the whole conversation. I’ve had dreams—nightmares.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “And now I’m here…”


  I stared at her and suddenly remembered. “You were in the café,” I said. “A few weeks back. Sitting in the corner?”


  Kayla nodded, wiping away another tear. “The girl you were with? Was that your daughter?”


  “Her name’s Jenny,” I replied.


  It was almost a groan of resignation that escaped Kayla’s lips. “This is all a mistake. I shouldn’t be here. I’m so sorry!”


  There was no way I was letting her go now, not without an explanation. “You’ve put a lot of effort into seeking me out. You might as well tell me what this is about.”


  The girl looked at me, her face stained with tears. “My name’s Kayla,” she said. “Kayla Ingram. You knew my mother.”


  I stared at her. “Melissa? Melissa is your mother?”


  Kayla nodded. “And you’re my father.”


  I felt a pounding beneath my ribcage. But I’m Jenny’s father.


  Jenny! I wondered where she was.


  ***


  I can hear the birds calling to each other. I’m not sure how long I have been standing in the water. The voice of my father in my mind… He calls my name. I take another step. I feel my feet sinking into the mud. Time means nothing now. I take another step, and the water covers my shoulders. The cold rises, my head is aching. I can no longer hear the voices. Does he no longer seek me? Did he think I would never venture into the woodland—the place he would bring me? The place he would teach me about the flowers and the trees, the frogs and the spiders? Am I alone again? One more step. Just one more…


  ***


  The young girl peered at me through her tears as I tried to gather my thoughts. My mind raced. I didn’t want to believe her. I wanted this whole thing to be some kind of hoax. A mistake. Yet I knew it wasn’t.


  “She told me all about you. About the…fling.”


  So that’s what it was? A fling? A fling that had delivered a daughter.


  Kayla was studying my reactions. “She told me how you wanted to marry her. How she ran away because she was scared of commitment. That was just the way she was. She never settled, but she said she never felt for anyone the way she felt about you.”


  My head was full of questions, unformed and racing around my mind. I couldn’t find the words. My whole body felt cold and my hands shook.


  “She found out she was pregnant six weeks after she quit her job at the hairdressers. She went to live with her sister in London, and that’s where I was born. Then we moved to Ireland and mum set up her own hairdressing business. She wanted to tell you about me but thought you’d be better off without her.”


  “You live in Ireland?”


  Kayla shook her head. “No, we moved back to London.”


  Kayla’s eyes filled again. “It was the worst thing we ever did!”


  “Oh? Why?”


  Another tear tripped down her cheek. “It just was!” Kayla paused, wiping at her face with the back of her hand. “My mum got cancer. She wanted me to go looking for you after she’d gone.”


  “She died?”


  Kayla nodded. “She wrote me a letter to give you. I went to live with my auntie—the one with the Fiat—and that’s how it started.” Kayla allowed herself a brief smile.


  “You have the letter?”


  Kayla nodded and pulled an envelope from her pocket. It was sealed. “I haven’t read it,” she said.


  My heart quickened as I recalled the girl who had broken my heart seventeen years ago. It was still fresh. Time had not dimmed the memory.


   


  Dear Rob,


  If you are reading this then our daughter has found you. She’s beautiful, isn’t she? I am so sorry that our brief affair came to such an acrimonious end. I wasn’t ready to settle down, and I could never have given you the life you wanted. I hope you see that you already had that life. I would have taken that from you and we both would have been unhappy. That is why I never told you about Kayla. I wanted you to repair your marriage.


  Rob, she is a strong girl so if she has no place in your life, please be honest with her. I realise this will have come as a shock, and Kayla will understand this. I have told her that you are a good man and would have willingly given her the home she has always wanted. I did love you, Rob, and if I had settled with anyone, it would have been you. I’m trusting that you will learn to love Kayla as I am sure she will learn to love you.


  Melissa x


   


  I looked up to see Kayla waiting patiently. “If you don’t want to know me, it’s okay, I’ll understand—honestly. This is a big thing and you already have a daughter and…”


  I wanted to reassure her but I couldn’t dismiss the doubt in my mind. “I just need to be sure, Kayla. I need to be sure that you really are my daughter.”


  Kayla’s face fell.


  “I’m sorry. That sounds awful. But what if your mother was seeing someone else—besides me? What if she thought I would make a better father than the other bloke?”


  I felt as if I had just slapped her hard across the face. She looked stunned. “My mother never slept with another man,” she snapped, “There was never anyone after you!”


  “What? In sixteen years?”


  Kayla nodded. “She always talked about you. There was no one else.”


  I’d always imagined that Melissa would have enticed another man into her bed within weeks of leaving me, never believing for a moment that the time we’d spent together had meant anything more than another fling. How wrong I had been.


  “If you want a test then that’s fine by me,” Kayla said. “I’ll understand.”


  I shook my head, even though a part of me thought it wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I was still coming to terms with the fact that Jenny wasn’t mine, and if Kayla was going to become a part of my life, I didn’t want to find out that she wasn’t mine either.


  We exchanged numbers, and when I looked out of the window, I saw the red Fiat parked up outside. We hugged awkwardly, and I watched as the car pulled away. My phone flashed several seconds later. It was a text message.


  Thanks, Dad. Let me know if you want to see me again xx


  ***


  The painkillers didn’t touch the headache which had developed into something closer to a migraine, and by the time I reached Jenny’s bedside that evening, I felt physically sick. “You have a sister,” I whispered, “and I have another daughter.”


  I almost expected Jenny to open her eyes, jolted back to life by the news that her family was growing, week by week. A half brother and a stepsister. But she didn’t stir.


  I couldn’t face Josie or Sebastian and took to my bed with my head still throbbing. Melissa was right; Kayla was a beautiful girl and seemed smart, too. Any man would be proud to be her father, but her timing couldn’t have been worse. I drifted in and out of sleep all night, unable to clear my mind and wondering if maybe I should have called Josie and talked the whole thing out.


  By morning, it was clearly my best option, and I headed over to The Keys.


  Josie’s bright and breezy greeting lifted me out of the haze that had settled on my mind. Unable to focus on anything, I’d poured myself a coffee, turned on the TV and watched the news team trawling through the events of the previous day without hearing a word. They were nothing more than talking heads spouting words that meant nothing. They were voices. Just voices with nothing to say. I’m not sure Josie knew what was in store when she asked me if there was any news.


  “I’ll tell you when you’ve made me a coffee,” I told her, managing to find a space on which I could sit on a couch covered in clothes and discarded soft drink boxes.


  “I’m gonna have a real good clear-out today,” she said. “Just throw those things on the floor.”


  I did.


  Josie grinned. “You look beat up, hun. Not slept again?”


  I shook my head.


  “No news on Jenny, I presume?”


  Again, I shook my head, but tears suddenly started to form in my eyes.


  Lou popped in to say hello before hastily disappearing; dealing with emotions was not his strong point.


  Jo passed me a mug of steaming coffee and sat opposite, pulling her housecoat across her chest.


  “I know who the stalker is,” I told her.


  Jo stared at me. “No shit! Who?”


  She sat almost motionless as I told her the whole story, but the expression on her face left me in no doubt that Melissa was going to get little sympathy, even if her life had been cut short by cancer. It only reminded Jo that I had cheated on my wife, and if I had cheated once…


  I handed her the letter and the photograph. “She looks like her mother,” she said dryly. “More’s the pity.”


  I ignored the comment and watched as Jo read the letter, shaking her head as she handed it back. “So now you have a permanent reminder of your affair,” she said angrily, “as well as a permanent reminder of Elizabeth’s fling.”


  I nodded. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea.


  “You have really fucked up your life, Rob. All of this shit is down to you. Elizabeth is dead, Hanna is dead, both of Darren Pascoe’s parents are dead…and you know what? If you have just kept your dick in your trousers, they’d all be alive!”


  I felt a physical pain in my chest, and my stomach turned. For a moment, I swore I was going to throw up yesterday’s food.


  “And what is this going to do to Jenny? What? Have you even fucking thought about that? She’s going to feel like a spare part. Every time you’re with Kayla, every time you even talk about her, she is going to wonder how she can compete with your real daughter.”


  “It’s not like that,” I protested, still feeling that crushing weight under my ribcage.


  “How do you know, Rob? You don’t know Kayla. She could be a little bitch, demanding your time, expecting you to drop everything the moment she clicks her fingers. Don’t tell me she won’t, because you don’t know. Her mother was a selfish cow, and what’s in the cat is in the kittens!”


  I wished I had an answer, but everything Josie said was true. I didn’t know Kayla. I could only hope—and maybe even pray—that she was a girl who would one day be a part of a happy family, but right now, I foresaw only friction and heartache.


  Jo glared at me. “So what are you going to do? How are you going to fix this?”


  The truth was, I didn’t know. “Kayla said she’d be in touch. She’s giving me time to think.”


  “Oh, she’ll be in touch, all right. Mark my words!” Josie stood, taking my half-empty cup. “I’ve got things to do. I’m sorry.”


  I looked up as tears ran down her cheeks.


  “Just go, Rob. Please!”


  When I reached the door of The Keys, Josie was several yards behind me—a safe distance. No hugs. No kisses. “It could work out well,” I said, briefly making eye contact. “We could be a family.”


  Josie threw me a death glare. “A family? I don’t know if I want to be with you anymore, Rob. I’d sooner stick with Lou than take a risk with a man who I could never trust. What happens when the next Melissa comes along? What happens, Rob? Tell me!” She paused. “You can’t, because you’re a man—a man who’s managed to screw up his own life and leave a trail of shit behind him.”


  If I’d have been a more eloquent man I might have found a worthy reply. “I would never do that to you,” I said weakly.


  Josie stared at me with a look of utter contempt. “Oh, too right, you wouldn’t! I’m no Elizabeth. I wouldn’t sit in the corner crying. Believe me, if you ever messed with me, I’d make you regret the day you were born. And that’s after the surgeons had sewn your dick back on!”


  I climbed behind the wheel of my car hoping I never heard from Kayla again. There was too much history behind the girl. Too many painful memories, and I could not see how Jenny could ever be comfortable being around her. Josie was right. Maybe, as heartless as it might sound, it might be better if I explained to Kayla that I didn’t want any contact.


  ***


  By the time I saw Jenny that evening, my mind was made up. My real daughter was lying in front of me. She was my life, and I was going to make sure that nothing came between us. I called Josie as soon as I arrived home. Lou answered and told me she was busy in the bar so I messaged her.


  Jenny is my only girl. That’s how it will stay. xxx


  I waited anxiously but Jo didn’t reply. She was still mad at me. Kayla would hate me too. What was I going to tell her? Sleep came as a way of escape, my mind spinning me into a deep dream-free slumber.


  I couldn’t face food. I looked at my reflection in the mirror; I’d seen healthier looking corpses, and the stale taste of coffee found me rooting through the fridge, where I found a carton of fresh orange. I pulled desperately at the tag and took several mouthfuls just as my phone rang.


  “Mr. Adams?”


  I recognised the voice from somewhere.


  “This is Dennis Blakely. I interviewed you a while back, about the body in the lake?”


  This was the Tabwell Herald’s mystery man. The reporter they knew nothing about. “I remember. The Herald had never heard of you.”


  Blakely was ready. “I know. Look, please don’t hang up—I can explain. Can I meet you?”


  I was intrigued and would have travelled halfway across the world to hear what he had to say, but it was clear he was prepared to meet me on my terms, so I gave him the address of The Keys. I had no idea what the bogus reporter had to tell me, but if it got Josie talking to me again then it hardly mattered.


  Blakely told me that it was a good seventy-mile drive and we agreed to meet at lunch. I sat and stared at the moving pictures on the TV screen, my head still spinning. The painkillers made me drowsy. Sleep was a way out, and providing I avoided meeting Amelia in my dreams, it was all good. But I didn’t so much sleep as crash headlong into oblivion, waking at midday with only half an hour to dress and get myself down to The Keys.


  Blakely was waiting for me when I arrived. He was seated in the far corner with a glass of spa water and a lunch menu. He greeted me warmly with a handshake as firm as I’d remembered.


  “I’m sorry for all the subterfuge,” he said, grinning broadly, “but I think you’ll forgive me when I’ve explained everything.”


  Josie hadn’t made an appearance but left Lou to take our order. My appetite only allowed me a side snack of garlic bread, but Blakely was clearly a man with an empty stomach; he ordered steak but washed it down with nothing stronger than a glass of soda water.


  “Never worried to much about wine,” he said, handing the menu back to Lou. “And I wouldn’t know a vintage if it slapped me around the face. Water keeps me fresh.”


  I was anxious to learn what this man had in store for me and wasn’t interested in getting into a discussion about alcohol. He must have seen that quizzical look in my eyes.


  “I’ll get straight to the point,” he said, resting his arms on the table and leaning in as if he was about to reveal something that no one else was meant to hear. “My father—well, my father’s company—is purchasing Crest Hill Rest Home, and the woodland, too.”


  I shrugged. “So why did you want to know about the body?”


  Blakely grinned. “Well, we are planning to convert the whole place into a leisure park. Not like Disney—it will be forest walks, outdoor activities for families where kids can get away from their iPods and TVs. We’re going to have nature trails and picnic areas. The house will be turned into a hotel, and we will add a conservatory. That will be the restaurant, and we hope to eventually buy up another few acres of land beside the wood and plant more trees and build wooden lodges.”


  “Sounds brilliant,” I said. “But—”


  “I know. What does this have to do with you?”


  I nodded.


  Blakely took a sip of wine. “We are planning to clean up the pond and turn it into a picnic area. There will be fountains, and we will stock the place with fish. Giant carp—all the stuff kids love.”


  The man’s enthusiasm for the project was clear, but he could see I was becoming impatient.


  “I’m sorry. The point is, we will be dredging the pond. But by the time all the planning has gone through, work won’t start for a good twelve months.” Blakely smiled. “I’m guessing you won’t want to wait that long.”


  I felt a proposal coming, but it was one that might cost me money.


  “The thing is, my interest in your story is entirely personal. I’m addicted to ghost-hunting programmes. I just love all that paranormal stuff—always have. That’s why I posed as a reporter. I’ve got a nose for bullshit, and I just wanted to check you out.”


  I shrugged, trying to suppress the anticipation. “Did I pass?”


  “With flying colours. Even when I tried to scare you.”


  “So what happens now?”


  Dennis Blakely drained his glass. “I’ve spoken to the Farridays, and they’ve agreed to let us send some divers in to search for the body.”


  I stared at him, waiting for the catch.


  “Don’t worry, Robert,” he said, raising his empty glass. “This one’s on me. It won’t cost you a penny.”


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  I would happily have kissed him on the lips at that point. He was staring at me, waiting for a response, but all I could muster was a rather weak thank-you.


  “Would you like to be there? When they look for the body?”


  There was nothing that would keep me away. When this man, whose tailored jacket would have funded my whole wardrobe, had waved a wad of his father’s cash, the flickering light at the end of the long, dark tunnel had burst into life. I was in the mood to talk. By the time we cleared our plates, Blakely had my whole life story. There would have been nothing to hold his attention, had I not gone looking for Melissa that morning, but that decision had turned an existence into a soap opera. We shook hands.


  “I’ll call you next week, before the dive.” He left, turning at the door and giving me a thumbs up.


  Josie stood at the bar, dressed to kill and looking my way. In that moment, all thoughts of Blakely and his divers were forgotten as I waited to see that smile that told me I was forgiven. But she turned, as if the very sight of me offended her.


  My heart ached at the thought of losing her, but I didn’t have the words to win a woman back. I stumbled like an infatuated schoolboy, tripping over his pre-rehearsed lines.


  I sat for a while, staring at the menu, the empty plates and glasses littering the table. I had no stomach for a dessert but I couldn’t leave—not with the cloud of rejection hanging over me. I had to know. I had to know if Jo was ever going to be a part of my life again. The words were there in my head, jumbled like a kids’ jigsaw, but each time they formed themselves into something I could deliver, they evaporated.


  It was hopeless, and the place was filling up with lunchtime diners. This was a table for four—a family—parents with their kids, grandparents with their grandchildren—people who hadn’t managed to screw up their lives. They would be waiting for the loser in the corner to vacate his table and slither off home to his empty house and his empty life.


  I pushed the menu aside, sliding back in my chair. There was no point in hanging on.


  “Not fancy the ice cream, then?”


  I looked up. Josie stood over me. She saw the pain in my eyes. “Babe, I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  It was like an explosion within. I stood, pulling her into my arms. “I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry for screwing up my life, I’m sorry for hurting you. I’m sorry for everything!”


  I wasn’t even aware that everyone had stopped talking, intrigued by our very public display of affection.


  “They know,” she whispered. “Lou has told everyone. He’s happy for us.”


  I felt the tears welling in my eyes. It was now. Now was the time. “Jo, I love you,” I said. My voice must have carried across the room. “I meant what I said—I want us to be a family.” I broke the embrace, holding her hands in mine. I’d never been one for grand gestures, but I found myself pulling the ring from the empty drinks can and sinking to my knees. “Josie Duxbury…please say you’ll marry me? Please!”


  Jo gazed at me, her eyes bright. “Of course I will!” she beamed. “Of course I will!”


  I pushed the tin ring onto the tip of her finger. She laughed as the whole place erupted into applause. “I don’t think that’s going to fit!” she said as we turned to see everyone in The Keys standing at their tables, whistling and cheering, clinking their glasses. I looked over at Lou. He was clapping, too. Our eyes met, and he smiled.


  “I always knew,” he mouthed. Then he rattled a glass on the bar. “It’s Happy Hour!” he shouted.


  That seemed to go down even better than my impromptu proposal.


  Josie sat opposite me. “You look a little confused, hun. Happy but confused.”


  “It’s just the response,” I told her. “Everyone thought you and Lou were a happily married couple. They’ve taken all this pretty well.”


  Jo grinned. “There are quite a few strangers in here, hun,” she said. “And our regulars suspected that Lou and Sammy are close, although they’re not exactly a couple…not yet.” She glanced over at the bar, “Let’s face it, no one would know that Lou was gay, but Sammy? You’d have to be blind.”


  “So everyone knows the situation…with you two?”


  Jo nodded. “Pretty much. We decided to make it public the other day, and word travels real fast in these quarters. There were a few raised eyebrows, but…”


  “How long has Lou known?”


  Jo shrugged. “He’s known how I felt for a while, but we had a good chat last week.”


  “So what’s going to happen?”


  “We’ll continue to run the pub together. We’re good friends, Rob. That won’t change. We love each other, if you know what I mean.”


  I nodded. That was fine with me. I was looking at my future wife. That was enough.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  I woke the following morning to low thunderous clouds that threatened to deliver more than the gentle drizzle that greeted me as I looked out of my window. Nothing could dampen my spirits that morning, and although Jenny had looked like death, I believed she would be back. Josie may not have shared my conviction regarding the causes of Jenny’s comatose condition, but she wanted to believe that the recovery of Amelia’s body would bring the whole saga to some kind of close. That was good enough for me.


  I had already decided to visit the grave. It may have been a guilt thing, but when a man is ready to move on he at least owes it to his wife to explain, even if she has passed over. I parked up at the cemetery and waited for the rain to pass. The black clouds rolled by and as the sky brightened I stepped out, an umbrella tucked deep into my waterproof jacket.


  The jacket was the last thing Elizabeth had bought for me. We had taken a weekend break in Cumbria, determined to spend the time walking on the fells. Unfortunately, the weather forecast threatened continuous drizzle. They weren’t wrong. It was pretty much like living in a cloud, so we found ourselves browsing the outdoor activity shops like seasoned hikers, and that was when Elizabeth presented me with a Gore-Tex jacket as an early birthday present.


  That all seemed so long ago, and now I found myself in a deserted cemetery standing at Hanna and Elizabeth’s grave in the hazy light, reading the inscription as I’d done many times before. Once again, I began to weep. The pain rose within me, fierce and unstoppable. I loved Josie but I grieved for my wife, I grieved for my baby girl, and I sobbed with remorse for everything I’d done. I had failed her, broken her heart, and she lay there as a consequence of my actions.


  I knelt on the rain-sodden ground for an hour until the tears stopped. I returned to my car just as the sun finally appeared from behind the thinning clouds. I felt cleansed and peaceful, almost as if Elizabeth had reached out from beyond the grave and laid a forgiving hand upon my spirit. Maybe that was just wishful thinking, but I knew that if she had to choose another woman for me—a woman to be a mother to Jenny and fill the gaping hole she’d left—it would have been Josie.


  ***


  We shared lunch at Tammy’s and ate well. I had the monster topped pizza, washed down with a beer, while Josie picked her way through a chicken salad, explaining that she wanted to look good in her wedding dress. We laughed our way through the meal, yet I was dreading a call from Kayla. It had to come at some time over the next few days, and I’d have to deal with her face to face. Josie made it clear that she’d support me in whatever decision I came to, but that decision was mine. I was on my own.


  The call from Blakely came first. Three days after we had last met, he phoned to say that the dive would take place at the weekend. I spent the Friday night at Jenny’s bedside, finding it easy to talk about Blakely and his men and the plans for the Stanwicks’ home. It was going to be a place where the kids could play and learn. Amelia would have loved that. Family life—the very thing she had been denied. Everything that the Stanwicks stood for—the master’s cruelty, the weakness of his wife, the subservience to the church—would all be brushed away, and the house would ring with the laughter of children, drowning out the cries of the young woman who once sat imprisoned within its walls.


  ***


  I was greeted by Farriday in the grounds at the edge of the wood. “This is exciting,” he said, with the air of a man who had offloaded all his troubles for a fair price. The skies were broody and grey, plunging the woodland into an eerie darkness, and the small film crew Blakely had hired was setting up lighting around the pond.


  “I’d say this was more like a small lake,” one of the crew muttered, adjusting the lighting pod.


  Blakely welcomed me with his usual firm handshake. “I thought we’d use our guys to capture the moment,” he said with a childlike enthusiasm. “For the record.”


  Just then, three divers appeared from behind a canvas screen set up between two trees. Two cameramen swung their lenses in the direction of the divers as they made their way to the water’s edge.


  My heart began to thump. Farriday had been joined by his wife, and they stood arm in arm, a little way back from the action.


  Josie had chosen not to join me. “This is between you and your daughter,” she’d said, kissing me gently and wishing me all the luck in the world.


  The faceless divers in their black frog suits looked almost sinister as they waded up to their waists. Blakely turned to me. The smile had vanished from his face. This man may have had the money to indulge his ghost-hunting fantasies but he wasn’t playing. “This is it, Rob,” he said. “This is what you’ve been waiting for.”


  ***


  I take another step and sink into the mud beneath my feet. This time, there is no going back. The ground sucks me down into the murky liquid. The water swirls around my ears. I close my eyes and hold my breath but only to delay my departing. I sink further; now the mud reaches my knees. I cannot escape, and for the first time, the fear of death grips my heart. It is too late. I could not free myself even if I chose life. I feel the knife in my hand and slowly draw it across my wrist.


  My lungs give up the fight. The foul-tasting water enters my body as I fight and choke. The light from the surface is beginning to fade as I leave this Earth, at last escaping the body that has imprisoned my spirit. Now I am beginning to feel a warmth. A heavenly warmth. I feel myself fading, fading slowly… Peace. Peace at last.


  ***


  The skies grew darker as the crew, under Blakely’s watchful eye, adjusted the lighting.


  “Let’s get this done before there’s a fucking deluge,” one of the cameramen shouted from under a giant umbrella which covered both him and the camera. One of the divers disappeared below the surface as the other two followed.


  Blakely turned to me once again. “Fingers crossed, Rob,” he said as the film crew swung their cameras towards the murky surface.


  The first diver appeared after what seemed like an hour but was probably no more than a few minutes. “There’s a shitload of mud down there,” he called. “If there’s a body, it could be under four metres of sludge!”


  My heart sank. Blakely grimaced. “Just do your best, mate,” he called back. “If we need to come back tomorrow, we will.”


  The diver disappeared as the other two surfaced with the same story. It could be a long search, and the light was fading. Two hours later, Blakely called it off.


  “I’m sorry,” he told me. “We’ll start at first light tomorrow.”


  I shrugged, unable to hide my disappointment.


  Blakely patted my shoulder. “I’m staying at the Albion Hotel. They’ve got vacancies.” He smiled. “The room and the breakfast is on me. I insist. You’re not driving home.”


  ***


  I called the hospital from the hotel lobby. There had been no change. Jenny was still comatose but stable. Blakely booked me in and escorted me to my room, just three doors from his own. The Albion Holtel was a five-star affair and like nothing I’d stayed in before. My room, with its hot tub, luxury lounger and a bath that could accommodate a football team, left me wishing that Josie was here, too. I joined Blakely in the bar that night, and we managed to down two bottles of champagne, finishing the session with a brandy coffee. The more time I spent with the man, the more I liked him. His fascination with the supernatural was almost childlike and quite endearing.


  I killed the sound on the TV and called Jo from a bed that dwarfed me, taking her through the events of the day before attempting to describe the opulence of my surroundings. We talked until I found my eyes closing, the champagne beginning to take effect. Jo wished me luck, and I fell asleep in a room lit only by the flickering images on the plasma screen.


  I met Blakely for breakfast the following morning and worked my way through a bowl of bran followed by a full English and three cups of coffee. Blakely believed in eating well and waded in like a man partaking in his last meal. “We’ve got the whole day,” he told me defiantly. “If that body is there, we will find it!”


  I trusted him implicitly. He was a man with high hopes and deep pockets. This was something he would tell his grandkids—the day he found the body of a ghost. It sounded odd, but to him, that’s exactly what it was.


  When we arrived at Mosswood, the three divers were sitting on canvas chairs drinking tea from Styrofoam cups. They greeted us with muted enthusiasm, aware of what lay ahead. They were peering through cloudy waters, for bones lying beneath the mud, long since stripped of their flesh. This was not what they had imagined when they took up diving. This was not a shipwreck populated by exotic marine life swimming through the portholes. That was probably why Blakely had agreed to pay them double the going rate.


  It was over an hour before they took to the water. My hands clenched, plunged deep into my coat pockets, while I fought the demons that told me this was all a waste of time. What if we didn’t find a body? What if she wasn’t there? The time passed slowly. The divers resurfaced, one by one, shaking their heads before taking to the depths once again. By afternoon, my hopes were fading.


  The cameras remained trained on the water, but their operators had long since lost interest. Blakely looked dismayed. Even he was giving up hope. A silence had fallen across the whole area. No one was talking. We were all thinking the same thing.


  “I’m not giving up,” Blakely muttered. But there was little conviction in his voice. I felt beaten. The light I’d seen at the end of the tunnel was, once again, nothing more than a flickering candle.


  Two divers emerged, looking for a break. They took to their canvas chairs and poured two teas from a flask. And that’s when it happened. Suddenly, the waters erupted. The third diver seemed to shoot up from the surface like a cork from a bottle, his face twisted in panic.


  “Get me out!” he screamed, thrashing at the water like a drowning child. His colleagues threw down their cups and raced down into the pond. “Get…me…out,” he panted, finding his feet and struggling through the mud.


  “What the fuck?” one of the divers muttered, grabbing an outstretched hand and pulling the terrified man forward onto the bank. “What’s up, Eddie? What’s going on?”


  The diver stood, fighting for his breath. “I saw it!” he panted. “I saw her! She… She came up…from the mud… She was coming for me, I swear!” Eddie’s eyes were wide, peering out through the goggles. He slumped into the canvas chair. “I’m done here. I’m tellin’ ya—I’m not going near that water.”


  The other two divers looked at each other. “You sure it wasn’t a fish or something?”


  Eddie pulled his goggles from his face, his eyes wide with fear. “What? A fish with arms and hands…and a face?”


  “You sure you weren’t hallucinating? You’re dead beat, mate…”


  Eddie was angry. “There’s nothing wrong with me! I’ve been diving for fifteen fucking years, and I ain’t seen nothing like that ever! Nowhere!”


  Blakely stepped up, clearly shaken. “She’s there,” he said. “She was showing you were her remains were buried. Sometimes that can happen. I remember reading—”


  One of the divers held up his hand. “Are you fucking serious?” he snapped. “You think I’m going back in there?”


  Blakely stared at him. “Triple pay,” he said. “And a thousand quid each as a Christmas bonus.”


  The two divers glared at Blakely. “Not for a million bucks, matey.” They looked over at Eddie, who was sitting on the stump of a tree, his hands trembling. “Look at the state of him! That’s heart attack material.”


  Blakely’s shoulders dropped as he sighed loudly. “Look, wherever Eddie saw the girl, that’s where she is. You just need to go deeper. There’s a shitload of mud at the bottom.”


  The divers looked at each other, then the taller of the two said, “You’ve been watching too many movies, but I’ll cut you a deal—triple pay and a thousand notes—cash?”


  “You have my word.”


  The two divers, still reluctant, took to the water once more. We waited. Eddie sat, still traumatised by his experience, sipping his tea. Five minutes turned into ten. Then into fifteen. Then, suddenly, one of the divers surfaced and punched the air. “We’ve found her! She’s here!”


  Blakely threw his arms in the air “Yes! Yes! Yes!”


  I stood in silence as the wave of relief washed over me. This was it. We had found her. “How long will this take?” I asked one of the divers.


  “It’s difficult to say. We have to remove all the sludge from around the remains before we can bring her to the surface. I’d go and get yourself a coffee or something.”


  But it wasn’t coffee I needed. I wanted to be with Jenny. “I’m off to the hospital,” I told Blakely, who stared at me in disbelief.


  “What? You don’t want to see the body? Why?”


  The truth was, I didn’t know. I just couldn’t face it. I had no desire to see Amelia’s bones. “Message me,” I said, walking away. Blakely watched me, still wondering how I could possibly leave at a time like this.


  Only fortune prevented me ending up in an ambulance. I ran two red lights and stopped inches short of hitting an old lady on a crossing. My mind was on my daughter, and the whole journey was something of a hazy memory.


  Jenny lay motionless as I sat down beside her with a cold drink from the machine in reception. My phone kept dropping its signal, leaving me wondering if it might be better to sit in the corridor until Blakely called. I kept checking my watch. One hour turned to ninety minutes. Ninety minutes turned into two hours, and then suddenly my phone rang.


  “We—got—” Blakely’s voice dropped. “It’s been a—job—we—”


  “I can’t hear you!” I yelled. “The signal is bad—have you got the body?”


  No answer. I threw the phone halfway across the room and buried my head in my hands. The whole world seemed to stop and fall silent. I’d caught enough from Blakely to know that Amelia’s remains were out of the water. Then I heard her voice. It was little more than a whisper.


  “Dad?”


  I looked up. Jenny was staring at me.


  “Why are you crying?”


  ***


  “You’re back!” I screeched, loud enough to bring a passing nurse running along the corridor.


  Jenny was still trying to focus.


  “I’m here, babe!”


  I wanted to pull her from the bed and hold her. I wanted to take her in my arms and never let go. But Jenny looked confused. Why was her father acting like a crazy guy? The nurse burst through the door.


  “Oh my goodness!” she exclaimed. “This is wonderful!” Jenny just frowned.


  “Yes thank you. But can one of you get me a drink? I’m so thirsty!”


  ***


  I hugged the first nurse that responded to my calls. Jenny looked weary, but over the following days her colour returned and all the tests came back clear. Blakely assured me he was taking care of everything. The relevant authorities, including the police, had been informed, and copies of Sarah Bell’s letter would be used to assist in identifying the remains.


  “The company will cover all the costs,” he told me. “Including the funeral.” I thanked him, knowing that nothing I said would convey my gratitude. “But you might have to deal with the media,” he warned. “This kind of story usually arouses quite a bit of interest.”


  I kept Jenny informed and she lay quietly, listening.


  “I was there, Dad,” she told me one evening. “I was there, under the water. I felt myself passing out beneath the surface. I know how she died. I was with her. I was her.” Jenny squeezed my hand. “I felt myself rising to the surface. That’s when I opened my eyes. The moment you found Amelia.”


  “Just as Sebastian told me,” I replied.


  Jenny smiled. “Nothing else matters now, Dad,” she said. “As soon as the funeral’s over, we can get on with our lives.”


  They were the words I thought I’d never hear. I kissed Jenny on the cheek.


  “Dad?” she whispered as I opened the door to go. I turned. She blew me a kiss. “I love you.”


  “And I love you, too, babe.”


  I closed the door behind me and made my way back to the car, tears streaming down my face.


  ***


  Josie cried, too. “I’m sorry I doubted you, hun,” she told me. “It’s just such a relief…”


  “I need to tell her about us,” I interrupted. “I want to be totally honest. It’s only fair.”


  Jo wasn’t convinced. “I’d hang on if I were you. You can’t rush the family thing. It will happen, but you need to spend time together.”


  Maybe she was right, but my head was spinning. I had emerged from that tunnel, walking into a light that was blinding my senses. The relief was intoxicating, and I needed Jo to save me from myself.


  “You’re impetuous, Rob. Let the old wounds heal. Don’t create new ones.”


  I should have slept well that night but I didn’t. Kayla messaged me just as I was locking up.


  Hi. Is it ok if I call tomoz about lunch time?


  My heart sank. Kayla had all the weapons she needed to carve my life open, but I messaged back and told her that it would be fine. How do you tell your biological daughter that you have no room for her in your life? It wouldn’t matter how I dressed it up; rejection is still rejection. I paced around the house like an expectant father, which was ironic because that was basically what I was. When the knock came, I actually jumped.


  Kayla stood with her hood pulled up over her head, making her look a lot younger than her sixteen years. She grinned expectantly, having no idea what lay in store.


  I made her a juice and sat opposite her. Kayla was still trying to read me. “I know this must be a big thing, and it will take time, but—”


  “Kayla,” I said, stopping her mid-sentence. “This is a really bad time.”


  Kayla’s face fell, and I found myself telling her everything that had happened since her mother walked away, leaving me to repair my broken marriage. She listened, stunned. “So Jenny isn’t yours?”


  I shook my head. “And everything that’s happened has happened as a result of my affair with your mother. I’ve got to do what is right by Jenny…”


  “But she’s not yours,” Kayla said sourly, “I am!”


  “She is mine,” I replied, trying not to raise my voice. “I have raised her as my own. I can’t think of her as anything but my daughter. Not after all this time.”


  Kayla looked down at her hands, clasped together on her knees. “So you don’t want me in your life? Is that what you’re telling me?”


  “It’s not that I don’t want you—it’s just that I need time with Jenny. Put yourself in her position. Wouldn’t you be feeling a little insecure at the moment?”


  Kayla glared at me. “How insecure do you think I’m feeling right now? My own father doesn’t want me. Do you honestly think I’d want to come between you and Jenny? Do you think I’d try to take you away from her? I just want to spend some time with you, that’s all. I’m not a threat.”


  She stared at me with anger in her eyes, waiting for me to reply, but all I could do was apologise.


  Kayla stood up. “There’s no point, is there? You’re not going to change your mind.”


  Before I could answer, she had pushed past me, and moments later, I heard the door slam. I watched from my window as she walked down the path with her phone pressed to her ear. It was probably a tearful call to her auntie, asking to be picked up at the bottom of the road. I wished I could have gone after her and made things right. Could Kayla ever be a part of my family? Josie, me and two girls? Maybe one day. Just not now. Let the old wounds heal.


  Sebastian threw up his arms in sheer joy when I told him the news. His uncharacteristic display of emotion warmed me. “I knew it!” he said. “I knew you’d find her!”


  “It was touch and go for a while,” I replied. “And that poor diver will be having nightmares for the rest of his life.”


  Sebastian smiled. “He’ll get over it. He’s probably telling himself he imagined the whole thing.”


  I’d called in on him after Kayla had left and we went for a walk. I needed some fresh air in my lungs—fresh air and a listening ear. I was troubled at having rejected the girl, and I was hoping the old man could somehow salve my conscience. He listened in silence, as always, waiting for me to finish. Had I made the right decision? Should I have accepted her and hoped for the best?


  For the first time since we had met, Sebastian seemed perplexed. “I can’t be your judge,” he said softly. “Maybe you have done the wrong thing at the right time.”


  I looked at him. He smiled. “Some might say that rejecting your son or daughter is always wrong, but I have to agree with Josie. Jenny is very vulnerable at the moment. She’ll need all your love and attention. Maybe, in time, you can contact Kayla—when Jenny is stronger.” We approached the Dog and Gun Inn by the canal bank. “I think I could do with a drink. How about you?”


  ***


  I arrived home half expecting to find Kayla on my doorstep, sobbing into a paper handkerchief. She wasn’t. There were no messages on my phone and no missed calls to my landline. I grabbed some loose change for the car park and set off for the hospital, slipping a Bob Dylan disc into the car stereo and promising to make time to finish his biography.


  I spun into the hospital car park, making my way across the grounds and through the reception. That was when the thought dropped into my head from nowhere. What if Kayla was sitting by Jenny’s bed? What if she had introduced herself as my daughter—my real daughter? Fear gripped me as I hurried up to the ward and my hand trembled, resting on the door knob. I paused before entering.


  Jenny looked up from her book. “Hi, Dad. You’re early.”


  I sighed with pure relief. She was on her own.


  “What’s up? You look washed out,” she said.


  I laughed. “I’m okay. What’s the book?”


  She held it up. Jane Eyre.


  It brought back memories of my schooldays, when we’d gone to watch the old black-and-white movie starring Orson Welles as Mr. Rochester. I’d been so impressed that I read the book and decided, at the age of twelve, to become a bestselling novelist. I think I managed two chapters written in the style of Charlotte Bronte before I realised I didn’t actually have a story—something that is apparently essential if you want to sell books. I gave up and decided to become another Orson Welles instead, but that dream died soon after my first appearance in the school play.


  Jenny threw her book onto the bed. “Guess what? It looks like I’ll be home this weekend.”


  It was the news I’d longed for.


  “I’ll be able to go to Amelia’s funeral.”


  I smiled. There was no way I’d leave her behind, even if it meant incurring the wrath of the doctors. Jenny had to be there when they lowered Amelia’s coffin into the ground. The funeral would bring closure to our dalliance with the spirit world. An end to the nightmares, the cryptic messages on the fridge door, bogus songs and pictures that fell off tables. Life would return to normal—whatever normal was.


  For Jenny, normal would be the two of us rubbing along from day to day, and although I still longed to tell her about Josie, approval would not come easily. Jo and I would have to play the good friends game for a while longer, and the late-night chats over coffee at Tammy’s would be a thing of the past.


  In the meantime, I would make plans. We’d book some time away, just the two of us, father and daughter spending some quality time in the sun, as far away from here and the home that had become a stage for a drama that was finally drawing to a close.


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  Sebastian was watching a wild life documentary, surrounded by copies of National Geographic, sipping at a large brandy. I sat in silence, allowing him to see it through to the end.


  “Some of these creatures are almost like things out of children’s fairy stories,” he said, his eyes fixed on the screen. “Unless you saw it with your own eyes, you wouldn’t believe they existed.”


  Sebastian lived a life of isolation. He didn’t seem to have many friends; at least, there were none that he’d mentioned, and he rarely saw any family. Yet he never struck me as being lonely. I guess his life was full—a man at peace with his books, his dog, and his documentaries. A man with an active mind and eyes that saw beyond the surface of a materialistic world. I envied him. I envied his wisdom, but most of all, I longed for the peace he possessed.


  He flicked off the TV, turning towards me. “Thank you for that,” he said. “I didn’t want to appear rude but I love this stuff—even the sparrows and the squirrels that I see on my walks.” He placed an empty glass on the table at the side of his chair, “Anyway, how are things with you?”


  I told him about my plans for a holiday with Jenny, hopefully sometime after Christmas. The very mention of the festive season brought a grimace to the old man’s face. “Ah, Christmas. I expect that’s something you’ll have to wade through once again.”


  I understood exactly what he meant. Elizabeth and I had found ourselves carried through December on a sleigh ride of anticipation, planning, buying and decorating, only to be unceremoniously dumped back into our routine amid a pile of empty boxes and bottles along with a maxed-out credit card and an empty bank account. I hated the week between Christmas and the new year; I hated the whole new year thing, and my resolution usually involved something to do with never touching alcohol again.


  Needless to say, I’d usually broken that one before the end of January.


  “I’ll be glad when it’s over,” I told him. “I think Jenny will be glad to see the end of all this stuff.”


  Sebastian looked at me. “Stuff?”


  “It’s been pretty freaky, this spirit world. I just want to get back to normal.”


  Normal? Could I ever live with normal?


  The old man nodded warily. “I must warn you,” he began, “Jenny is sensitive to things. I’m not suggesting she’ll be walking around talking to dead people, but she might find herself picking up on things other people don’t feel.” Sebastian thought for a moment, weighing his words. “Imagine you are in a room full of people. They’re all talking, and when you close your eyes, all you can here is a murmur of sound. But just suppose that a short distance away there are two people. You want to know what they are saying to each other, so you train your ears—you begin to concentrate.


  “At first, their conversation is lost. There is just a wall of sound, but slowly, you begin to decipher their words, you begin to hear.” Sebastian paused, checking that I was following his train of thought. “Jenny wanted to contact the spirit world and speak with her mother. She made the effort. She wanted to hear.” Sebastian gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s just a thought—an off-the-cuff theory—and you may never experience anything like this ever again.”


  I mulled over the old man’s words trying to recall a time when I’d trained my spiritual ears and eyes on Amelia. All I’d ever wanted was to prove her existence, and I could never deny the things I’d experienced, but now, I just wanted them to stop. No more faces in the trees, no more strange smells and sudden changes in temperature. I wanted to live in my world. The one I knew.


  ***


  I picked Jenny up from the hospital early on Saturday morning. She looked slightly bewildered, gazing around at her surroundings like a girl who had arrived home after years rather than weeks away. I was anxious. Did she want a coffee? Something to eat? To maybe catch a movie?


  She looked at me, and her eyes filled. “Dad, I know you want to help, but please don’t fuss. I just need some space.”


  Space was the last thing I wanted to give her. If she had been a child then I’d have held her till she fell asleep. That’s what I wanted—to hold my daughter and never let her go. Space? That meant backing off, leaving her to make a move while my heart ached for the contact that would reassure me everything was okay.


  “She loves you, hun,” Josie told me. “She told you that, so hang in there.”


  But I was scared of losing her, and while my head told me Jo was right, my heart refused to believe.


  “She’s back in her room,” I told Sebastian. “All weekend!”


  The old man told me the same thing. Jenny needed time.


  The following Wednesday, Blakely called me suggesting we meet at the Lakeside Hotel in Tabwell. Jenny was welcome to tag along. The call was short; Blakely was driving and he would message me with a date and a time shortly. He did.


  Hi Rob! Lakeside, Friday 14:00 ok?


  Jenny looked nervous throughout the journey, having spent most of the week in her room, venturing down to watch some TV and make small talk. We had fifty miles of road to travel in a metal capsule. There was no bedroom to which she could escape, no space. Physically, this was the closest we’d been for several days. I decided it might be time.


  “What’s bothering you, babe?” I asked, trying to sound casual.


  Jenny stared out at the road ahead.


  I turned briefly. “Jen, please talk to me.”


  A tear trickled down her cheek. “I don’t know if I can handle this,” she replied.


  “Handle what?”


  She paused, trying to find the words. “There will be a coffin. I’ll be looking at the coffin!” Jenny looked at me. “You don’t understand, Dad. I died with that girl. She took me through the final hour of her life on Earth. I felt everything she felt—that longing to escape her miserable life. It was awful. I felt the mud drawing me down and the water filling my lungs. No one should ever have lived and died the way she did. I want it all to be a horrible dream—something I can forget. But I can’t. I have to watch her carried to a grave, knowing what she went through—what was in her heart.”


  I wanted to stop the car and turn and look my girl in the eye. I wanted to assure her that, in time, everything would be okay. But I drove on, my heart as heavy as lead.


  We arrived at the Lakeside fifteen minutes early. Blakely was waiting and waved us over from the table by the window. “I booked this one,” he told us, shaking my hand. “And you must be Jenny,” he said, planting a kiss on her cheek. He pointed towards the large bay window. “No point eating at the Lakeside Hotel without a lakeside view!”


  We chatted while we waited for the waiter to take our orders. “This is on the company,” he said. “So I wouldn’t scrimp if I were you.”


  Jenny blushed. That usually meant she was in the presence of someone she found attractive.


  The waiter left after filling our glasses from a bottle of overpriced wine. Blakely read my mind. I couldn’t afford to a drink-driving ban on top of everything else. He smiled. “Why don’t you two stay over—spend the rest of the day and do some shopping?” He passed me an envelope. “That will cover the meal and drinks. I’ll sort two single rooms.”


  I tried to protest but Blakely held up his hand.


  “Rob! Don’t even try! Seriously.”


  I smiled and thanked him. Jenny looked as if she was going to cry again, but Blakely caught her.


  “No tears. You both need the break,” he said softly. “I can tell.”


  Jenny ordered fish and chips. It was hardly going to break the company bank, but my daughter was never one for what she called ‘flash food’. I abandoned my original low-fat, healthy choice and decided that nothing on the menu would taste better, so it was fish and chips three times. The company finances were safe.


  Blakely eyed his plate of food like a man who hadn’t eaten for several days. He was the sort who would be comfortable with anyone—a kind of social chameleon who changed his colours with little effort. He slipped easily from the small talk to the business he really wanted to discuss.


  “I’ve spoken to the folk at St. Jude’s,” he began, “and I don’t think it would be appropriate to have her buried within their grounds.”


  Jenny looked up at Blakely and then at me.


  “Would you agree?”


  “Yes! Yes!” Jenny replied with unguarded enthusiasm. “She wouldn’t want to be anywhere near that place!”


  Blakely sounded wary. “It’s all very sensitive, and I’ve had to tread carefully. Reverend Francis seems like a good man. I feel a bit sorry for him, to be honest, and I’m guessing there have been several other very good men who have been at the church since Allington died.”


  Jenny shrugged. “So what will happen to the centre he set up? I mean, it’s still running under his name. They still think he’s a saint.”


  Blakely was guessing like the rest of us. “I suppose that will depend on the parish council,” he said. “But if you asked me to predict the future, then I’d say that it will be running under the name of the church itself, this time next year.”


  Jenny grinned. To her, that was a minor victory. “And what about Allington’s grave?”


  “That’s up to them, too,” Blakely replied. “But they may be less willing to exhume a body. Maybe they will erase the inscription and try to forget he ever existed.”


  Jenny pulled a face that suggested it wasn’t enough, but it was better than nothing.


  “It’s amazing,” Blakely continued, clearly delighted to be part of the whole thing, “to think that all this started with a dream. It’s one hell of a ghost story!”


  Jenny shuddered. “I’m just glad it’s over,” she muttered. “Or it will be, after the funeral.”


  Blakely smiled. “Okay, that’s what I wanted to talk about. I was thinking of having Amelia buried in the grounds of the house. We would have a brief inscription on her gravestone, and visitors will have access to a more detailed history of her existence. It would be in a brochure. I was thinking of leaving one in all the rooms.”


  Blakely saw that Jenny looked uneasy. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to give away too much…nothing of the family tree.”


  Jenny nodded. She was only walking this Earth as a consequence of Allington’s actions. “It will just include the story of how Amelia was born to the mistress of the house after an affair with the gardener—like that famous novel—and how her birth was never recorded and how she was locked away in the attic, taught by a governess. It’s classic stuff.”


  “I guess people will buy into the Lady Chatterley thing,” Jenny mused.


  “But this is true. That’s why I think people will be fascinated,” Blakely added.


  He had seized the commercial aspect of Amelia’s miserable existence, yet I didn’t begrudge him anything. Amelia would have her grave and her story would reach thousands. I couldn’t see anything wrong with that. Blakely was just a frustrated ghost hunter who had a little corner of his father’s dream park. If he’d been a model railway enthusiast he would no doubt have had tiny trains running across the grounds.


  “The lake itself will be named after her,” he told us. “It will be a picnic area and the water will be packed with fish. Of course, there’ll be fountains and a small waterfall—you can’t have water without fountains! I’m going to light it from beneath—all different colours—so that families can sit round till late on summer evenings.” Blakely beamed. “It will be beautiful. And, of course, you two can visit anytime—free of charge.”


  So Amelia was going to be something of a theme park attraction. I never saw that coming when I found Jenny in the bath or found her sobbing in the vestry of a church fifty miles from home. But the funeral worried me. I really didn’t want a circus, so I asked Blakely exactly what he had planned.


  “I have the Farridays’ permission to use their land, but the service itself will take place at the local crematorium. I’ve asked Reverend Francis to lead the service. He wants to make it a kind of public apology.” Blakely paused. “It will take place in two weeks’ time. I think there’ll be plenty of media interest.”


  Jenny stiffened. “How do you mean?”


  Blakely was taken aback by my daughter’s obvious concern. “It’s one hell of a story, Jenny. Like I said before, who would have thought when all this started in your bedroom—”


  “I don’t want to talk to any reporters! I won’t! It’s not a sideshow!” Jenny’s eyes flashed with anger.


  Blakely looked as if he’d had his face slapped. “Okay, I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “If you don’t want to talk to anyone, then you don’t have to. I’ll tell them that you want to be left alone.”


  “And you honestly think they’ll take any notice? When have those leeches ever done that?”


  “They will. I’ll make sure of it. They’ll have their story. I’ve got everything I need from the first interview with your father. I’m not going to go into all the personal stuff.”


  Jenny backed down, but her eyes were still dark. “They’ll start digging,” she said. “You know what they’re like.”


  Blakely smiled. “I wouldn’t worry too much. I’ll give them enough to keep them happy. The funeral will make the news and then it will all be forgotten by the following week.”


  I placed a reassuring hand on Jenny’s arm. “He’s right, Jen. Just get yourself through the day.”


  Blakely leaned across. “I’ll pay for the two of you to get away for a couple of weeks. You can be on a flight to Mexico the following day if you want.”


  I looked at Jenny, who smiled and shook her head. “This is something I can’t run away from. I need to be at home.”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Blakely was right. Amelia Root was news. The story appeared in the national press and even ended up on the local six o’clock news, but Jenny and I had been shielded from the attentions of the media. Blakely remained true to his word; he had given them everything they needed from the beginning to the end.


  “A body, believed to be that of a young woman who died in the late 1800s, has been recovered from Mosswood Lake in Tabwell. Divers discovered the skeleton after the diaries of the woman were discovered in the attic of the Crest Hill Rest home, former home of the Stanwick family. It is unclear how the woman’s body came to be in the lake, but it is believed that she may have taken her own life.”


  Pictures of Mosswood flashed across the screen as Jenny and I sat, transfixed. My heart thumped. It had all come down to this, from that first encounter with the girl in the attic, the dream, the nightmare.


  “According to letters recently discovered, the young woman, Amelia Root, was the illegitimate child of Mrs. Stanwick, and her birth was never recorded. The diaries suggest she was kept locked away in the attic of the Stanwicks’ home and taught by a governess, Sarah Bell. A funeral is to be arranged, and her body will be laid to rest in the grounds of Crest Hill Rest Home.”


  The papers carried a similar report, keeping to the facts. Of course, Blakely’s net failed to catch all the sharks. We received the odd call—reporters wanting Jenny to give them a personal account—but I made it clear that we had nothing to add. They figured it wasn’t worth the hassle and left us alone.


  We were relieved they showed little interest in pursuing the paranormal side of the story. Blakely had thrown the wolves enough meat to keep them happy, although I wondered how long it would be before the article in the Tabwell Herald resurfaced. I was already wishing I hadn’t told them quite so much.


  Sebastian called me the day after the TV report. He sounded ruffled. “The not-so-Reverend Allington seems to have got off rather lightly, don’t you think?” he said sharply. Before I could respond, he continued, “Not one single mention of the fact he raped that poor girl and stole her child! Why do you think that is? Do I need to ask?”


  I knew what was coming next. The old man’s anger and obvious frustration were barely under control. “Might I suggest that your Mr. Blakely is looking after his own interests? He hasn’t told the media about Allington because he doesn’t want to upset the parish, and he doesn’t want to upset the parish because he doesn’t want any opposition to his activity park project!”


  I’d already worked that one out but there was something about Blakely that I really liked. Tint was right; Blakely had always been cautious when it came to besmirching the name of a local saint, but I knew he was quite prepared to wade in with the whole story when his park was up and running, and that was okay by me. Sebastian wasn’t so sure.


  “Look, Rob, I understand why the church would feel uncomfortable about this, and I know it will upset a lot of the local people, but he was a flawed man—a wolf in sheep’s clothing, preying on a wretched, vulnerable girl. Personally, I would dig the bastard up and throw his remains in the local rubbish tip! Even a stinking, stagnant pond is too good for him!”


  Even Josie sounded indignant when I called her later that day. “You gave the Tabwell rag all the information about that rat, Allington,” she hissed. “They ran the whole story and got their arses kicked by the local council, I bet! So they conveniently decided to forget all about it. Now they’ve found the body, it’s just a sleepy old village full of old cronies who want to drive around in their posh cars and show up at a pretty little postcard church every Sunday and say thanks to God for their fat bank accounts! It’s all very cosy, Rob, but it stinks!”


  I could hear the murmur of conversation and the chime of clinking glasses in the background.


  “I just hope the funeral throws up the truth about why that girl could never rest at the church. Why she’s going to be buried in the grounds of her home!” Josie’s voice rose above the noise behind her. “I know all this happened over a hundred years ago, but it’s still a wrong that has to be put right.”


  I replaced the phone feeling I had just taken a verbal beating. Maybe Sebastian and Jo were expecting me to go running to the media with the whole story. I would have gladly done so but—and Jenny agreed—there was something pleasantly covert in Blakely’s plan to get his activity park up and running before putting Allington’s name in lights and revealing him for the bastard he really was. I also really liked the idea of the park—a place where families could spend time together. If only Hanna had been alive.


  Chapter Forty


  If the days leading up to the funeral had not seemed so long, we might never have discovered what lay in our own loft space. Jenny decided that she wanted to look through the old photos and draw up a family history, scanning the pictures and putting them together on a publishing programme with notes and dates. I pulled out several boxes—the ones I knew contained all the stuff we could have marked with the words ‘sentimental value’—and together, we began to sift through them.


  Jenny laughed and cried a lot. Pictures of Hanna as a baby. Hanna in her frilly sun hat. Elizabeth and Hanna pushing Jenny into the pool in Spain. My daughter looked up at me suddenly, tears staining her cheeks. “How could you, Dad?”


  “How could I what?”


  “Melissa!” she said softly.


  I shook my head, avoiding her questioning eyes. There was no anger in her voice. No reproach, just a genuine question, and that made it all the harder to answer.


  “I was a fool,” I replied. “I don’t know what else to say.”


  She pulled another cardboard box towards her and pulled out a wad of old schoolbooks. Jennifer Adams. Age 8. English Literature.


  Jenny smiled. Melissa wasn’t going to come between us—not today. She opened the book, flicking through its pages, stopping suddenly. “Aww, I remember having a crush on the teacher… Mr. Taylor, I think. I’m sure I asked him to marry me!”


  I killed the sound on the TV.


  “Did he say yes?”


  Jenny grinned. “He used to ask us to write about anything we wanted. Most of the kids wrote about their brothers or sisters, some wrote about their pets. There was this one girl who loved killer whales and had been to Florida loads of times. SeaWorld was like home to her, and she knew everything there was to know about marine life. I kind of thought she was cool.”


  Jenny picked up another book.


  “I wrote lots about animals. I used to pretend I knew what they were thinking. Sometimes I believed I could actually read their minds. Mr. Taylor said I had a good imagination.” There was a sadness in my daughter’s voice, a longing for the way things used to be. She stopped at a page and began to read. “This was something I wrote about a dream I’d had…” she began, but her voice trailed off.


  “Jenny?”


  My daughter’s eyes darkened. “Oh my god!” she whispered. Her eyes closed as if she could no longer bear to look at the pages in front of her.


  “Jen? What’s wrong?”


  She passed me the book. I looked down at the page.


   


  My Dream by Jennifer Adams


  Last night I had dreamed I was standing in a room. It was not a very nice room. There was no carpet and not much furniture. It was like a room in a poor person’s house because there was just a desk by a little window, and there was a bed in the corner and a wooden chest on the other side of the room. I got a real fright because there was a girl sitting at the desk, and when she looked at me, I saw she had funny eyes. They looked like they were popping out of her head. I have drawn a picture of her.


   


  I stared at the pencil sketch of Amelia Root—a drawing of the face I had seen in the old black-and-white photograph only a few days ago. Despite her age, Jenny had captured the eyes, the hair and the mouth perfectly. Eight years ago, as a child, Jenny had her first encounter with Amelia. There had been no Ouija board, no séance. Just a young, innocent girl who had stumbled into another world.


  “You can’t remember this?” I asked her.


  Jenny shook her head. “Nothing. It must have just been the one time.”


  I wondered why. Maybe, in her young mind, Jenny had blocked Amelia out. Perhaps the short description in her school book had been therapeutic. The face of the girl was out there for everyone to see and no longer locked away in her mind. Jenny took the book back and studied the sketch.


  “She’s been waiting a long time. Eight years.”


  I spoke to Sebastian that evening, anxious to hear what he had to say about the drawing. The old man didn’t even sound surprised. “Children are more open to the spirit world,” he said. “As we get older, our minds become crowded. Like I said, we need to tune our minds, block out all the other sounds.”


  “A single dream, though? Well, it’s unusual, I must admit. More often than not, a child will experience a similar dream or nightmare more than once, but these are generally dreams about fictitious characters that they encounter during their lives. Amelia Root was real. That’s the difference.”


  I was talking to a man who measured his words and only verbalised the things he really believed. That’s why I trusted him implicitly. That’s why I wanted him there at the funeral, along with Josie and Lou—the people who mattered in my life. But there was someone else who should be there. Someone with as much right as Jenny herself. That night, I picked up the phone and called Ellen Pascoe.


  Chapter Forty-One


  On the day we laid Amelia Root to rest, the whole country was bathed in glorious winter sun. Jenny had slept little and rose at four that morning. She was nervous and pale but resisted using any make up to disguise her complexion, reminding me that it was not a party. “I’m really not arsed what I look like. I just want to see that girl at rest.”


  I didn’t pursue the matter, hoping that Josie opted for the same approach to the day. It would score a few points with my daughter if nothing else.


  On the way to The Keys, I decided to test the water. “Jo’s been a rock,” I began, feeling like a nervous teenager dropping the name of his new love into conversation for the first time. “So has Sebastian,” I added quickly. Jenny didn’t respond. “Josie’s been a good friend…when you were in hospital…”


  Jenny looked up. “Good.” she shot back, giving me one of those knowing glances I hated so much. “Look, I’m glad, but she’s married, and I couldn’t handle any more affairs at the moment. I’ve got a load of shit going on in my head—a brother I don’t want and a so-called father who topped himself.” She turned away, staring out at the road ahead. “Dad, I know you like Josie, but let’s not do this now, okay? Not today.”


  When I glanced over at my daughter, I saw the tears running down her cheeks and felt a heaviness in my chest. Why couldn’t I have left it? Why did my daughter have to tell me these things? Things that would be so obvious to any decent father.


  I pulled into the car park of The Keys, killed the engine, and pulled my daughter towards me. In my arms, she began to cry. I felt her tears on my neck. She was mine—an Adams, not a Pascoe. I told her that I loved her more than anything else in the world and that I’d never, ever hurt her. Up until that moment, we had muddled through the pain together, both nursing wounds that were wide open and raw. But with that embrace, I really believed the healing had begun.


  ***


  We arrived at the gates of Tabwell’s crematorium just half an hour before the service began. Josie, Lou and Sebastian had chatted happily together thanks to Lou, who, after years behind the bar, had mastered the art of polite conversation. It suited me, because it left Jenny and I free to wallow in our own thoughts. As we walked towards the chapel, my daughter pushed her arm through mine. “Here we go,” she whispered. “This is it!”


  I was nervous. I didn’t want to see another coffin, either.


  The press was there, and a small outside broadcast team huddled together on the lawn doing a piece to camera while a crowd of inquisitive onlookers had gathered, along with several sober-looking ladies. I guessed they were probably regulars from St. Jude’s; in fact, I’d have put money on it. Jenny was thinking the same.


  “Pew polishers,” she whispered with a wry smile.


  I’d have also parted with cash just to know what they thought of the whole Amelia thing, although it hardly mattered. At least Amelia would not be carried to her grave down the aisle of an empty church. She was going home, not to a damp, dark attic, but to the grounds she had loved. We stood in silence, reflecting. Neither of us looked for unnecessary words. But then I heard a voice behind me. “Mr. Adams?”


  I turned to see Ellen Pascoe. She took several steps towards us, leaning heavily on her wooden stick.


  “Mrs. Pascoe, it’s good to see you.”


  She smiled warmly from under the brim of a black hat that made her face appear even paler than I’d remembered. “I really didn’t think you’d want me here, all things considered,” she said, looking at Jenny. Her eyes began to flood quite suddenly. “And this must be Jenny.”


  A tear ran down her cheek and, for a moment, I feared she was going to collapse. “Are you okay, Mrs. Pascoe? Do you need to sit down?”


  “No! No!” she replied impatiently, still staring at Jenny. “I can’t believe it. You are even more beautiful than in the photograph.”


  Jenny smiled awkwardly as Ellen reached out and touched my hand. “I’m so sorry. This must be as difficult for you as it is for me.”


  It was difficult, but I wasn’t going to show any weakness. “It’s okay. You have every right.” I looked at Jenny. “After all, she is your granddaughter.”


  Another tear coursed down the old lady’s cheek. “I’ve been longing to meet you, Jenny,” she said, looking into my daughter’s eyes. “But I know you have your own life, and I would never expect to be part of it—not after all this time.”


  Jenny looked up at me and then at her grandmother. “Time doesn’t matter,” she said tearfully. “You’re still my nan—the only one I’ve got.”


  ***


  The room was full as Francis took up his position at the lectern. The hum of conversation stopped and the congregation fell into total silence. The music began—Barber’s Adagio for Strings. Jenny grasped my hand. This was her music. Blakely could not have chosen anything better, and we both felt the same wave of sadness, the same nervous anticipation as six bearers bore the oak casket down the aisle. Jenny’s hand shook, and I felt the beads of perspiration forming on the back of my neck. We could have reached out and touched the coffin of the girl whose spirit had transformed our lives.


  Reverend Francis stood in silence for a moment as the bearers stepped back, and I wondered if he had slept at all last night. Did the death of this girl weigh heavily on his conscience, or had time diminished the importance of her life? He cleared his throat and began.


  “Brothers and sisters, we are here to pay our respects to a young woman we never knew. She had no life to celebrate and lived during a time of much ignorance. It is befitting that her body should find its resting place in the grounds she would walk with her father and her governess. The only people, it seemed, who really loved her…”


  Francis skirted around the details, never mentioning Allington’s name, yet his short address was respectful and warm. Even Sebastian failed to find fault, and as we followed the hearse to the grounds of the home, no one uttered a word. Amelia was not cremated. Blakely had wanted a coffin rather than a pot full of ashes, and when we arrived, Jenny and I crossed the lawns to the grave that had been prepared at the edge of the woods. Only a handful of people had followed on from the crematorium. Francis was waiting, the casket in place.


  As we watched the coffin being lowered into the ground, Jenny placed her hand in mine. This was the end—Amelia’s final resting place.


  “I can’t believe it,” Jenny whispered.


  Blakely glanced over, forcing a smile. There was, if I’m not mistaken, a tear in his eye.


  We threw soil and roses on top of the coffin as Reverend Francis committed the body to God, knowing that within a couple of hours Amelia would lie beneath the earth. Blakely had given the young woman a funeral, and her life, however miserable, had been acknowledged.


  Jenny and I said goodbye to Ellen. Jenny said she would call in to see her soon, but as the others drifted away, we stood silently, neither of us able to find the words to describe how we felt.


  When finally it felt right to leave, the sky was darkening and we pulled the collars of our coats up against the late-afternoon chill. A middle-aged man in an immaculately tailored grey suit was waiting for us by the car. He looked impatient, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his trousers. Jenny took my arm. Something told me he wasn’t there to exchange pleasantries. He turned as we approached.


  “Mr. Adams?”


  I nodded.


  “Are you happy?” he snapped.


  “What?”


  “It’s a simple question. Are you happy with what you’ve done?”


  “I’m sorry? Who are you?”


  The man squared up, hands still in his pockets. “I’m Mr. Driscoll, a deacon at St. Jude’s.”


  “So what exactly do you want?” I asked, realising that I wasn’t going to get a handshake.


  “I saw the article in the Herald—the one where you claimed to have been guided by the spirit of this Emily woman.”


  “It’s Amelia,” Jenny spat.


  “I don’t care what her name is, young lady!” Driscoll retorted. “I care about St. Jude’s!”


  I stared at him. “Good! I’m glad. So what can we do for you?”


  “Do for me? Haven’t you done enough?”


  “Meaning?”


  “The Reverend Allington founded a school that has educated children in this parish for over a hundred years. Children who had no shoes—no food! He fed them and, in many cases, clothed them. He worked tirelessly for this community, and his legacy is still here for everyone to see—”


  “He raped a young woman—over and over again!” Jenny said, interrupting Driscoll mid-flow.


  “How do you know this?” Driscoll replied, his face crimson with anger. “Because some spirit told you? Don’t you realise that all spirits are of the Devil—masquerading as the souls of the dead? Don’t you read your Bible?” I saw the undisguised hatred in his eyes. “No! I bet you don’t even have one—yet you have the gall to come here, complete strangers, and destroy the reputation of a good man! And for what? A bit of cheap publicity?”


  Knocking out a lowlife in a fast food car park was one thing—knocking out a church deacon in front of my daughter was something else, so I tried reasoning.


  “Look, we have a written account from her governess, and Amelia’s own diaries. It is proof, Mr. Driscoll. I’m sorry if the memory of your saint has been tainted, but it’s the truth!”


  Driscoll glared at us. “The woman was obviously crazy. She told lies. And how do you know that the letter from this governess woman was genuine? Truth is, you don’t! Why have you done this? The Reverend Allington was a good man!”


  Driscoll turned suddenly to see Reverend Francis approaching. The minister smiled, greeting us warmly.


  “Hello, Mr. Adams, Jenny.”


  Driscoll said nothing.


  “What’s going on here?” Francis said, sensing the atmosphere immediately.


  Jenny piped up. “Apparently, we have been doing the Devil’s work.”


  Francis stared at his deacon. “Mr. Driscoll,” he said firmly, “we have had this discussion before, and I’ve told you in no uncertain term that you do not—not ever—approach Mr. Adams or his daughter. Especially his daughter!”


  Driscoll opened his mouth, about to protest, but Francis held up his hand.


  “I don’t want to hear another word. Mr. Adams and his daughter have been through hell these past few months, and to suggest that they have been working in collusion with the Devil to bring down a minister who lived over a hundred years ago is, quite frankly, ridiculous.”


  He stared at Driscoll. “You are a fool,” he spat. “And you are making a fool of the church and all those who worship there, and that is something I am not prepared to tolerate.”


  Francis turned to us. “You, my friends, are welcome at St. Jude’s anytime.”


  He kissed Jenny on the cheek and shook my hand. We pushed past a shell-shocked deacon and climbed into the car, waving at the minister as I fired up the engine.


  Jenny turned, buckling up her seat belt and grinned mischievously. “Well, that told him!” she said.


  We ate at the Lakeside Hotel before travelling home. It felt right to stay in Tabwell for a while longer, out of respect for Amelia. Jenny looked worn out, but throughout the course of the late afternoon, she caught my eye and smiled. It was a smile that told me she had found peace, maybe for the first time since Elizabeth and Hanna’s death. But more than that, there was a warmth between us that filled me with a new hope for the future. A future I could believe in, and an end to the hell we had lived through.


  ***


  We spent Christmas with Josie, Lou and Sebastian, dining at The Keys. New Year, however, proved as difficult a time as ever without my wife and little girl, but somehow we waded through the sadness and found comfort in our relationship, which grew stronger day by day. Jenny and Kelly revived their friendship but stayed clear of the Ouija board, while Josie and I placed our relationship on hold. Naturally, I kept in touch with Sebastian, and Ricky the pup soon evolved into Ricky the rather large, excitable dog.


  Josie never took up with the shady club owner but started singing at The Keys on Friday nights. Her Tina Turner set had everyone up on their feet, and two local musicians—a bass player called Billy Rat (because of his pointy face and ears, presumably) and a guitarist called Dodgy Den (I didn’t ask!) agreed to join her. She went live, ditching the backing tracks, and the following April, on Jenny’s birthday, she put on a party at the pub. It was nothing more than an excuse to put on a show—a celebration of our new life together and it was a night neither of us would ever forget.


  Josie sang, playing the room the way she had all those years ago, while Lou had laid on a spread that would have fed a small country. And the cake—the cake, in the shape of a classical guitar—was carried in by two young men dressed as Spanish waiters while Lou led us all in an out of tune rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’.


  The following day, Blakely arrived on our doorstep with Jenny’s birthday gift—two plane tickets to Spain. He had a hillside villa, high up in the town of Mijas, overlooking the coastline of the Costa del Sol.


  “It’s yours for two weeks,” he told us. With that, he pushed an envelope into my hands. “That should keep you in food.” Inside was eight hundred euros.


  I never asked how Blakely knew it was Jenny’s birthday, and I didn’t really care. The nightmares had stopped, and Amelia was at rest, but we were still rebuilding our lives. By the time the holiday came around, early that summer, we were ready for a break.


  ***


  Blakely’s villa, nestled in the mountainside beneath the walls of Mijas, was everything we had anticipated, but the view was beyond anything we could have imagined. We wandered around the village during the day, taking rides around the cobbled streets in the carriages and walking the perimeter paths overlooking the miles of coastline with its hotels, bars and shopping malls. On the final evening, we ate out at a restaurant as the sun set on the horizon and watched as the Costa del Sol burst into a carpet of lights beneath us.


  We ate well and shared a bottle of wine. The money Blakely had given us would cover more than the cost of a taxi home, and we raised a glass to our benefactor.


  Jenny laughed. “If I was a few years older…” she said.


  I smiled. One day my daughter would meet someone, and I would watch her drift away. The very thought filled me with dread—that moment when your child moves on. Not so much a fresh chapter but a whole new book. I watched her as she ate. My girl had grown into a beautiful young woman, who looked up and caught my gaze.


  She smiled and reached for my hand. “I had another dream last night,” she said.


  I felt as if my heart had missed a beat.


  “I saw Amelia. She was in the woods. I saw her face, looking up at me.” Jenny smiled. “She looked so peaceful, Dad. So beautiful.”


  It felt so good to be holding my daughter’s hand—to feel the warmth of her flesh, to see her face, to look into her eyes and see the love. Maybe there had been a purpose—a reason for everything that had happened over the past twelve months.


  Someone once asked me if I believed in fate. At the time, I wasn’t sure if our lives were planned or merely shaped by a series of random events.


  The truth is, we have to live with the consequences of our actions, and although my demons still lurk in the shadows, reminding me of that Sunday afternoon, I’ve learned not to dwell on the past or concern myself with the future. Heartache and loss are a part of life, yet there will always be things for which we can be thankful. If you have your health, enjoy it. If you have faith, embrace it with all your heart. Treasure your family, love your friends, and may God, whomever or whatever you perceive Him or it to be, always keep you safe.


  THE END


  A Rising Evil
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  About A Rising Evil


  It is two years since they buried the remains of Amelia Root on the edge of Mosswood in the small affluent town of Tabwell, and for Jenny Adams, life has moved on. She has created an idyllic new home with her fiancé, Jake, the son of a wealthy businessman, while Jenny’s father, Robert, has settled down with Josie Duxbury who runs The Keys, a popular suburban pub.


  But Sebastian Tint, a retired professor with a gift, is becoming increasingly uneasy, sensing that someone close to him is in danger. Then he finds a chilling message on the grave of Elizabeth and Hanna Adams, and Jenny’s dreams begin again…


  Prologue


  Jenny Adams stepped under the shower and closed her eyes as the warm spray hit her body. It really had been one of those days—a day when it had been almost impossible to concentrate. The tutor had raced through the lecture on the history of modern art, and although her friend, Kelly Dawson, had helped her fill the blanks over coffee in the college café, the caffeine had done nothing to lift her mood.


  Jenny was so hungry she was tempted to call in at a fast food joint on the way home, but Jake was cooking tonight; arriving home with a burger and fries was not an option. She stepped out onto the bath mat, wrapping a towel around her and wiping the steam from the bathroom mirror. Something caught her eye and she blinked, staring hard at the reflection. The blood in her veins turned to ice.


  She stifled a scream with her hand. Behind her stood a young woman—a girl in her early teens. A girl who had given birth over a century ago only to have the child snatched from her arms.


  Jenny felt a crushing tightness in her chest as she spun round only to find that the room was empty. She closed her eyes for a moment and looked back into the mirror. She was tired—over tired. That was it. It was all in her mind. But the girl was still there, smiling gently.


  Jenny closed her eyes again and took several deep breaths, trying desperately to steady herself before opening them. The girl had gone, and her own reflection was shrouded by condensation, but the message written in it was clear.


  My precious child.


  Jenny stared at the writing as her heart began to thump. She threw on a bathrobe and quickly wrapped a towel around her head. It wasn’t worth dressing for dinner—not now. She didn’t much feel like eating.


  It had been two years since the last dream—two years since they buried that girl. Her spirit had been at rest, having found the peace she had sought for so long. But now, for a reason that eluded Jenny, Amelia Root was back.


  Chapter One


  The young man surveyed the room wondering if freedom was all it was cracked up to be. Sure, he had waited for this day. They had taught him to believe—to look to the future and put the past behind him—but he wondered why they had sent him here, to live with this old loser. At least everything back there—back in that place—well, it was tidy. They were taught to be tidy. Clean, too. Food was served on shiny plates from a kitchen that smelled of dishwasher tablets.


  This place reeked, there was no doubt about it; stale bacon fat and cigarette smoke. The wallpaper looked as if it had been put up before he was born, and it was difficult to tell what colour the paintwork was supposed to be.


  “You wanna brew, lad?” his uncle called from the kitchen.


  “Nah. I’m okay.”


  “You want a soft drink, then?”


  “Nah. I’m good, thanks.”


  Harry Pascoe walked back into the room where his nephew sat peering out of the window. “I’m sorry about the house, lad. It’s not The Ritz, but it’s better than that place, eh?”


  The jury was definitely still out on that one. The bedroom—his bedroom—was okay. It at least looked clean, so with any luck, he wouldn’t be fighting fleas and blood-sucking bedbugs, and his stomach would eventually learn to deal with the food that came out of that grease pit of a kitchen.


  Darren Pascoe just smiled politely. “It’s okay,” he lied.


  “Look,” Harry said, taking a swig from a grubby mug with the words ‘Lazy Twat’ emblazoned across the front. “This isn’t ideal, I get that.” He glanced around the room. “But at least you’re out. You’re free. So you’ll just have to make the best of it. Don’t do anything stupid, right? No stealing stuff, no drugs, no getting pissed.”


  Judging by the state of this shithole, Darren thought his uncle had probably spent his entire life doing all of those things. For God’s sake, how could two brothers be so different? His father had been a well-respected psychiatrist. The house had been posh. Even his schoolmates had been kind of jealous. He’d had a fit mum, too—that’s what they told him, anyway. Pascoe’s mother was a MILF. It was pretty much the word around school.


  Harry Pascoe wasn’t done with his pep talk, though. “I’m just a garage mechanic, stuck in the same job for twenty years. The money is pretty crap, as you’ve probably guessed by now, but it does me. I never had your father’s brains, lad. I got some bird pregnant when I was a kid myself and I needed money. No time for college, just wanted a place for the baby. Shame, really, cos the girl met someone else two years later and walked out. I was gutted at first, but she didn’t want me around and I wasn’t going to be arsed fighting for access, so I just dusted myself down and got on with it.”


  “You never wanted to see your kid?” Darren asked.


  Harry shrugged. “She was a bad bitch, lad. I didn’t want to take her on. Okay, maybe I should’ve—but I thought I’d be better off trying to start again. The thing is, I never did manage to get out of that garage. It was an easy life. Enough to pay the rent, enough for a couple of good nights out and some left over for the odd holiday with a few mates. I met a few girls, of course—got my fair share of action—but nothing lasted.” Harry took another swig. “Never got on with your father, to be honest. Guess who bought me this mug? That’s what he thought of me—a total loser—and he was right. I mean, look at this place.”


  Darren had listened to the professionals, all telling him how to turn his life around—all telling him that he had a choice. Then they had decided to send him here? With his uncle? Okay, it all looked good on paper, and he guessed Harry wasn’t actually a bad guy, but did they really expect him to start rebuilding his life from here, with a man he barely knew?


  “You can do a few days with me at the garage,” Harry said as if that was supposed to be good news. “You can make the tea, we’ll show you some stuff—oil changes, tyres. It’ll keep you out of mischief.”


  Darren nodded. His uncle had looked smart at his parents’ funerals, with his rented suit and gelled-back hair. They’d made small talk under the watchful eye of his guardian, but it was clear that Harry was uncomfortable in anything clean and seemed to have an aversion to dressing up. Darren saw himself, ten years down the line, sitting in a flat over a shop, swilling tea from a stained mug with a few mangy quid in his pocket and a string of kids he never saw dotted around town.


  Maybe they had been smarter than he’d thought, sending him here. Maybe that was all part of the plan, because there was no way he was going to turn into his uncle. He was going to make something of his life. He’d stay here for as long as he needed and yep, maybe he’d do some time at the garage just to show willing. But life had dealt him a shit hand. It had been an accident but a woman and her child had died, and that had torn him up inside. And then, on top of that, he had ended up losing both of his parents. How was that fair? They had paid for his stupidity. He needed to put things right, so before he moved on, Darren Pascoe decided that there were people he needed to speak to, face-to-face.


  Chapter Two


  Jennifer Adams hadn’t been looking for a man. At nineteen, she was more than happy with her life, studying art and design at the local college. She was a pretty good classical guitarist too, although maybe that wasn’t so cool. Not one of her friends knew any of the musicians she found herself watching on YouTube, so she didn’t say too much about it. Not that she ever aspired to concert standard, of course; that took total dedication and a shedload of nerve. But her inner desire to master the instrument, wherever that led, drove her on. She was, in her own words, busy with life when Jake arrived on the scene.


  The college employed local shopfitters Huxley and Sons to upgrade the students’ rest area. Jake was the son—the only son. Jenny and a couple of friends had decided to take a look at the renovations. They shouldn’t really have been nosing around but the guys on site weren’t going to complain about a little female company. That was when Jenny and Jake first set eyes on each other.


  It wasn’t love at first sight, and Jake was the one who decided Jenny was worth pursuing. For a start, there was a compatibility issue. Jake liked heavy rock and Jenny didn’t, although she could put up with it in small doses if necessary. He also oozed the kind of self-confidence that bordered on cockiness, and that bothered her. Jake would strip to the waist whenever the temperature rose above freezing simply because he had a body to show off.


  “How much time do you actually spend at the gym?” It was probably one of the first questions Jenny asked Jake when she finally agreed to go for a drink with him one afternoon after classes. Jake took it as a compliment, which suggested to Jenny that he might possess a lot more below the neck than he did above it.


  “Three nights,” he replied, although Jenny discovered later he hadn’t included the weekends. By the time she found out, it was no longer an issue. Jake was one of the good guys—a young man with a respect for others—and Jenny found his manners endearing. He cared deeply for his ageing grandparents, and despite her earlier misgivings, Jake Huxley had a good head on his shoulders.


  Their first kiss had happened when he called to pick Jenny up and he spotted her guitar in the corner. “You play?” he asked, already looking impressed.


  Jenny wasn’t sure she was ready to come clean about the whole classical thing. “Yep, but it’s not your scene,” she said breezily, hoping he’d let it drop.


  Jake looked offended. “Not my scene?”


  “You’re a rock guy. I just play crusty boring stuff.”


  Jake picked up the guitar and handed it to Jenny. “Go on, play something for me.”


  Reluctantly, she took the guitar and perched herself on the arm of the easy chair. It was pointless asking him which piece he wanted to hear, so she just started picking at something he might have heard on a TV advert. She played, nervously watching her fingers travelling the neck of the guitar. God! Why am I doing this? She half expected to look up and find him gone.


  There was complete silence. No words, no patronising applause. Jake stared at her with admiration in his eyes.


  “That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard,” he whispered. “Why didn’t you tell me? Girl, you’re friggin’ awesome!”


  Instinctively, she let the guitar slip from her lap and stood. He drew her into his arms, and Jenny knew, in that moment, that Jake Huxley was the man she wanted to be with for the rest of her life. He proposed six months later, and Gordon Huxley, who treated Jenny like a daughter, made it clear that he was going to foot the bill for his son’s wedding. The family business was doing well, and he could afford to put on a bit of a do.


  Gordon moved his son and future daughter-in-law into a cottage he’d bought as an investment three years earlier. Jenny loved it. With over an acre of land at the back, they decided to buy a couple of Labradors to keep them company and even talked about starting a family after the wedding was out of the way.


  Jenny would have been happy with a low key affair but Gordon had a host of people he wanted to impress, so he merely threw plastic at the bills as they mounted. But even a man with his money needed time to organise such a big event, so Jenny and Jake had a good six months under the same roof before the day finally arrived. Time for things to go wrong.


  That worried Jenny. Life was a little too good, and it sometimes kept her awake at night. It had been two years since the mental health team had given her the all clear—two years since she found out that the man who had brought her up—who had been there at her birth—was not actually her biological father. They had worked through it but the scars remained. Now this. A man she loved, a beautiful cottage surrounded by several miles of farmland, and a future father-in-law with enough money to ensure she didn’t have to stack supermarket shelves at night to fund her studies—a man who had presented her with a car on her birthday.


  ***


  Jennifer Adams sailed through her driving test—theory and practical—with flying colours. It was something of a blessing, as she didn’t want to throw a whole lot of Gordon’s cash at the one-man driving school she’d employed nine months earlier. Tony Mee was a well-respected instructor but was, according to Jenny, a major creep. He was in his late-forties and obviously lived on his own because no woman would allow her man to climb into a car with white stains around the crotch of his trousers, a box of paper tissues on the dashboard and a Pass with Mee sign on the roof.


  Jake was glad to see the back of Tony as well. He’d only met the guy briefly—just a few words exchanged on the doorstep— but Tony had commented what a lovely young woman Jenny was. Jake had made a light-hearted remark suggesting Tony should keep his hands to himself or he’d be wearing the steering wheel. The atmosphere in the car was decidedly frosty after that, but it suited Jenny just fine, as Tony seemed anxious to get her through the test and out of his car while he still had his own teeth.


  Jake enjoyed playing the Alpha male, and even Jenny’s father thought he could be a little too protective. But Rob Adams’s concerns were dispelled when his future son-in-law had gone to the rescue of a young woman on a night out several months before.


  It had just been a pub meal at The Keys, but an argument had broken out on the next table. The guy insisted he’d asked for skinny fries and not the thick cut chips the waitress had served. It should have been nothing, but the bloke was making a big scene. Rob could see that Jake was becoming agitated as his face reddened—always a warning sign. The woman told her bloke to let it go—a perfectly reasonable request—but the prick had lost it and slapped the woman hard across the face.


  Jake was out of his seat before Rob or Jenny could open their mouths. He flew at the guy, sending him tumbling backwards in his chair and landing a punch, splitting open his nose. The woman screamed, begging Jake to back off. The guy lay dazed, and Jake pulled him back to his feet before sitting him on the chair. Jake turned to the woman. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t stand men who hit women—but if you’re happy being beaten up, then go ahead. It’s your choice.”


  The woman stood, emboldened, threw the remains of her glass of wine over the guy nursing a bloodied nose and walked out of the pub. Jake sat down, placed an arm around Jenny’s shoulder, and apologised for the scene.


  The bloke with the messed-up nose stood and stared at Jake. “You’ll be hearing from the police,” he growled.


  Jake smiled. “We both know that’s not going to happen. Just go, and count yourself lucky I’m in a good mood!”


  Jenny looked down at Jake’s reddened knuckles. “They’ll swell up nicely,” she said with a smile. Then she leaned in and kissed him gently on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re in my corner, babe. You’ve got a good punch!”


  Chapter Three


  It had been nearly twelve months since Rob Adams had allowed any alcohol to pass his lips. Josie Duxbury looked up from her book and smiled as he handed her a glass of tonic with ice and a slice of lemon. Staying dry when you lived with the owner of a local pub hadn’t been easy.


  “You sure you don’t want some gin with that?”


  “I’m okay,” she said, returning to her book.


  “Don’t abstain on my account. I’m fine if you…”


  Josie shot him a look. “Hey, I don’t need a drink!” she replied impatiently. “Drop it. I’m fine with this. We both are.”


  Rob smiled. Life was rolling on—a little too fast, maybe, but in the right direction at least. He just wished that Gordon Huxley didn’t love his future daughter-in-law quite so much, and if he had a little less cash to splash on her then that would be fine too.


  He dropped into his chair and closed his eyes. The warmth of the sun on his face made him sleepy, but every now and then, he would dream—reliving the death of his wife and five-year-old child. Sometimes it was better to stay awake, because screaming out in the middle of the afternoon…well, it wasn’t good. It was much better to be out and about.


  “Fancy a drive out to see Jen and Jake?” he asked.


  Josie lowered the book and nodded. “Yeah, why not?”


  Rob downed his drink and called his daughter before Josie had time to change her mind.


  It was a twenty-minute drive to the cottage. Jake was working but Jenny was home with the two dogs. She sounded upbeat and suggested they might take a walk, just the three of them. There was a little inn just a mile away and they could stop there for a coffee. It sounded good to Rob, who was on something of a mission to reclaim his girl before the grasping Gordon won her heart completely.


  Josie read Rob as easily as the books she loved. “You’re still worried?”


  Rob swung the car into Eagers Lane, three minutes from the cottage. “About what?”


  “Jenny.”


  Rob shrugged. “I just think it’s a bit much—the wedding, the cottage, the car. It’s like he’s buying her, totally buying her!”


  Josie shook her head slowly. “Listen, hun, I know it’s a cliché but it’s still true. You can’t buy love.”


  “But that’s just it,” Rob replied, “I really think she’s the daughter he always wanted, and I think Jenny kind of loves him too.”


  “You’re her father, babe. You, not Gordon.”


  Rob pulled up outside the white stone-walled cottage and killed the engine. “Then just tell me, whose blood runs in Jenny’s veins?”


  Josie frowned. “What?”


  “It’s a simple question—whose genes has she inherited?”


  “Well, they’re not Gordon’s!”


  “Exactly! And they’re not mine, either. That kind of makes it a level playing field.”


  Josie sighed deeply. “You gave that girl the first twenty years of her life. That’s what matters.”


  Rob undid his belt and paused. “Yep. But who’s going to give her the next twenty? That’s the question!”


  Chapter Four


  The past two years had taken their toll on Sebastian Tint’s old bones. Sure, his legs still got him to the end of the daily walk, but they’d started kicking up a bit of a fuss. Ricky, his German Shepherd, was no longer a pup and needed a daily leg stretch, but the way things were going, the old guy was going to have to start employing a dog walker—unless Rob Adams fancied a part time job.


  A copy of a medical journal lay open on the coffee table. Spirits and Psychosis by Sebastian Tint. The article had been commissioned by the monthly magazine— an in depth look at the case of Amelia Root. Rob and Jenny had given their blessing, and Sebastian still considered it to be one of his best works. He read the article with the magazine in one hand and a brandy in the other like an old soap star watching reruns of bygone days. Solitude had become more of a friend than an enemy, and the old professor had lived on his own for years, comfortable in his own skin and at peace with himself.


  But recently, a growing sense of unease had been festering within. He looked around his room, cluttered with the things he loved—the things that had kept him happy—the walls of books, the vintage typewriter. Nothing had changed, but recently he had started to turn on an extra light in a futile attempt to dispel the gloom. He knew only too well that the darkness existed within his soul.


  Sebastian took a sip of brandy, recalling the fate that befell the Blackman family. He had met them eight years ago, at the local community centre where he’d been asked to speak at a fundraising event the university had held. At the end of the evening, a concerned parent took him aside and told him that his son was struggling and they’d been unable to find suitable tutors.


  The old man had never been one to turn down a challenge, and to his surprise, twelve-year-old Marty Blackman took to him immediately. They did English and maths twice a week, and over the following months, the boy’s grades improved dramatically. The Blackmans took Sebastian under their wing and invited him to spend Christmas with them. Marty and his older brother considered him to be the coolest old man in the universe and thought it might be funny to dress him up as an underweight Santa.


  Everything went well for the next couple of months, but then, midway through March as the days were growing longer and the daffodils were rising, Sebastian began to feel a terrible weight inside. Even the daily walks failed to lift his spirit. He loved springtime even more than the summer it preceded, yet there was a sense of foreboding—the reason for which eluded him—and on the day before it happened, the old man felt his spirit suffocating. As he made his way to the Blackmans’ home the following afternoon, he knew something was wrong.


  The police were there—three cars—and two ambulances. The house was a crime scene. The neighbours gathered behind the cordon, some crying and others looking on in bewilderment. A silence seemed to fall over the whole street. Mrs. Blackman worked for Social Services and had been instrumental in taking a kid from an abusive father. The father had a history of violence but the courts just slapped his wrists and sent him home.


  Danny Maddock went home one night, after a couple of drinks, pulled out a handgun and went knocking at the Blackmans’ home around twelve midnight. Mr. Blackman answered, thinking it might have been a neighbour, and was confronted by Danny who raised his right arm and blew a hole in his victim’s chest. Mrs. Blackman woke and ran down the stairs straight into the second bullet.


  Maddock had stepped over the dead bodies and walked calmly up the stairs. He told the court that he thought it was kinder to kill the two boys because social services would only fuck up their futures too.


  Sebastian sighed. The memory of that day—a day he had never talked about—lay heavily on his heart. But now that darkness hung over him again. A premonition, maybe? Was someone close in some kind of danger? Sebastian emptied his glass. The only people in his life right now were Robert and Jenny Adams.


  Chapter Five


  Gordon Huxley had first spotted the cottage on the front of a locally produced calendar. It was the kind of property that grabbed you the moment you saw it and screamed Look at me! I’m perfect!


  Huxley had waited, registering his interest with all the local estate agents and leaving his business card. “If that place ever comes up,” he told them, “call me!” But he guessed they’d have lost his details within a couple of weeks, so he decided to check out the owners personally.


  He’d half expected to be greeted by an old lady on a Zimmer but instead found himself face-to-face with a young woman in her mid-twenties carrying a baby on her arm. He apologised for bothering her, handing over a business card and telling the young mother that if she was ever to consider moving then she had herself a buyer. He didn’t ask about the price, and that, he figured, left a good impression.


  Six months later, he received a call. The cottage was up for sale. No estate agents—no haggling—and the price was three hundred and fifty thousand. The couple were moving down to London and wanted out as soon as possible. Three months later, Gordon Huxley picked up the keys.


  Jenny had cried when she first saw Brook View and still had to pinch herself every morning as she poured herself a fresh orange, downed a bowl of wholemeal flakes and set off to college in her brand new top of the range Mini Clubman. But the weekends allowed her time to wander around her new home, like a queen in her castle, watch some TV and walk the dogs. She’d just got back with Cassie and Max when her dad called, so it seemed a good time to give the new coffee maker a try. Perfect.


  She heard the car pull up outside and found herself almost running to open the door. It wasn’t as if her father hadn’t seen the place before, but playing the hostess was still something of a novelty.


  “Dad! Josie!” She threw her arms around one and then the other before they followed her into the cottage. “Fancy a coffee? Jake got us a new machine.”


  Her father laughed. “As long as you don’t ask me to help. I nearly blew my eyebrows off with one of those contraptions.”


  Josie stared out across the back lawn. “How the hell do you get grass that green? It’s like something out of a Disney movie!”


  Jenny giggled. “Oh, that’s Gordon. He got the fake stuff—I told him it wasn’t worth spending a fortune on the best grass when we’ve got two dogs, but he just went ahead and bought it anyway.”


  Josie shook her head. “Don’t dogs make a mess on it?” she asked. “I don’t see any.”


  Jenny rolled her eyes, placing a cup under the steaming, gurgling coffee maker. “That’s down to Jake. He’s training them to use a little toilet area they’ve built at the back. It’s kind of like a giant cat litter tray!”


  “And it works?”


  “Mostly.”


  Jenny handed her father a cup—black, no sugar—and Josie a flat white with three. “Fancy sitting outside?”


  Jenny had two reasons for suggesting they use the garden. Firstly, it was warm, and secondly, Gordon had just bought them three thousand pounds’ worth of garden furniture.


  Josie whistled. “Wow! That’s…posh!”


  Jenny blushed as she ushered them towards five rattan easy chairs and a sofa with pale cream cushions. The glass-covered table sat under a retractable canopy that disappeared neatly into the wall of the cottage at the touch of the remote control.


  Rob nodded. “It’s beautiful, babe. That man is sure spoiling you guys.”


  Jenny didn’t answer. She wished there was a way of assuring him that no one would ever take his place in her heart, but the words escaped her. Maybe she would find them at some point—at a time when they were needed most. Her father smiled but all this was hurting him, and she wanted to cry.


  Josie changed the subject. “Where’re Cassie and Max?” she asked, glancing around for the two dogs that usually greeted them with a saliva bath upon arrival.


  “Oh, they’re flat out,” she answered, composing herself. “They’ve already been on an extra long walk.”


  There was a short silence but it felt more like an hour.


  Josie broke it. “So—how’s the guitar coming along?”


  “Brilliant,” Jenny replied. “Still can’t believe that Jake actually likes classical guitar music!”


  “That’s cos he loves you,” Rob said. “He’s a good bloke.”


  Jenny relaxed. She thought that maybe it wasn’t the time to mention that Gordon had just spent nearly four thousand on having a guitar hand built by a one of the most respected Luthiers in the country. It wouldn’t be ready for twelve months anyway, and things might be different by then.


  They finished their coffee just as Cassie and Max appeared, rounding on their visitors with wagging tails and flapping tongues.


  Jenny stood. “Fancy that walk?” she asked. The two dogs understood the word and immediately went into overdrive. “They seem to have forgotten they’ve only just been out.”


  Jenny picked up their leads and followed her father and Josie to the gate with the two dogs scampering behind. Rob Adams turned back, taking another look at the cottage. Jenny paused, catching the look in her father’s eyes. She smiled and reached for his hand. “Come on, Dad. Let’s go!”


  Chapter Six


  Dennis Blakely stood gazing across the lawns of Crest Hill Rest Home and breathed in the fresh morning air. It was eight o’clock and soon the builders would arrive and the whole place would spring into life once more. For now, he enjoyed the peace. It had been less than two years since his father’s leisure company had bought the place and submitted the plans for the adventure park to the council. Quite naturally, they had their objectors—some folks in Tabwell thought they were going to play host to a noisy theme park with sky-high roller coasters and screaming kids. It took some painfully laborious PR exercises to educate the more robust protestors.


  They had managed to purchase farmland at the side of the grounds, allowing for expansion in the future. That hadn’t gone down well with the locals either, but the park needed a name and they’d struggled to reach an agreement; the petty fights that followed had done more to piss him off than any of the protesters. He loved his father but the old man could be a right pain in the arse sometimes. “The name is important!” he’d told his long-suffering investors. “It’s the difference between success and failure!”


  Maybe he had a point, Blakely thought. The name was important, and to be honest some of the suggestions had been quite frankly…well, ridiculous. “I quite like the sound of Blakely Gardens,” his father had mused at a particularly heated midweek meeting.


  Dennis jumped to his feet. “For God’s sake, let’s drop the family name! Okay, the company owns a few places. We’ve got a couple of big casinos, a few cinema complexes and kids’ play parks, but we’re hardly Walt fucking Disney!”


  Eventually, they had settled on Mosswood Adventure Park, taking the name of the woodland itself rather than the rest home or the owners. Blakely was happy too. It had been two years since they had fished the remains of Amelia Root from the stagnant lake nestled in the acres of overgrown woodland. The lake was unrecognisable now with its clear waters, fountains, waterfalls and fish. Picnic tables were dotted around the gently shelving shale beach. Then there was the logwood shop on the far side, where families could purchase ice creams, drinks and snacks. That would make good money when the weather was fine.


  Every adventure park on the planet had a shop, but as far as he knew, none of them had a grave. Amelia’s grave. Blakely was pretty pleased about the whole paranormal thing. He’d been fascinated by the plight of Jenny and Robert Adams, who believed that an ancestor lay beneath the lake’s waters, and had employed three divers to go hunting through the mud and slime. He knew only too well how successful ghost-hunting TV programmes had become, and Amelia’s lake, with its history, would hold a fascination for visitors who enjoyed a good story.


  The ringing of Blakely’s phone broke the early morning silence. He tapped the screen impatiently and slipped the phone back in his pocket. “Not now, Penny, not now,” he muttered. It was a shame his wife hadn’t found it within herself to be a little more supportive. Even his father, who rarely dished out praise, had applauded his commitment to the project. It hadn’t been easy, but Mosswood had been his dream—his passion and okay, maybe Penny was right, something bordering on an obsession.


  The investors had wanted over seventy cabins in the woodlands. Blakely had been incensed. “There is no way!” he told them. “We don’t want our guests living on top of each other. It’s not a caravan site!” He had taken several deep breaths just the way his father had told him when the red mist rose. “Look, we need to space them out, make each family feel as if they are the only ones living out in the woods, like adventurers. Explorers. No cars, just bikes and walking boots. I want to section off the back of the woodland and make it into a nature reserve. No cabins whatsoever—just paths, all made from natural materials. It’ll just be the families getting close up with the wildlife.”


  “That’ll scare the shit out of some kids!” someone protested. Blakely hadn’t even known who he was—they were all nameless faces, and none of them cared about the place the way he did.


  “Then they can stay in the hotel,” he replied. “I understand that not all families will want to stay in the woods—some will want luxury.” He had the room in the palm of his hand. “They can stay in one of the thirty rooms in the main house. They’re gutting Crest Hill—only the shell remains at the moment. The new rooms are going to be top class—I’m talking five star—and as you know, the conservatory has been built to house a licensed restaurant with a piano bar. There will be a whole new wing built on the left side. We can double the size of the house, now we’ve got that farmland.”


  A rather austere looking woman in heavy-rimmed spectacles interrupted. “In the same style?”


  “Of course!” Blakely retorted. “We have to keep the character of the current property. You won’t be able to tell where the old place ends and the new one begins.”


  He saw his father nodding and scribbling something down. “It’s about kids getting away from their games consoles. And you never know, they might even start talking to each other!”


  That was met with a ripple of laughter, and a couple of people even applauded, but he wasn’t finished.


  “The old village hall will form part of the main reception and car park. Those staying in the cabins will park up and their cases will be delivered by porters using electric buggies. There will be a driveway leading to the hotel and we’ll build another car park on the farmland we’ve purchased.”


  His father had called him later that day. “I’m proud of you, son,” he said. “I would have done everything differently—I would have stuck a hundred cabins in that wood—cabins with their own car parking space.” He paused. “But I would have been wrong. If I had a young family, I’d rather spend a weekend in one of your parks than one of mine. Well done, kiddo!”


  The park was Blakely’s baby. Maybe it was the child in him, the call of the wild, the sound of rain drumming on the canvas, the camp fires. It still stirred something within, and he wanted to get it right. The plots were marked out and waiting for concrete foundations. The cabins would be assembled on-site and he was looking for a company to fit them out. It had to be wood, of course—all wood. Classy but rustic. One of the tenders was from a shop fitting firm by the name of Huxley and Sons. The name didn’t mean anything but a call had come through a couple of weeks later.


  Gordon Huxley had apologised for contacting him on his personal number but explained that his son’s future wife was none other than Jennifer Adams. Blakely hadn’t been in touch with Jenny or her father for over twelve months—he’d been consumed with the park twenty-four hours a day—but Huxley had his attention.


  “I know what you did for the family,” he said. “Jenny is like a daughter to me. If it hadn’t been for you, she might not be here now.”


  Blakely smiled to himself. “So, is that worth another ten percent off your price, then?” he joked.


  Huxley laughed. “Nope, but it means you’ll get a top-class job and my boys won’t leave the site until you’re happy and I’ve shaken your hand.” He paused. “I’m not a bullshitter, Mr. Blakely. You give me that job and I promise I won’t let you down.”


  Chapter Seven


  It should have been a good day, Jenny thought as she sipped a glass of iced soda water and wandered into the garden. But all this—the cottage, the car, the fancy furniture—maybe it was too much. Her father made all the right noises and said all the right things, but she saw it in his eyes. He couldn’t provide for her, not the way Gordon provided for Jake. Maybe it was just stupid male pride, but Jenny understood.


  Her thoughts were interrupted as Cassie and Max ran to greet Jake as he pulled onto the drive. “Hey, you guys,” he laughed. “Calm down. Let the worker see the food. I’m friggin’ starving!”


  Jenny smiled to herself. She may not have any kids yet but this felt like family life, and Jake always managed to make her feel like everything was going to turn out just fine. He appeared at the back door, squinting against the sunlight. “Hi, babe! Good day?”


  “Yep,” she replied. “Dad and Josie came round. We walked over to that thatched pub.”


  “Nice. So, what did they say about our posh new furniture?”


  Jenny bristled at the question but she wasn’t sure why. “Not much.”


  Jake frowned. “What? They didn’t like it?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  Jake shook his head. “My dad paid a shitload of money for that, babe.”


  “I know, and I’m sure they loved it, but it’s just furniture, Jake. Not everyone goes crazy over a bit of Rattan!” Jenny winced inwardly. Jesus! Why do I have to say stuff like that? Why?


  Jake pulled up a chair next to her. He studied her with a look of bemusement. “Okay, what’s up? Tell me.”


  “Nothing’s up. I’m fine.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “I am. I’m good.”


  Jake exhaled, shaking his head. “Look, Jen…” He lowered his tone, something that usually indicated he was angry or frustrated. “If we’re going to make a go of this and stay together—really stay together—we need to get something straight, cos I’m really not into this shit!”


  Jenny’s stomach knotted. She hated conflict. “I’m not giving you shit!” she replied. Jake looked at her but she avoided eye contact.


  “But you are! Okay, I know it’s a woman thing. You tell us you’re okay when you’re not, you tell us you don’t want something when you do, and you tell us you aren’t something when you are. And when we take you at your word, there’s hell to pay! If this is going to work then just say what you mean and mean what you say! It’s simple. If you want a mind reader then go and marry Derren fucking Brown!”


  “He’s not a mind reader, he’s an illusionist,” Jenny muttered angrily.


  Jake groaned. “Jeez, babe, stop being so pedantic. You know what I mean!”


  Jenny wasn’t done. “Okay,” she began, leaning forward in her chair. “I know it’s a man thing. You’re with your mates down at the gym and you’re watching the women in leotards sweating their tits off while you discuss which ones you’d like to shag—you know—the way blokes do? Well, you promise me that while we are living together under the same roof you won’t talk about women like they’re silicone sex dolls and that you’ll keep your dick in your trousers, and I’ll promise to say what I mean! Do we have a deal?”


  Jake stared at her open-mouthed. She leaned forward and playfully pinched his nose.


  “I think the word you’re looking for is touché.” Jenny stood, all set to exit the scene in triumph. Wow! Where did that come from? Sometimes it was better to shoot from the hip. She was good at it. But in the silence that followed, she heard Jake whisper her name.


  “Jenny?”


  She turned, one hand on the cottage door. Jake stared at her, his eyes filled with a tenderness she’d never seen before. “All this,” he said, glancing around him, “all this—it’s not important. All that matters are you and me. If my father pulled out—took everything away—as long as I still have you, that’s all I want. It’s all I need.” A tear formed and trickled down his cheek. “I’m not the cocky git you think I am. I love you, babe. I love you so much it hurts, and I’m scared in case I lose you. I’m scared in case you ever stop loving me.”


  Jenny shook her head. She had never seen her man look so vulnerable. “If your father pulled out, if we lost everything,” she choked back tears, “I’d still marry you. I’d marry you tomorrow!”


  ***


  “I felt sorry for Jenny today,” Josie said suddenly, pointing the remote at the TV screen.


  Rob eased back in his chair, assuming the position he adopted when he wanted a nap. “Sorry? Why?”


  “It’s as if she felt guilty—you know, about the whole Gordon thing.”


  “It’s not her fault. If anything, it’s his. Gordon’s.”


  Josie flicked the channel again. Another house programme. Maybe it wasn’t the time to watch couples drooling over pricey country properties. “You need to get past this thing, Rob. Let it go. I saw how Jenny looked at you today.”


  “I get it,” Rob said. “But honestly, the guy won’t even let me pay for the disco at this fucking wedding. He’s got about two hundred guests and God knows how much the meal is costing!”


  “He’s doing it because he can, not to rub your nose in it. Maybe you two need a chat—get things sorted like adults rather than strutting around like two schoolboys comparing willies!”


  Rob laughed. “He’d probably win that, too. No doubt he’s had it surgically enlarged!”


  Josie smiled, shaking her head. “I think you’re being hard on the guy, to be honest.”


  “Maybe I am, but he just winds me up. Everything has to be the biggest and the best. Seriously, Jo, if one of his cronies had Michael Buble singing at his kid’s wedding, he’d go and dig up Elvis!”


  Josie grimaced. “Ewww. Imagine!”


  The phone rang and Rob picked it up. “Shit! I don’t believe it!” he said, glancing at the name flashing across the screen.


  Josie turned. “What? Who is it?”


  “Only the man himself. Flash Gordon.”


  He tapped the phone. “Hi, Robert Adams speaking.”


  “Hi, Rob. How are you, pal?”


  Cut to the chase, arsehole. “I’m good, thanks. You?”


  “I’m okay too.” A pause followed. “Listen, there’s something I should have told you—”


  Rob tensed. “No problem, Gordon. What is it?”


  “I’ve been in touch with Dennis Blakely—about fitting out the log cabins at Mosswood. It’s just that I happened to mention that you and Jenny are family—or will be soon. I thought that might swing it for me, but I should have asked you first. It was a bit cheeky. Sorry, pal!”


  I’m not your pal! “No problem. Good luck,” he said, ending the conversation and slipping the phone back into his pocket.


  “What did he want?” Josie asked.


  “He’s used us to swing a contract,” Rob replied curtly.


  “What?”


  “He’s after fitting out the cabins at Mosswood. He called Blakely and told him we’re family. Hoped that might give him some leverage.”


  “That’s good, isn’t it? You’ve kind of done something for him? If he gets the work, it will be because of you.”


  Rob nodded. Jo was right but he wanted to get mad. He wanted to feel used. He really wanted to hate Huxley, but the bastard just wouldn’t give him a good enough reason.


  Chapter Eight


  Sebastian sat watching a couple as they wandered through the rows of headstones, studying each epitaph with an appropriate reverence. This was a place he could come to reflect while sitting on a bench dedicated to the memory of his wife. It needed a bit of TLC—a lick of paint, or was it varnish? He couldn’t remember, these days. It had been over two years since he met Robert Adams there. They had sat in that very spot. Robert must have thought he was an old crank at the time, although it had all worked out in the end.


  But it was moments like this that the old man believed his sixth sense was more of a curse than a blessing. The sun had shone in a cloudless sky for the past three days, yet he was unable to shake the feeling of despair. It was something he couldn’t explain to someone who didn’t possess the so called gift. It wasn’t depression in the sense that people understood it, nor was it oppression. He couldn’t just wander into the medical centre and ask for a couple of happy pills. It was different. Like living under a black cloud, hovering, threatening. A storm was brewing, yet it wasn’t his storm. It was close but he just didn’t know exactly how close. How would anyone explain that to a doctor?


  He rose and, taking his time, walked back through the sea of graves, stopping briefly to say goodbye to his wife and reading the inscription for the thousandth time. He had a decision to make. Was it left or right? If he turned right, it would lead him to the gates. The Farmers Arms, where he had parked his ten year old Ford, was just a five-minute walk. If he turned left, it would take him past the grave of Elizabeth and Hanna Adams. That was the way he normally went, but today he was stalling.


  Sebastian Tint had never been a man to walk away from anything. He turned slowly, took a deep breath, and headed left. His legs were like lead, and his heart began beating a little faster. “Silly old man!” he muttered, wondering if whistling a few bars of Mozart might help.


  “Shoes could do with a bit of a clean,” he continued, realising he’d not looked up for a good hundred metres. “Must do that when I get home.” He decided it was time to take a cursory peek. Sebastian peered into the distance, spotting the Adams’ grave, baffled by the tension rising within as he approached. Then he saw it. At first the old man thought it was just his eyes, a trick of the light.


  His pace slowed but his eyes began to focus. It was writing. Some kind of graffiti. He stumbled forward, his legs growing heavier with each step. Fear gripped his heart as he fought for each breath—and then he was there, staring at the single word, scrawled across the gravestone in red: WHORE!


  Sebastian took another step forward, reaching out and drawing his finger through the word. It was still wet, but it wasn’t paint. There was something in the texture and smell that chilled him. The word had been written in blood.


  ***


  Jenny glanced down at her scrambled egg on wholemeal toast and grinned. “We are so middle-aged!” she said, giggling. “So uncool!”


  Jake took a sip of fresh orange. “We’re just looking after our temples, babe,” he replied, trying to look serious. “But I get where you’re coming from. Most of my mates don’t roll out of bed till early afternoon on a Sunday, if they actually get to bed at all!”


  The Hayloft farm shop had a café built onto the end of a barn. The couple had happened upon the place by accident a few days after they’d moved in to the cottage and discovered the place did a pretty mean breakfast at a good price. They set out on the two-mile walk every weekend, stopping for something to eat before stocking up with fruit and vegetables from the shop. They would be home before most people were considering putting on the bacon.


  Jake glanced around the pristine wooden interior, taking in its large windows overlooking the duck pond. Several pheasants strutted around, fighting with the ducks for crumbs at the café entrance. The next youngest couple in the place, he guessed, was the bald guy in the corner with his pink-haired wife, but even they were probably pushing forty.


  “I like this life, though,” he whispered. “It feels right. It feels right just being with you.”


  It was the second time in two days that Jake had made Jenny want to cry. She looked away, staring at her plate for a few seconds. “That thing you said,” she said quietly, anxious that no one in the café overheard. “Do you really love me so much it hurts?”


  Jake nodded.


  “And you really worry—I mean, really worry—that I’ll…you know…stop loving you?”


  Again, he nodded, and Jenny saw his eyes filling.


  “But why? Why would you think that? I mean, you seem so confident. So, kind of, you know—”


  “Full of myself?” Jake cut in with a gentle smile.


  “Well, I wouldn’t have put it quite like that, but yes!”


  “Because I strut around topless, showing off my six-pack? Like I told you, I’m really not the cocky git people think I am,” he took another sip of fresh orange. “When I was a kid—around twelve—I saw this bloke on the telly. One of those teatime soaps. Well, he kept walking around topless. He’d strip at the drop of a hat, and I looked at myself in the mirror. I was a bit on the tubby side then. Not fat, but I didn’t look anything like that guy. So I told my mum I wanted to look like the lad in that soap. She laughed, but Dad overheard and took me aside. He told me that it was good to have an aim in life and I could achieve big things with small changes.”


  Jenny grinned. “So I have your dad to thank for my hunk of a boyfriend as well? Shit! I’m never going to be able to repay that guy!”


  Jake laughed. “Dad never pushed it. I mean, when he suggested that I had fewer fries and more vegetables, he must have seen the look of horror on my face. He just held up his hands and told me it was my choice.”


  Jenny swallowed the last bite of toast. “So what did you do?”


  “I started taking apples to school. I cut out the crisps and chocolate bars.”


  “And it helped?”


  Jake nodded. “Yeah, I felt tons better. So then I started eating more veg. Kinda hard, at first, but I was a kid on a mission. I started doing cross country running at school and got really good at it. By the time I was thirteen I was on the team. The weight just dropped and then I found out about sit-ups and press-ups. Every night after school I’d go up to my bedroom, stick on some music and do my own little work out. By the time I was fourteen I’d started to look a little bit more like the bloke in the soap, so I guess I just started doing what he did. I was just proud of what I’d achieved.”


  “That’s cool,” Jenny said measuredly, “but it’s as if you think that’s all you’ve got—a good body. That’s not why I love you, Jake.” She reached out and took his hand. “It’s supposed to be us women that worry about looking good. We know it’s wrong but it’s kind of ingrained. It’s not a man thing.”


  Jake laughed. “That’s a bit sexist, isn’t it?”


  Jenny grinned. “You know what I mean.”


  “I think when Mum and Dad split up it scared me. They seemed solid. I just didn’t see it coming.”


  Jenny knew the Huxleys had split but hadn’t snooped for the details. Maybe now was as good a time as any. “What actually happened?”


  Jake stared past her, as if he were watching it all on a big screen in the middle distance. “I guess Dad was a bit like me. He never felt good enough, so he put all his energies into making money. Maybe he thought he could keep Mum happy that way. Mum loved him, I think, but Dad was insecure.”


  “And that’s what caused the split?” Jenny asked with a shrug.


  “I guess it was, in a way. Mum and Dad didn’t really drink that much, so when they cut loose it generally ended in them both being carried home. But it was at a family wedding—I must have been about fourteen. Mum was pretty giddy and was dancing with a friend from work. That was okay, but then the DJ put on a smoochy song and invited all the lovers onto the floor.”


  Jenny saw Jake’s expression change. There was pain in his eyes.


  “Mum stayed up there with her friend from work, and they started dancing like a real couple. I could see Dad looking. Then mum kissed this bloke, and not just a peck, a real long kiss. You should have seen the look on Dad’s face! He told me she was just fooling around, and I believed it. But the atmosphere wasn’t good. Dad looked shell-shocked.”


  Jenny was hooked. This was all new. “Did they sort it?”


  “Not really. It got worse. Dad wasn’t going to let it go, and Mum confessed that she enjoyed the kiss. She’d said they’d kind of flirted at the office but that was all. She promised that she’d never fancied the guy, but the damage was done. Dad tried—he really did. But he felt threatened. He couldn’t cope with worrying about blokes looking at Mum. It was too hard for him.”


  Jenny recalled the day her father told her about Josie and Lou. Everyone thought they were solid too—no one suspected that Lou was gay and the marriage was one of convenience rather than love. “So what happened?” she asked.


  “The truth? I think he just gave up. Dad was convinced he was going to lose her anyway, that the odds were really stacked against him. He threw himself into the business—spent more and more time at work—and that’s how the arguments started in earnest. Mum went to live with her sister, and for a time, things got better between them, and it looked like they might get back together. Then Mum met this young fella.


  “Really? A toy boy?”


  Jake nodded “He was only seventeen!”


  Jenny gasped. “No! Oh my god!”


  “It only lasted a couple of months, but that kind of put the cap on things. Mum’s with someone else, now. It’s weird, really, because Mum and Dad get on pretty well. They’re really good friends. It’s a shame. Dad says he could have coped with Mum’s flirting now. He’s older and wiser.”


  Jenny gave Jake’s hand a squeeze. “Look, maybe you should learn from your parents—from your dad. Don’t make the same mistakes. Nothing outside our relationship is going to kill what we’ve got.”


  Jake frowned. “So what is?”


  “You!” Jenny shot back. “You and your insecurities! Your dad gave up on your mum.”


  Jake averted his gaze, guessing what was coming next. Tears welled in Jenny’s eyes. “No matter what’s going on in that head of yours, how screwed up you feel or how down on yourself you get, just promise me you’ll never give up! Never give up on what we’ve got, Jake. Never give up on us!”


  Chapter Nine


  Sebastian sat in the corner of the Farmers Arms trying to clear his head. He wasn’t ready to drive just yet. In fact, he wondered if he’d ever get home.


  “Are you okay, Mr. Tint?”


  The old man looked up. Lauren, a stick-thin woman with blonde hair and brown eyes, looked concerned. Her eyes were almost bigger than her face, giving her the appearance of a life-sized doll.


  “Just a juice, thank you.”


  “Orange? Strawberry? Mango with—”


  Sebastian held up his hand to stop her. “Surprise me,” he said wearily. “I like anything that pretends to have fresh fruit in it.”


  Lauren giggled and disappeared, returning a minute later with an orange drink in a tall glass with ice and a straw. Sebastian thanked the woman and, after removing the straw, he took a sip and leaned back, closing his eyes. Maybe he should call Robert. Maybe. But then it might be better to return tomorrow and clean up the grave when he felt stronger. But what then? Perhaps, on this occasion, it would be better to say nothing. Jenny had not had a dream for two years. But now he wondered if the restless spirit of Amelia Root had returned. Had Jenny done this?


  He knew Mosswood Adventure Park would not open until the following spring or even later. Builders would be tramping all over the site in their hobnail boots, yellow hats and Day-Glo jackets. Had they moved Amelia’s grave? Sebastian sighed to himself. Did the spirits of the dead really kick up a fuss when someone disturbed their resting place? It was hardly an injustice. But only Amelia had ever referred to Elizabeth as a whore, and even an old guy in his dotage knew it wasn’t a word kids used much these days.


  Lauren was just a kid too, and she was looking directly at him. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked, holding aloft two plates of fries and a burger. Sebastian nodded, knowing that he must look as though he might pass out. The poor woman was probably worried in case she had a dead body on her hands before the shift finished. She smiled sweetly. “Let me know if you need anything.”


  A coffin, maybe? he thought. That might be a blessing right now.


  ***


  Sebastian’s legs still felt heavy but he knew he’d never have slept while that word remained scrawled across Elizabeth and Hanna’s grave. Besides, a little fresh air wouldn’t do him any harm. He had a couple of rags in the boot of the old car, just in case. There were several taps around the cemetery, and it would only take a minute.


  He breathed deeply, looking at his watch. It was later than he thought. The sun had dipped below the trees and the sky had clouded. Take your time, he told himself. There’s no rush. He would wash the blood off the grave, ditch the rags in the nearest bin and rinse his hands. Simple. Nothing to worry about. No reason for the old ticker to crank itself up a few more beats per minute. But it had. In fact, his heart was racing.


  The water felt like ice on his hands as he leaned over, holding on to the corner of the stone with one hand as he gently washed away the blood with the other. It took less than a minute. He took several deeper breaths, concentrating hard. Those heartbeats were a little erratic. One, two, three, four. Sebastian counted. A few more deep breaths. It’s okay, all done. He just had to get home now. Home to his dog, and maybe he’d have a brandy or two. There was probably a wildlife documentary on one of the Freeview channels. That would be good. Relax.


  He threw the rags into the bin and rinsed the blood from his hands before making his way back to the entrance. Maybe he’d been at the grave longer than he’d imagined because the light was fading fast. His steps were slow and laboured, but the gate was in sight, standing like a portal to paradise. Maybe he’d sleep tonight. The grave was clean, and there was nothing to worry about. But then he heard footsteps behind him. Sebastian quickened his pace, afraid to look back. Someone had been watching—waiting. And now they were closing in.


  Chapter Ten


  “And the other thing,” Josie called from the kitchen, “is that you’ll be getting free passes to Mosswood for the rest of your life. So if Jenny has a couple of kids—”


  “Big deal,” Rob growled, trying his damnedest to find something worth watching on early morning TV. “I get to live in Flash Gordon’s super-duper cabin and go bike riding through a forest, probably in the pissing rain!”


  Jo laughed. “Stop being such a grump. It’s a holiday.”


  “I’d rather be in the sun, to be honest! The kids—if there are any—can play on the beach.”


  “We can do the Mediterranean thing too,” she countered.


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  Josie poked her head around the doorframe. “What’s up? Is this still about Jenny?”


  Rob flicked off the TV. “No. I just don’t like Mondays.”


  Josie appeared at the door in her dressing gown. “Me neither. Listen, I’m gonna shoot off soon. We’ve got a new chef at The Keys, and Lou and I want to go over the menu with him. He’s got a few ideas, apparently.”


  Rob didn’t look up. “No probs. That’s fine.”


  Josie sighed, looking as though she felt like giving him a good slap. “Okay, Mr. Moody. If you fancy popping over for some lunch, that would be good. Just turn that frown upside down, if that’s possible!”


  Rob shrugged. “I’ll try. Catch you later.”


  ***


  The Keys did well on Mondays. The cheap meals for pensioners—with a glass of free house wine—seemed to pull them in.


  Rob sat in the corner with a newspaper for company. He fancied the curried chicken with hand-cut fries but wondered if maybe he should be watching his waistline. Damn it! He looked gloomily at his pint of lime and soda. He wasn’t drinking, after all; he deserved a treat. A brisk afternoon walk would burn off the calories.


  That’s when his phone rang and the screen flashed up an unknown caller. Probably a sales pitch for an upgrade. He took it just the same. “Hello. Robert Adams.”


  The woman on the line was quietly spoken. “Mr. Adams? This is the Northern General Hospital, here. We’re calling you regarding a Mr. Tint—Sebastian Tint—”


  Rob froze. “What? Is he okay?”


  “He’s stable, Mr. Adams. He was asking for you. He doesn’t appear to have a next of kin, and I was wondering—”


  “Yes! Yes, I can come down. But what happened?”


  The woman paused. “It might be better if we spoke with you when you arrived. He’s on Ward 32, on the second floor. Just let the nurses know when you get here.”


  “I will, and thank you.”


  “No problem, Mr. Adams.”


  Josie came to stand next to the table as Rob slipped the phone back in his pocket. “It’s Sebastian,” he said. “He’s in hospital.”


  “Sebastian?” Josie gasped. “How? Why? What’s happened?”


  Rob wished he knew. “Dunno. Apparently he’s stable, but I don’t like the sound of this. I don’t like the sound of this at all.”


  Every light was on red, or at least that was what it felt like. Rob wished the hospital would have at least told him something. What did stable mean? How stable? Had the old guy had a heart attack? A stroke? The odds were stacked on it being his heart. Rob had always known that one day he might find Sebastian’s lifeless frame propped up in the chair, and when that happened he would have to deal with it. The old guy was like a wise old prophet who spoke like a poet reciting verse. He’d miss him like hell.


  But he knew that the doctors and nurses had looked after his daughter well, and they would do their best for Seb, too. It had been over two years since Jenny had lain in a coma, surrounded by professionals who knew nothing about the reasons behind her condition.


  Rob swung the car into the first available space and fished in his pocket for loose change. He resented paying to park at these places. It was immoral. Didn’t people have enough on their plates without trying to find money to feed these little metal bandits?


  He stopped at reception. “Ward 32?” he asked as the portly man with a bad comb-over looked up.


  “Straight down the corridor. Take the lift to the second floor then turn right. You’ll see the signs.”


  Rob nodded and set off. He decided it would be quicker to take the stairs three at a time and crashed through the door on the second floor at a run, turning right. Ward 32 was at the very end of a long corridor. His breathing was laboured and he slowed, trying to regain some form of composure before introducing himself at the nurses’ station.


  The doors were closed. He pressed the bell, checking the sign. Yep, this was the right ward. After a minute or so a nurse approached, opening the door. “Hi,” he said, still breathing hard. “I got a call from you—about Mr. Tint—I’m Robert Adams.”


  The nurse, a rosy-cheeked woman in her thirties, smiled warmly. “Oh, yes. Come through, please.”


  Rob dispensed some sanitiser and rubbed the liquid into his hands, following the nurse through to a small reception area.


  “Mr. Adams?” A young woman with a broad Irish accent greeted him at the desk. She turned towards an older, rather austere looking, woman at her side. “Will you take Mr. Adams through, please, Doreen?”


  Doreen smiled weakly. It looked as if she’d already had enough and was dreaming of a night in front of the TV with her feet up. He followed her into a small room a couple of yards down the corridor where she invited Rob to take a seat and closed the door behind her. This isn’t good.


  “You’re a friend of Mr. Tint?” she asked.


  He nodded as his stomach ran through a short gymnastic routine. “What’s happened? Is he okay?”


  “He’s stable, but he’s very weak. They found him in Thornfield Cemetery last night. It looks very much like he’s been assaulted.”


  Rob froze. “Attacked?”


  Doreen smiled solemnly. “A young girl walking her dog found him. Lucky she did. If he’d been left any longer…” She didn’t need to finish the sentence. “The thing is, the police are involved. They’ve spoken briefly to Mr. Tint, but obviously he’s very tired and in shock.”


  Rob knew what was coming next. He’d watched enough TV dramas.


  “They would like to speak to you, to get some background. Is that okay?”


  Rob nodded. “When can I see Mr. Tint?”


  Doreen patted his hand. “He’s sleeping at the moment. How about I get you a cup of tea? I’ll let the officers know you’re here.”


  ***


  The tea arrived at the same time as the police. A tall thin man with a rather gaunt, haunted look towered above his older colleague. “Mr. Adams? I’m Sergeant Morris, and this is Officer Gerson.” The older man nodded. “We would just like to ask a few questions, if that’s okay?”


  Rob shrugged. “Sure. Anything I can do to help.”


  “We’ve spoken to Mr. Tint, he’s drifting in and out of sleep and seems—well—a little confused. Apparently he was visiting his wife’s grave. We think the attack must have taken place between seven and eight yesterday evening. Whoever it was assaulted him from behind, so he never got a look at their face, but his assailant gave him quite a kicking.”


  “Bastard!” Rob hissed, his hand clenched into a fist. “He’s just an old guy! Who’d do a thing like this?”


  “There’s a lot of them about, Mr. Adams,” Officer Gerson replied. “But we’re trying to work out why he was there so late. It seems an odd time to visit his wife’s grave.”


  Morris scribbled something in his book and looked up. “We know he was in The Farmers Arms for a couple of hours and left at about 6:45 p.m. Mr. Tint told us he had already visited his wife’s grave and only drank an orange juice. Then he discovered he’d left his keys on a bench in the graveyard and had gone back to get them. That’s why he was there so late.”


  Rob nodded. He could tell there was more to come.


  “The thing is,” Morris continued, “one of the bar staff saw Mr. Tint getting something out of the boot of his car, so he obviously had the keys in his possession.”


  “So why did he go back?” Rob muttered, thinking aloud.


  “That’s what we wondered. And why did he lie about the keys?”


  Rob shook his head. “I don’t understand. He’s such a creature of habit. I mean, he starts every day with two cups of coffee and a round of toast, walks the dog, reads a newspaper, potters around the house and finishes the day with a brandy. I’ve never known him to visit his wife’s grave that late.”


  Morris shrugged. “Seems odd to me, too. The other thing is Mr. Tint wasn’t robbed. He still had his watch and his wallet with over fifty pounds in it. This wasn’t just some kid after drug money.”


  Up until that moment, it had never occurred to Rob that this could have been anything else. “Who would target an old man and beat him up for fun?” he asked, shaking his head.


  “I’ve still got to ask the question, Mr. Adams. Do you have any idea—any idea at all—who could have done this? I mean, Mr. Tint…does he have any…well, enemies? Anyone he might have crossed at some time?”


  Rob shook his head. “He’s just a sweet old man. He’s like a father to me. I can’t imagine him upsetting anyone. He’s a bit of a loner, to be honest. He keeps himself to himself.”


  The younger officer smiled. “We guessed that.”


  Rob sipped his tea, answering the usual questions. How long had he known Mr. Tint? Where was he on the night of the attack? Where had his daughter been? Was her partner with her? It was standard practice, he knew, but it still grated. As if he could have had anything to do with this.


  Morris smiled and thanked him. “We’ll be in touch if we have any more information.” The officers nodded to him and left, leaving Rob alone in the room staring at a blank wall with an empty plastic cup in his hand.


  ***


  Jenny flung open the door of St. Catherine’s College and raced through reception. She was late. It had been one of those nights—pizza and Game of Thrones. Shit! How many episodes had they watched? She slapped hands with Sophie Traynor as they crossed paths. “Yo, bitch. Whatcha been up to?”


  “Game of Thrones—till three,” she called back as she hurried past.


  Four minutes—she only had four minutes. Her phone vibrated, and Jenny paused briefly. It was Dad. Why? She tapped the screen, continuing at a brisk walk.


  “Hi. Where are you?” Her father sounded troubled.


  “What’s up, Dad?”


  There was silence.


  “Dad?”


  “It’s Sebastian,” her father replied, his voice cracking. “Some lowlife beat the shit out of him last night.”


  Jenny went cold. “What? Where? Is he okay?”


  “He’s stable. He got jumped at the cemetery. For some reason, he was there after seven last night. Don’t know why. He told the cops he was going back because he’d left his keys on the bench, but we know that’s not true. Someone saw him getting something out of the boot of his car, so he obviously had the keys with him.”


  “Shit!” Jenny whispered. “What the hell was he up to?”


  “I can’t think,” Rob replied. “But he was asking for me, so I’m hanging around here till he wakes up. Gonna see if I can find out what’s gone on.”


  Her dad sounded as if he were on the verge of tears, and Jenny felt bad cutting him short. “Okay. Call me at lunch time, between twelve and one. Let me know how he is.”


  She slipped the phone back in her pocket. Two minutes! Jenny broke into a run, reached the stairs and raced up them, taking two steps at a time.


  ***


  Sebastian opened his eyes and smiled. At least his face is intact.


  “Thanks for coming,” he mumbled. “I’m sorry about all this.”


  Rob pulled up a chair and sat down. “If it’s not a stupid question, how are you feeling?”


  “Sore. But I’ll be okay. Just want to get myself home.”


  “You need to get yourself right, first,” Rob chided. “And we need to find out who did this.”


  Sebastian looked away. “I just heard footsteps. He took me from behind—didn’t get to see his face.”


  “What about the voice? Did he say anything?”


  Sebastian shook his head.


  “So why did you tell the police you went back to the cemetery to get your keys?”


  “I don’t know, maybe I was confused.”


  Rob caught his eye. “Or maybe you don’t want anyone to know.”


  Sebastian shrugged. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”


  “If you were just going back to visit the grave again before you went home—if that was the only reason—then surely you’d have said that. That’s what I don’t understand. Why did you make up a story about keys? It’s not like you. You’re the most honest person I know.”


  The words cut the old man. “I am honest!” he blurted out. “I can’t tell you why I went back. I can’t. You have to trust me on that. I just can’t.”


  Rob stared at him. He’d never seen Sebastian so uncomfortable, so flustered. “Look, I know you’re not up to anything shady, but maybe… Well, maybe you’ve gotten yourself involved with someone you’ve been trying to help. Remember how you first met me? You told me you felt drawn to Elizabeth’s grave?”


  Sebastian said nothing.


  “But what if I’d been a bad ass? What if I’d murdered my wife or something like that. Maybe I’d have been scared that you’d go poking your nose in and dig up the truth, like some kind of paranormal detective.”


  It sounded feasible to Rob. Sebastian was no fool, but he trusted people, and that could get someone into all kinds of trouble. “If that’s the case, you need to tell me.”


  The old man shook his head. “That’s a good story, Rob. You have a good brain. Maybe you should write a novel or something. But I haven’t met anyone, and I’m not involved in anything. I simply don’t know who did this to me.”


  Rob shook his head. Maybe Sebastian didn’t know who had attacked him, but he was damned sure that the old guy knew why it had happened.


  Chapter Eleven


  Blakely hated Mondays too. Maybe it was something to do with his childhood. The school gates still haunted his memories, standing like the entrance to hell itself. His heart raced at the sight of sandstone pillars, the kids congregating around, laughing and jostling, chatting about the weekend’s TV programmes. The Sheldon twins were always waiting for him. It was just lunch money they wanted, but if he didn’t hand it over, there was trouble. A couple of digs in the groin. One time they had urinated on him and he had to tell his teacher he’d wet himself. But Little Dennis Blakely told no one about them—not even his father.


  That was a long time ago. He had left school with low grades—the Sheldon kids had seen to that—but his father had plans for his only son, and the grades didn’t matter too much.


  “You need to take a look at this, Dennis.”


  Blakely jumped at Larry Thomas’s voice and turned to see the man approaching, his face red with rage. “Told you we should have CCTV, didn’t I?” His site foreman never minced words and feared no one. “Saw it this morning. Some fucking kids, probably.”


  “What the hell is it, Larry?”


  Thomas beckoned for him to follow. “I’ll show you.”


  Blakeley followed the stocky foreman across the grounds in the direction of the woods, thinking that if Thomas were an animal then he’d definitely be a bulldog. Short legs, heavy jowls, and eyes that wore a permanent look of surprise.


  “Kids can still get in from the footpath,” he muttered loudly. “We need to make that boundary fence secure. I’ve been saying that for months.”


  Thomas could sure put in a stride, Blakely thought, breathing hard and wondering how he managed to move so fast with those stubby legs. “We had stuff stolen?” he queried. “There’s only timber there at the moment. We don’t keep anything else in the woods.”


  Thomas didn’t answer but stopped suddenly in front of Amelia’s grave. “It’s nothing to do with the woods,” he muttered. “Look. Some little joker… Do you know what this could be about, because I’m damned if I do.”


  Blakely stared. Across the granite stone, scrawled in red, were the words: C’EST PAS FINI.


  Thomas looked quizzically at his boss. “Any idea what the fuck that means?”


  Blakely nodded slowly. “It’s French, I think.”


  “What does it mean?”


  “Fini means end, if I remember rightly.”


  “End? End of what?”


  Blakely pulled out his phone and keyed in the phrase. It took seconds. “According to this site, it means ‘it is not over’.”


  Larry shook his head. “Well, it was certainly over for something. That’s blood!”


  ****


  Jenny took the call from the student’s lounge. “How’s Seb?” she asked before her father had time to say hello.


  “As good as can be expected,” he replied. “I’m pretty sure the old bugger’s got himself involved in something, though I’m not sure what, and he’s not telling.”


  “That’s not like him,” Jenny said, doodling absentmindedly on a fresh sketch pad. “He’s normally so…well, straight!”


  “I’m scared, Jen. I’m scared he’s poked his nose in somewhere it’s not wanted. You know how he gets these feelings. Like a sixth sense?”


  “Maybe,” Jenny said, nodding to herself. “You’ll just have to keep a close watch on him. How about we invite him over to the cottage for some lunch?”


  “That would be great. He’d love that!”


  “No problem. As soon as he’s back on his feet.”


  She tapped the screen and returned the phone to her pocket, glancing down at her pencil sketch. Her blood ran cold. She often doodled; usually it was just patterns, a series of intricate but random shapes, the workings of an occupied mind. But this was a face—the face she had seen in the bathroom mirror nearly two months ago. She had put that down to a hallucination, probably caused by the pills and tiredness. But now, Amelia was staring back at her, roughly drawn but unmistakable: the matted hair, the solemn smile, and tears. Red tears she could not possibly have drawn. Tears of blood.


  ***


  Rob thought about it. The malt whisky—nearly a full bottle—stood proudly in front of the drinks’ cabinet like a trophy to his abstinence. It had been the first thing he turned to when the going got tough. Then, when it was all over, when they had buried Amelia and Jenny’s dreams had stopped, well, that was as good a reason as any to celebrate, surely?


  But after they had returned from Dennis Blakely’s villa in Spain, Rob had continued to drink. He still missed Elizabeth and Hanna, and he still struggled with the knowledge that Jenny was the result of his wife’s affair with Benjamin Pascoe. When Josie had pulled him up over the crate of empty bottles in the garage, he’d dug in his heels and drank even more.


  Then he’d woken up one morning on the kitchen floor, lying in his own vomit. Jenny was crying, screaming something into her phone, convinced he was dead. Luckily, it had been Josie she had turned to before calling an ambulance. That was it. He promised his daughter no more alcohol. Not until he got the habit under some kind of control.


  Josie had moved in the following week, and for a time, they had lived happily as a family unit. If his daughter had any misgivings about her mother’s replacement, she had kept pretty quiet about it. Besides, Jo kept him occupied—away from the bottle—and that was good enough reason alone. But Jenny knew in her heart that they functioned well as a family. Josie was safe, and given the hordes of gold diggers looking for widowers with their own homes, this woman was a godsend.


  Rob poured himself a fresh orange and topped it up with soda water. He had learned to look at the bottle of malt Sebastian had bought him and pause, going back in his mind to that moment when Jenny had found him. Did he really want to risk it? Suddenly, the amber nectar took on a different hue. A liver-rotting, life-destroying poison. A drug. A drug he no longer needed. The soda and orange tasted all the sweeter.


  Okay, he’d gained a couple of pounds, and maybe he’d replaced the whisky with an extra slice of blackcurrant cheesecake now and again, but he was hardly obese or anywhere near it. And if he started walking a bit more…


  His thoughts were interrupted by the phone, but the answer service kicked in before he picked up. “Rob, it’s Jo. How’s Seb? Could you call me when you get this? Your mobile’s off!”


  “Shit!” He’d forgotten to call her. How? He looked at his mobile. Sure enough, it was lifeless. Rob plugged it in and called Josie on the landline. She picked up immediately.


  “Hi, hun. How’s the patient?”


  Rob went through the details. The attack, the police questions, and the old guy’s reluctance to come clean about the reason he was at the cemetery so late.


  Jo sounded stunned. “Oh my god!” she hissed, her voice barely audible. “I can’t believe it! I just can’t!”


  Rob thought she was on the verge of tears. These things just didn’t happen so close to home. It was always somewhere else, on the other side of a forty-two-inch plasma screen.


  “Sebastian’s a tough old nut,” he assured her. “It would take more than this to knock him out!”


  “I hope so. But it’s the mental scars. The ones you can’t see.”


  Rob was on the verge of choking up and cut the conversation short, taking a shower and grabbing himself a microwave meal from the freezer. The phone rang again. It was one of Sebastian’s neighbours.


  “I’m so worried about him.” The woman sobbed. “I’ve been given your number. How is he?”


  Rob wasn’t up to repeating the whole story. “He’s stable and should be home in a few days,” he said.


  “Oh, that’s a relief. Anyway, I have Mr. Tint’s keys and he’d asked me to look after the dog. Just thought I’d let you know.”


  Rob thanked her, replacing the receiver. Then he caught up with Jenny, who wanted to come to the hospital with him for the evening visit but sounded pretty downbeat. She hadn’t seen much of Sebastian since moving in with Jake. Maybe it would be good for her to spend some time with him, away from the dream home and celebrity wedding.


   


  Chapter Twelve


  Dennis Blakely sat by Amelia’s lake, looking out across the water. The fountains, the filters and the waterfalls were all up and running under the watchful eyes of the aquatic experts he’d employed to oversee the project. Apparently, it kept the fish stock and plant life healthy, and that suited Blakely just fine. It was where he came to think, and right now he needed to get his head around that graffiti. What did it mean? C’est pas fini. It is not over? Maybe it was the Tabwell Mafia or someone who objected to the park. God knew there had been a few of them.


  He couldn’t imagine a couple of kids bothering to target the grave, and if they did, would they use real blood? Well, he might have been wrong, but he didn’t think youngsters went to that much effort. A spray can would usually give them the kicks they looked for. No, this was an adult—someone with something to say. A real grudge thing. He stood, tossing a half-eaten apple into one of the wooden waste disposal units dotted around the lake, and made his way over to the grave at the edge of the woodland.


  He waited for a moment and read the inscription. They had done the girl proud; the lake was a fitting tribute, and thousands of people would stop by there, standing where he stood now. They would read about Amelia Root, and some of them might even become curious enough to visit the attic. The room was almost sacred, but it could be viewed easily from the doorway where there would be a rope to prevent the public from entering. But was he exploiting the girl? Some would see it that way, and there were enough people waiting to be offended by anything at all, these days.


  But there was something else, and it bothered Blakely far more than the possibility that some local odd bod was on his case. He hadn’t spoken to Robert Adams for a few months now, and he wasn’t quite sure how he’d react to an unsolicited call. There was no tactful way of approaching the subject. How is Jenny? Has she had any more dreams? Has she gone missing at all? Maybe it was best to wait and see. No point upsetting people if this was just a one off. Blakely glanced at his watch. His twenty-minute lunch break was over. He dug his hands deep into his jacket pockets and set off towards the house.


  ***


  The old man had slept for at least half an hour but had greeted Jenny as if she were a long lost granddaughter. But he looked frail, and at times, Rob wondered if he was going to ever see his home again. They had climbed back into the car feeling guilty. Leaving Sebastian lying in that hospital bed had been difficult.


  “Is this about Seb, or have you and Jake had some kind of domestic?” Rob asked the question while peering through the rain as it danced on the windscreen. Jenny didn’t look up from her phone. She was playing some new game, and things were exploding all over the screen. “Nope. Everything’s okay.”


  “Are you sure? You’re really quiet.”


  “I’m just in a quiet mood.”


  “Because if it’s about the old guy, he’ll be fine. He was really pleased to see you tonight.”


  “I’m okay, Dad, honestly,” she grunted, tapping her mobile and killing something else in the cyber world.


  “Fancy grabbing a burger or something then?”


  Jenny didn’t look up from her phone. “Nah, I’d better get back to Jake.”


  Rob shot her a look. “Hey, you don’t have to get back to anyone. If you want a burger with your old dad then you can.”


  “Well, I don’t!” Jenny snapped. “And if I did, Jake would be cool, so knock it off with the insinuations, okay?”


  “I wasn’t insinuating anything! I’m just saying—”


  “Yeah, you were just suggesting that Jake’s a control freak. Well, he isn’t. I just want to get home. Simple as that!”


  Rob’s heart sank. Jenny had cut him dead. She didn’t want to talk. He pulled up outside the cottage and killed the engine. Jenny slipped the phone into her pocket and unclipped the seat belt.


  “You wouldn’t treat Gordon like this,” he growled. The words tripped off his tongue before he’d had a chance to stop them.


  His daughter spun round. “What?”


  “I said you wouldn’t treat—”


  “I heard what you said. Of course I wouldn’t! I’d sit here making polite conversation because he’s Jake’s father, not mine! That’s a really dumb thing to say, Dad. I mean, even for you.”


  “Is it? Well, you’d probably have happily gone for a burger with him,” Rob snapped, wishing he hadn’t kicked off in the first place.


  “What? Oh my god!” Jenny gasped. “You’re being so childish. Where is this coming from?”


  Robert lowered his head. There was nowhere else to go. He might as well be honest. “You’re like a daughter to him. Gordon. He buys you everything—a car, furniture, a place to live—you know I can’t compete with that. I can’t afford those things.”


  Jenny stared at him. “Yes, you could. You could draw on Mum’s insurance money and go back to work.”


  Rob stared at her. “Is that what you think?”


  Jenny shook her head. The anger seemed to drain from her face. “No. It’s not what I think,” she said softly. “That money is there to keep you in food and clothes for the rest of your life—not to waste on a flash wedding.”


  Rob nodded. “I feel as if I’m failing you.”


  Jenny smiled. “Look, you’re my dad. Nothing will change that,” she whispered. “Gordon could buy me the Earth, and everything on it, but I could never love him the way I love you.”


  Rob watched a tear escape and trip down his daughter’s cheek. “I’m sorry, babe,” he said softly. “I’m just so scared of losing you.”


  Jenny shook her head, wiping away the tear. “You don’t have to compete with Gordon. You won’t lose me. Not ever.” She kissed Rob’s cheek and climbed out of the car. “You know something, Dad?” she said, looking back. “Jake thinks he’s going to lose me too. What’s up with the men in my life?”


  Chapter Thirteen


  Sebastian Tint opened his eyes slowly and tried to focus. That was the only problem with a long uninterrupted sleep, he thought—working out where you where took some time. Though, on this occasion, it didn’t take long before his aching limbs reminded him. The kicking, which thankfully was no more than a vague memory, had left him bruised and sore. It hurt to breathe, but there was nothing they could do for cracked ribs and old bones. They took longer to heal, so there would be no walks for a while.


  Nature was cruel, he mused, nibbling on a slice of toast and wondering why his gums ached along with everything else. His mind was as keen as it had been forty years ago, but his body constantly reminded him that time was running out. Why couldn’t he just switch off? After all, his own father had started pissing in the sink at sixty-five and by the time he’d hit seventy didn’t even recognise his own wife.


  Maybe it had been a blessing, for he knew nothing of the illness that took the woman he loved and nothing of the accident that left his sister paralysed from the waist down. Sebastian recalled thinking how the man had been spared—living alone in his own mind as the world around them fell apart. His father died peacefully, aged seventy-two, and was buried alongside his wife.


  “How are you feeling this morning, Mr. Tint?” The nurse looked stressed but managed a smile just the same. “You’re getting some colour back. That’s a good sign.”


  Sebastian nodded. “Still sore. Just missing my own place—and the dog.”


  The nurse cocked her head. “Aww, you’ll be home before you know it,” she said, placing a breakfast tray on the table beside him. He hoped she was right but even eating was painful at the moment. The manager of The Farmers Arms’ was looking after his car and thanks to the network of concerned locals, Mrs. Wainwright at number six was playing mother to Ricky.


  Sebastian liked her enough to have entrusted the woman with his house keys. She wasn’t old and could have made something of her life, but she was still mourning her husband and chose to find solace in her four legged friends rather than give her heart to another man. She was the obvious choice.


  Sebastian finished his toast, deciding to leave the rest of the breakfast. He had too much on his mind, and Elizabeth’s grave was right in the forefront, casting a shadow across his soul.


  ***


  Darren Pascoe studied his reflection in the bedroom mirror. Most of his clothes could be folded—sweat tops, joggers and a couple of pairs of faded denims. He was turning into his uncle, who seemed to live in ill-fitting tee shirts that hung over his beer gut like a draped tarpaulin. That’s why he bought himself a suit. It wasn’t one of those tailored things his father had worn. He’d paid mega bucks for his clothes, and Darren just didn’t have that kind of money—not yet. It had been easier to go to one of the superstores and buy one off the peg.


  He’d got enough money working some overtime at his uncle’s back street garage. Well, it wasn’t exactly his uncle’s—he’d have had a little more respect for Harry if he’d owned the place. He might have had some say in the way it was run. Not that he was in the position to be spouting about morals, but he hated the way the greasy haired owner ripped people off. Anyone who didn’t have a clue what was going on under the bonnet was fair game.


  Tony, the owner, just picked a figure out of the air; he’d decided to charge a blonde girl two hundred notes for a loose wire. But unfortunately, the girl knew exactly what was wrong with the car and asked Uncle Slimeball to lift the lid. Greasy Tony held up his hands and claimed it had been an honest mistake, agreeing to wave the bill. It was a freebie. Uncle Harry had waved her off.


  The fake smile soon turned to a scowl. “Bitch!” he muttered.


  “That’s because you’re a bastard,” Darren said under his breath.


  His uncle spun round and fixed him with a look. “What did you just say?”


  Darren shrugged. “I said you’re a bastard—all of you are. Rip off merchants. Two hundred notes for a three-minute job? I’d have fucking knocked you out if you’d done that to me!”


  Things had been even cooler around the pigsty that Harry called a home since then, and Darren started calling in at McDonalds and buying his own meals. At least there was less chance of food poisoning. As long as he stuck to the salads with chicken, he’d keep off the weight. But now he was even more determined. He had paid for his mistake. Other kids did stuff and had gotten away with it. Not him.


  That poor woman and her kid. He never wanted to take a life. He only wanted to lob a brick at her window—and even that had been Taylor’s idea. He probably wouldn’t even have stopped, not on a Sunday afternoon, anyway. If only he hadn’t listened to his pissed up mate. If only his father hadn’t decided to start messing with his patient. If only he hadn’t gotten her pregnant. If only his mother could have just given Dad another chance.


  He’d been trying to deal with the anger, but it was still there, bubbling, smoking, waiting to erupt like a volcano. He had to get away from that greasy pit of a garage—maybe get himself a job in an office somewhere. He’d have to smile nicely, and learn to obey orders, but he could do that. He’d have to do that if he wanted to get on in life. Darren Pascoe smiled, adjusted his tie, and threw back his shoulders. Whatever was going on inside his head, he still looked shit hot in a suit.


  Chapter Fourteen


  Dennis Blakely Stared into the CCTV monitor. “So what am I supposed to be looking at?”


  Larry Thomas tapped the keypad. “Just hold on a minute,” he said. “Any second now…”


  Blakely screwed up his eyes and moved closer to the screen. Sometimes he wondered if cost cutting on the security system had been a good idea, but he hadn’t been expecting any major incidents—not in Tabwell.


  “There!” Thomas cried as a car came into view. The picture wasn’t that good. Black and white and poor quality. “It parks up outside the old village hall. You can still get access to the footpath from there. And if you get through the perimeter fence then you’re in—right by the woods.”


  Blakely watched as the car came to a stop a couple of hundred metres past the main entrance to the park. It was just possible to see the glare of the brake lights, but the car itself was partially hidden by a tree. “We’re not gonna see who gets out,” he said, “and we don’t have any cameras around the perimeter.”


  “I know,” Thomas replied accusingly. “But I’m guessing whoever is driving that car is up to no good—parking up by a half demolished building at two thirty in the morning. You can just about see the car door being opened, and someone is getting out—you can see the feet. See?”


  Thomas still had his cop hat on. They never lost the hat. “So it wasn’t just some couple having a shag—they had to be up to something.”


  Blakely grunted. “So we can’t get an ID. Is there any point?”


  “I’ve got the car registration,” Thomas replied. “It wasn’t easy, not with those cameras.”


  “What kind of car is it?”


  Larry smiled, looking quite pleased with himself. “That’s the thing, it’s hardly a Ferrari but it’s not a cheapo either, so if this is our little graffiti artist then they ain’t exactly on the breadline!”


  Blakely turned. “It doesn’t look that flash.”


  Thomas shrugged. “It’s pretty new. Probably about twenty odd grand. Nice car, and to be honest, the missus would piss herself with joy if I bought her one. She’s always wanted a Mini Clubman.”


  ***


  It was the first time for nearly two years that Jenny Adams had feared sleep, wondering if she’d find herself back in the attic or, worse still, beneath the murky depths of the Mosswood Lake. But sleep, when it finally came, was dreamless—or at least, nothing she recalled upon waking early to find Jake showered and ready for work.


  “There’s a juice and some cereal on the table,” he told her. “I’ve got an early start. Dad wants me in Cumbria. Some new coffee shop, apparently.” He shrugged. “Like they need another one of them in the Lake District!” He kissed her on the cheek, throwing a canvas work bag over his shoulder. “Text ya later, babe. I shouldn’t be too late.”


  The door slammed as she glanced over at the kitchen table. It was only eight; there was plenty of time to catch up on some homework. The doors leading to the garden were wide open. Jake liked fresh air—cold air, warm air, it didn’t matter. His love of the outdoors was something that she found endearing. He didn’t smoke, and he wasn’t much of a drinker, either—maybe that was another reason her father had decided to get his act together and ditch the booze. But if it hadn’t been for Josie, his kidneys might be on the verge of packing in by now. Things had worked out well.


  She looked over at the sketch pad on the table. The line drawing of Amelia was in the paper recycling bin at the college, but Jenny hadn’t told Jake. Some things, she decided, belonged in the past. Amelia Root was at rest—it was over. Jenny took a sip of juice and flicked open the sketch pad and stared down at a clean page. No face, no crude line drawing. A fresh start.


  ***


  Blakely took the call from his father from the site office. He sounded like a man about to explode. “I’ve been talking to our friends at the council,” he growled. “They’re not happy about the whole thing with that vicar.”


  “What vicar?” Blakely replied nervously


  “What’s his name? Allinson or something?”


  “Allington.”


  “That’s him!” his father snapped. “You’re going to have to take him out of the story, Dennis. That whole thing with the girl. They don’t want him mentioned—the rape, the baby—”


  Blakely couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “There’s no way! That’s like telling the story of the fucking Second World War and not mentioning Hitler!”


  “I’m not asking you, son, I’m telling you. They’ve got us over a barrel with this one—”


  “Meaning?”


  “We might not get the old village hall!”


  Blakely felt like he’d just taken a cannonball to his chest. “We have to have that land—we have to! I thought all that was a done deal.”


  “It was!” his father retorted. “As good as! But now they’re threatening to sell to one of those supermarket chains. They know what they’re doing here, Dennis. It’s a double whammy. Not only will we lose our reception and car park but our customers will be stocking up with cheap food right on our doorstep! There will be no point in having a shop on site—or a fucking restaurant, for that matter!”


  Blakely’s face was burning. He’d had the plans drawn up. The grounds would be free of vehicles, leaving the land at the front of the house to be landscaped. The main gates would be ripped out and replaced by a tree lined wall. Several lawned acres at the side and rear had been earmarked for a rustic adventure playground and a crazy golf course to rival anything in the Country along with an archery range. Then, of course, there was the swimming pool. If they lost the car park, they lost half of that land. It just wasn’t an option.


  “So what exactly do they want?” he mumbled, feeling winded.


  “The thing with the girl. You leave out Allington altogether, right?”


  “It’s shit,” Blakely muttered


  “Look, Dennis,” his father continued, “the parish want to deal with the Allington thing themselves. So let’s leave them to sort it out with God, and we’ll get on with building the best adventure park in the country.” He paused. “I had reservations about this whole thing, son, and I gave in. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to lose half the park for a grave. So just stick to the script. A nice little tale of Victorian injustice. I don’t mind the attic tour—that’s fine—but if I get one whiff of kids running around those woods claiming they’ve seen some girl rising out of that fucking lake then the whole circus stops, do you understand?”


  Blakely nodded without a word and flung the phone across the desk. Sometimes he wondered if Tabwell had been the right place to set up an activity park. Its ageing, wealthy population, with their small minds and big houses, had been quite hostile to outsiders, so it was probably something of a miracle that the plans for the park had been passed in the first place. The church had obviously resented having their shady history examined by families on a fun weekend and decided to lean on certain council leaders. That’s if some of those deacons weren’t actually on the council themselves.


  It wouldn’t be difficult to change the story. Now the visitors would read about the lady of the house who fell in love with the gardener—that would be okay. Real life Lady Chatterley stuff. Then she has a baby and hides her away in the attic to avoid bringing shame on the family. Even the council would probably accept that there had been a certain amount of fornication amongst the squeaky clean Tabwell folk. The story would continue, telling how the unfortunate girl was raised by a governess, visiting the woods every day where she would meet with her father before that fateful day when, as a young woman, she drowned in the woodland lake. Her death was an accident, of course; much more civilised.


  Nothing had changed in two years, and it was obvious the church were waiting for everyone to forget that Allington was nothing more than a misogynistic, baby thieving rapist. It had all happened a long time ago, when attitudes towards women were very different—wrong but different. And had the minister really raped Amelia? They only had the word of a disgruntled governess and a young girl, who could never have supported her child, to go on.


  Blakely could see it now. Facts could be twisted and the villain returned to his former status as a local hero. The letters and the diaries would be discredited and forgotten. But that would never happen when Allington’s misdeeds were hung out for the amusement of visitors at a local attraction. Maybe, as angry as he was, Blakely understood how they’d got into a twist over the whole thing. His father had been reasonable, and it wouldn’t hurt to get new pamphlets printed up with the revised and sanitised story of Amelia Root.


  Chapter Fifteen


  “What did I tell you?” Josie said, squeezing herself into a pair of skin tight jeans. “You’ve cleared the air with Jenny now, so let’s put this whole Gordon thing to rest, eh?”


  Rob nodded, distracted by the sight of the semi naked woman before him. Josie had beautiful legs—not just good for a woman in her forties. They were just good. Full stop.


  “You’re staring at my arse! Is there something wrong with it?”


  Rob shook his head. “Nothing at all, babe. You’re perfect. I was just thinking how—”


  Josie grinned mischievously. “How you’d like to throw me across the bed?”


  “Is that an invitation?”


  Josie stopped, her jeans half way up her thighs. “Well, I need to know. I mean, is it worth putting these on?”


  Rob grinned. They had time. But then his phone pinged like a microwave.


  “Best see who that is,” Josie sighed.


  Rob grunted, tapping the screen. He stared, read the message and blinked. Then he read it again just to check his eyes hadn’t deceived him.


  “Babe? Are you okay?” Jo asked, drawing her jeans over her thighs.


  Rob handed Jo the phone. It must be some kind of joke, but it still didn’t make sense. Who would do something like this? Who was sick enough? The message was brief.


  Your wife’s grave awaits you x


  “What the hell does that mean?” Josie hissed, peering at the screen. “My god! There are some sick bastards in this world!”


  “We can always get it traced,” Rob said, feeling dazed.


  Josie shrugged. “I think they’ll have pretty much covered their tracks, and unless there is a threat to your life, the police won’t get involved.”


  “What do we do?”


  “Well, I suggest we both get down to the cemetery—now.”


  ***


  Jenny took a sip from a glass of spring water, flicking through the several pages of notes she’d printed off the previous evening. She hated art theory—particularly when it came to what they loosely referred to as modern art. God! Sometimes it could be almost painful. The bullshit these so-called experts came out with! She remembered being dragged to an exhibition less than twelve months ago. A group of students had gathered like excited school kids around a child’s pushchair parked in the centre of the exhibition hall, loaded up with clothes and several celebrity magazines.


  Jenny joined the group as they pontificated as to what the artist might be attempting to convey. Maybe it was about the pressures of life—the mother’s need to look like the women in the magazine while working to buy clothes, or perhaps it had been about how everything in the mother’s life revolved around the child. Jenny had felt like screaming until a bemused young woman arrived with a two-year-old boy, wondering why her belongings had attracted such a crowd.


  It had made her smile, and she loved repeating the tale around college, but now she was going to have to join the pseudo intellectuals and write a whole essay about one particular piece of modern art. Thankfully, one of the student’s own choice. She wondered if a glass of wine might help—or maybe a bottle. That was when her phone buzzed. It was a text—probably from Kelly, wondering when she was going to join the girls for a night out. Jenny shaded the screen with her hand and read the message.


  C’est Pas Fini


  Meet me at your mother’s grave.


  ***


  “I don’t understand,” Josie said. “Why? Why now?”


  Robert Adams felt physically ill. He couldn’t go through this. Not again.


  They stared at the grave. The epitaph was obscured by blood.


  “What have they got against Elizabeth?” Jo continued. “Why is she a whore?”


  Rob shook his head. “According to Jenny, Amelia called her the daughter of a whore. That was in one of her dreams, and—”


  “I remember,” Jo interrupted. “Because she had an affair with Benjamin Pascoe.”


  Rob nodded. “Someone else remembers too,” he said. “Someone who’s been doing their homework. They’ve been digging deep.”


  Jo shook her head. “I just don’t know what they want.”


  “I’m going to have to tell Sebastian,” Rob cut in. “I know he doesn’t need this, right now, but—”


  Rob stopped. They both heard footsteps and turned instinctively.


  “Dad!” Jenny looked as if she were about to collapse. Her face was pale, almost grey. “What are you doing here?”


  “We got a text,” Josie said. “Look what they’ve done!”


  Jenny stared at the grave. “Oh my god! Please, no!”


  Neither of them spoke. They stood like three statues, their eyes fixed on the headstone. “I got a message too,” Jenny said, her voice strained and little more than a whisper. “But who would do this?”


  Josie shook her head. “It’s got to be someone who knows the story,” she said. “Someone who’s got a good reason. I mean…this? It’s morbid.”


  Rob nodded. He knew that graves got wrecked by screwed up kids, probably pissed up and looking for an adventure, but they rarely left a message. “You’re right. But shouldn’t we clean it up?”


  “No, leave it!” Josie said. “We need to report this.”


  “No,” Jenny gasped. “Please—just do what Dad says. Let’s clean it up and go. I don’t want anyone else involved this! No one!”


  Josie shrugged and pulled a wad of tissues from her shoulder bag. “There you go,” she said, handing them to Rob, “That’s all I’ve got, but I think you’re making a mistake. We’ve got nothing to hide.”


  ***


  “What’s the face for?” Jake snapped. “You’ve hardly said a word since I got home.”


  Jenny shrugged. “It’s nothing. Just this assignment. I hate modern art.”


  “Then just say so. Be honest. If you think it’s pretentious bollocks, say so!”


  “It doesn’t work like that. You just have to be pretentious along with them.”


  Jake didn’t answer, and when Jenny looked up, she saw that he was studying her. “It’s not the assignment, though, is it? There’s something else. I can see it in your eyes.”


  Jenny sighed, picking up her phone and tapping the screen. “I got this today,” she said, handing it to Jake.


  Jake stared down at the message. “From who?” he asked.


  Jenny shrugged. “Well, obviously it’s from someone who wants to scare the shit out of me. Out of all of us. They daubed blood all over Mum’s grave—they called her a whore!”


  “What?” Jake stared back at the screen, almost as if he was waiting for an answer to pop into his head. “I bet whoever this is from will have used a pay-as-you-go thing—a throw away!”


  Jenny felt a gnawing pain in her gut. Her head had been banging all afternoon. “They have my number. Whoever this is had my fucking number—and Dad’s.” She stared at Jake. “And they will sure as hell know where we live!”


  Jake looked confused. “Why are you looking at me like that? You can’t think I’ve told anyone!”


  “Don’t be an idiot. Of course I don’t think it’s you!”


  In truth, the thought had crossed her mind, however briefly. Jake was an open book, and maybe he had just got talking over a drink. Everyone likes a good ghost story along with a beer and a packet of pork scratchings.


  Jake had read her mind. “Look, Jen, I promise I’ve never talked to anyone about your dreams. Or the Amelia thing. Nor has Dad.”


  “Yeah, why would you admit that your girl is a psycho? That she talks to dead people!” Jenny muttered angrily.


  Jake rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I meant, but since we’re on the subject, your father was quite happy to spill the whole thing to that local rag.”


  Jenny glared at him. “So this is his fault?”


  “I’m not saying that, but anyone could have picked up on the story and decided to have a bit of fun. You know how many weirdos are out there, hanging around looking for something to do? These guys could soon trace you with a lot less information than he’s given them in that story!”


  Jenny shook her head, but he was right, and that rattled her. The Tabwell Herald that carried the article would have been recycled several times over by now, but if someone went looking online…


  “I just don’t think this is just a bit of fun, but I don’t know why. I can’t think what anyone would want with me or Dad.”


  Jake smiled. Peace had been restored and he was anxious to keep it that way. “Look, how about we go out, have a couple of drinks at the pub? We can walk there. It’ll clear your head.”


  Jenny nodded, but it would take more than a glass or two of wine. She didn’t want to tell Jake about the face in the bathroom mirror, or the tears of blood, but maybe Amelia was warning her. Jake looked pensive, as if he knew she was keeping something from him.


  “What are you thinking?” she asked.


  “Nothing. I’m okay.”


  Jenny wasn’t going to let it go. “Tell me. Something’s bothering you.”


  Jake shook his head, averting his eyes. “No there isn’t.”


  My god, she thought, he can be so stubborn sometimes. “Please, babe.”


  Jenny knew she was like a dog with a bone, and it was evident Jake felt trapped. “Okay… Don’t get mad. I’m just wondering if—”


  “What?”


  “I’m just wondering if the dreams have started again.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  On several occasions over the years, Tabwell Council had threatened to sell the acres of land surrounding Crest Hill Rest home to enthusiastic developers with deep pockets and big cheque books. Yet, on each occasion, the people of the town had proven to be vociferous in their opposition. The council had always backed down, but there was a growing feeling amongst the army of silver haired protesters that the builders would keep coming back. Eventually, the diggers, the carpenters and the bricklayers would descend on the place and the face of Tabwell would change forever.


  Of course, the developers would be building luxury houses, but they would still have to build a percentage of what the government called ‘low cost homes’. They were usually apartments, and that, according to the townspeople, would attract landlords who would buy to rent. That, in turn, would attract the kind of folk who wouldn’t be so welcome. Benefit claimants, single mothers with out-of-control kids, and, God forbid, immigrants.


  But despite its middle class, right wing image, Blakely had come to regard the place as his second home, with its quaint houses, streams and coffee shops that sat alongside thatch roofed pubs and Georgian windowed restaurants. There was always a queue of folk looking for a home there, making it a seller’s market, and that was the way the townsfolk liked it. If you wanted to live in Tabwell, that was fine, but you needed to dig deep.


  Blakely smiled to himself. He had an affection for the place, and the locals’ Celtic zeal had worked in his favour. It was thanks to them that Mosswood Adventure Park existed at all, so if it meant a compromise here and there…well, maybe that was just good business.


  The Lakeside Hotel was far enough away from the park to provide him with the respite he needed at the end of the day, and he never tired of the view over the water. The food was good, too; nothing pretentious, just good quality fare served by a couple of women who might have been willing to keep his bed warm if he’d made a move.


  He was finishing off a glass of house white, watching a couple of children throwing bread to the ducks, when his phone went off. It was his site manager.


  “Larry. How are you?” he said breezily.


  Larry Thomas ignored the pleasantries. “Mr. Blakely, you need to get over here, now.”


  There was a pause; Thomas was breathing hard. “Look, I’m sorry, I know you’re probably having dinner, but—”


  “What the hell is it? Can’t it wait till tomorrow?” Blakely protested.


  There was another pause. “It can’t wait, boss. We’ve found a body!”


  ***


  Robert Adams knew trouble when he saw it. Jenny didn’t visit that often—not since Gordon Huxley had put a roof over her head. Now she stormed through the lounge as if she’d never been away. “Don’t even ask!” she grunted, throwing an overnight bag on the floor. Rob followed his daughter into the kitchen where she poured herself a glass of tap water and swilled it down in three gulps.


  “I presume you’re staying?” he asked.


  Jenny nodded.


  “And you’re really not going to tell me why you’re here?”


  Jenny slammed the glass down. “He’s a total prick!” she screeched, tears flooding her eyes. “He thinks it’s me—he thinks I’m doing stuff again.”


  “What stuff?”


  “Like I did before, when I zoned out. Trashing the church and—”


  Rob’s heart sank. “He thinks that the thing with the grave… He thinks that was you?”


  “He didn’t say so,” Jenny sobbed. “Not exactly. He just asked if I was having dreams again, so he must have thought it!”


  Rob sighed, running his hands through his hair. “And you took off on him?”


  Jenny nodded, wiping the tears from her face. “I can’t do all this again, Dad. I can’t be with someone who even has to ask.”


  Josie walked in with an armful of clothes for the wash and stopped short, looking first at Jenny and then Rob. “Hey, what’s going on?”


  “They’ve just had a lover’s tiff,” Rob replied. “Nothing that can’t be sorted by two grown-ups.”


  Jenny flashed him a look. “This isn’t about being grown up. It’s not about leaving the top off the toothpaste, Dad. You know what I went through. What we went through!”


  “Jake merely asked you a question, babe. It wasn’t an accusation. It’s not as if he thinks you’re crazy. That lad believes the Amelia thing—there’s plenty of blokes who wouldn’t.”


  Jenny looked deflated; her mental health issue hung over her like a rain cloud. Rob followed her into the lounge and watched as his daughter collapsed onto the sofa. Jake hadn’t done anything wrong. Not really. But Rob still felt like giving him a good, hard slap.


  Josie stood in the doorway, still holding the washing. “Look, it’s not easy. But you’re not mad with Jake, you’re scared—you’re scared that all this might be starting all over again.”


  Jenny stared ahead. “I’m not dreaming. All this stuff, it’s got nothing to do with me.”


  Rob perched on the arm of the couch next to his daughter. “I’m worried too, Jen. It’s no good pretending this is just kids vandalising a graveyard for kicks. This is either a cruel joke or something far more sinister. We just have to sit tight, and if it gets threatening, then we go to the police.”


  Jenny shrugged. “Why has this started now, though? After two years?”


  Rob wished he had an answer. Maybe the graffiti and the text messages were just some bored ghost chasing fanatic with a macabre sense of humour, but an old man had been attacked just yards from the grave. If there was a link then this wasn’t the work of a sick joker. This was someone with some kind of agenda—a reason to rock the family boat.


  Rob looked over at Josie. Clearly she was thinking much the same thing. “Maybe we shouldn’t have gone public with the story,” she mused. “This wouldn’t be happening if we’d kept the whole thing under wraps.”


  Rob nodded. Sometimes he wondered why he had agreed to that article in The Tabwell Herald. Luckily, it had only made the inside pages and would probably have been regarded by many as sensationalistic claptrap, but nevertheless it had riled a few locals.


  “Too late now,” he muttered. “But maybe we should tell the police about the grave. Just in case it’s the same person who attacked Sebastian.”


  “What’s the point? We’ve cleaned everything up. We’ve pretty much destroyed the evidence!” Jenny replied. “Unless it happens again.”


  Rob looked at Josie, who forced a half smile. “Unfortunately, I have a feeling it will,” she said


  ***


  Blakely felt as if someone had punched him hard in the gut. He caught his breath. “A body? Where?”


  “In the woods.” Thomas replied. “We were digging the foundations for the shelter.”


  Blakely closed his eyes. Any minute now, a migraine would kick in. “I’m on my way,” he said, “Stay where you are, and for fuck’s sake, don’t breathe a word of this to anyone! Do you understand?”


  “Yes, boss.”


  “I mean it!” Blakely snarled. “If this gets out, you’ll be looking for a new job.”


  “Yeah, I get it.”


  Blakely shoved the phone into his top pocket and made for the door. Thomas wouldn’t have been the only one on site when the body was discovered. The question was, how many others knew?


  Larry was waiting for him at the edge of the wood, leaning against the fence that surrounded Amelia Root’s grave. “It’s just bones,” he said. “Looks like it’s been there some time.”


  Thomas turned, heading into the wood at twice his normal pace.


  Three men in hard hats stood around at five-metre square hole that had been pegged out with string. “You’ve all kept quiet about this then?” Thomas barked. The men looked up. “No one called their mates or wives?”


  “No, boss,” they replied in unison.


  Blakely looked down into the footings. The head and the arms of the skeleton could be seen but the rest of the remains were still covered by soil. “How much deeper do we need to go?” he asked.


  “Another foot or so,” Thomas replied.


  Blakely stared at the ground. “It’s only a bike shelter. It’s deep enough. Just pour in the concrete.”


  Thomas looked shocked. “But what about the body?”


  “It’s been there for over a hundred years. Just do as I tell you.”


  “You happen to know who this is, then?”


  Blakely nodded. He remembered the whole story. He had read the account left by Amelia’s governess, Sarah Bell. “It’s Amelia’s father. He went into the woods after his daughter and was never seen again. It has to be him. So please, just get the concrete in.”


  One of the workmen stepped forward. “But we can’t just leave a body like that. We need to—”


  Blakely glared at him. “We don’t need to do anything. My father already has his reservations about the whole thing with Amelia. We can’t afford another body! If this gets out, it could put this whole place in jeopardy.”


  “I’m not comfortable with this,” Thomas mumbled.


  “Then go somewhere else. It’s simple.”


  For a moment, Blakely feared that his foreman was going to put up a fight. He only had to walk off site and report the body, and that would mean a call to his father. Two bodies found on the site of a kids’ adventure park. He would freak out. “We have to keep this quiet. No publicity, no macabre stories in the press.” He glanced at the three workmen. “If any of you breathe a word to anyone, you will never work for this company again.”


  Blakely turned and walked away.


  “I want that filled in before five tonight,” he called back, “And let me know when it’s done!”


  ***


  Jenny Adams climbed back behind the wheel of her Mini Cooper and fired up the engine. Josie was right. Jake had just asked a simple question, one that anyone who gave a damn might ask. She thought hard as she drove. C’est Pas Fini meant something about the end. It is not finished, assuming her high school French was correct. If it happened again, maybe Josie was right—it would be best to inform the police and stay away from the graveyard altogether. If it meant changing her phone number, then that was easy enough. She wished she could have been honest and told Jake about the bathroom incident, but there was still a nagging doubt. What would he really think? Maybe she would tell him about the sketch, but that might freak him out too. It was just pen and paper, but there were the tears of blood. How would she explain that? How did red ink come from a blue pen?


  By the time she arrived home, Jenny was already feeling brighter. Jake was waiting in the kitchen and almost ran to her as she walked through the door. “Baby, I’m so sorry,” he gushed, holding her so tightly that she struggled for breath. “I’d never hurt you, you know that! I’m just worried. I just want everything to be okay with us.”


  Jenny kissed his cheek. “It is okay,” she replied. “It’s my fault. I should have told you. I’m just over sensitive about all this stuff.”


  Jake let go, kissing her gently on the lips. It was a kiss that gave her the confidence. This was the right moment. “There’s something I should have told you,” she began nervously. “I had a kind of zoned out moment yesterday.”


  Jake pulled away, frowning. “A zoned out moment?”


  Jenny nodded. “Yeah, like I wasn’t aware what I was doing.”


  “And where did you end up? I mean, what exactly happened?”


  This was good. He’d already considered the worst possible scenario, and the truth wasn’t going to sound so bad. “I didn’t end up anywhere. I was sitting, talking to my dad about Sebastian, and I was doodling on my sketch pad. I wasn’t even aware of what I was doing. When I looked down, it was a picture of Amelia.”


  Jake stared at her. “So? Why does that worry you?”


  Jenny felt a wave of relief wash over her. “I don’t know.”


  Jake smiled, shaking his head. “Babe, you can’t pretend that this Amelia thing didn’t happen—you can’t wipe it from your memory like you’re some kind of computer. It’s there,” he said, tapping his temple. “It’s there in your head forever. So what if it surfaces now and again?”


  Jenny shrugged. “I’ll probably think the same—eventually. But she was crying…tears of blood. I couldn’t have drawn them, babe. I didn’t have any red ink.”


  Jake frowned. “Show me. Please?”


  Jenny shook her head. “I can’t. I destroyed it.”


  Jake pulled her back into his arms and kissed her hard on the lips as Jenny felt herself melting into him, body and soul. “I believe you,” he whispered. “I’ll always believe you.”


  Jenny wondered why she’d ever doubted him. Love conquered all, or at least, that’s what they said. “It’s you and me, babe. You and me against the world. Whatever’s happening, it’s happening to the both of us.”


  Suddenly, nothing else mattered.


  Chapter Seventeen


  Dennis Blakely sat behind the desk of the site office with his head in his hands. The migraine had kicked in at least two hours ago, and the pills hadn’t touched the pain. The phone went, sounding like an alarm in his head. It was Larry Thomas. “The concrete is in, boss,” he growled, clearly unhappy at having to deliver the news.


  “Okay,” Blakely replied. “Thanks for letting me know. Just don’t forget what I told you—not a word to—”


  But Thomas had already hung up. Blakely couldn’t blame him. This was all about keeping his father happy and keeping his place on the project. Everyone deserved a decent burial, and that included Amelia’s father. But while his daughter had been given a funeral and a grave, he lay in a shallow one underneath a bike shed—hardly respectful. If Blakely had got his way Mr. Root would have been laid to rest alongside his daughter. Okay, maybe it was a bit macabre—it was a family activity park, after all. But the place had history. Was it so wrong to show some respect? Wouldn’t the grave of Jacob Root make this whole place a lot more interesting?


  Blakely popped two more pills. According to the instructions he had another hour to wait but the pain was getting worse. Now that the concrete was in, he could go back to his room at The Lakeside and crash until morning. Everything was starting to spin, so he called a taxi. When things got this bad it wasn’t worth risking the drive. Blakely remembered little of the short journey, and arriving back at the hotel he pushed the credit card key into the slot at the side of his door. He tumbled through, grabbing the handle to steady himself.


  A welcome breeze cooled his face. A breeze from a wide open window. A window he had left closed before he left that afternoon. Blakely studied the room—everything was a little blurred but as far as he could see nothing had been moved or stolen.


  Maybe one of the staff had been in and left the window open—his socks sometimes walked themselves into the wash so a waft of fresh air wasn’t such a bad idea.


  Blakely fell back onto the bed and closed his eyes. It was only six. Families would be settling down to their evening meals, maybe listening to the news and planning which programmes they were going to watch that night. He just wanted to sleep until the alarm sounded telling him it was time to shower and get breakfast. Maybe his head wouldn’t hurt quite so much by then. With any luck, the sun would be shining and all would be well with his world—his world, The Mosswood Adventure Park. In his mind he could see the crowds of parents with their kids. It would be worth it in the end. Blakely felt himself drifting beyond the pain. At last, he thought. This is good. All good.


  ***


  Josie Duxbury flicked the giant screen over to the sports channel, which was met with a short round of applause from a group of thirty-somethings all waiting for the match to begin. They weren’t exactly drunk—not yet, at least—and this particular gang were inclined to be well behaved long after they were able to string together a coherent sentence. They bought ale and helped keep the place running when pubs across the country were closing every week. Josie wasn’t going to see this place bulldozed to the ground only to see a swanky apartment block spring up a few months later.


  It was the football fans who kept these places going, not the pensioners with their lunchtime pie and a pint. Not that she didn’t appreciate their custom, it just didn’t pay the bills. So Josie always made a fuss of the big drinkers—as long as there was no trouble. “What’s the score gonna be, Jo?” one of them called out.


  “Three—nil to your team,” she joked.


  “Who’s our team, then?” another shouted.


  “The ones in the football shirts!” She grinned.


  They laughed. Jo enjoyed the banter and ruffled the hair of the baby faced boy at the end—obviously too young to drink but happy with his pint of coke. “Enjoy the game, lads. Just keep the noise down a bit, okay?”


  “No problem, Jo,” the gangly guy at the back called.


  “We love ya, Jo!” shouted another.


  Josie started to walk away. “I’d shag ya Jo!”


  A silence fell over the group. Jo stopped and spun round. “Erm, okay. Who said that?”


  It was obvious. The gang were all staring at the young blonde lad who had turned pink. “Dickhead!” one of them growled.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, looking up.


  Jo gave him a sarcastic smile. “You say anything like that again and I’ll tell your mother!”


  “If I was just a few years younger…” she muttered under her breath, looking back at the kid who obviously wished the ground had swallowed him.


  Lou grinned. “You have an admirer then,” he said. “I’ve always said you were a bit of a cougar!”


  Jo laughed. Sometimes it was good to get out of the house. As much as she loved Rob, he could be a little intense, sometimes, and when something was bothering him—like the idea that Gordon Huxley was trying to steal his daughter—he found it difficult to let it go. He’d kind of let that drop, but now the whole Amelia thing was kicking off, and Rob had retreated into his own world—a world without the alcohol he’d always turned to in the past. That bothered her. Could he resist if things got worse? Would he end up lying in a pool of his own vomit again?


  She arrived home, relieved to find him sober, staring at the TV screen with a cup of coffee in his hand. He greeted her with an absent smile. There was a glass of wine, freshly poured and ice cold, sitting on the coffee table. “I timed that well,” he said. “Thought you might need it!”


  Jo frowned. “Why?”


  “It’s a match night, isn’t it? All the lager louts screaming at the screen?”


  She laughed. “They were well behaved—apart from the one who wanted to have sex with me!”


  Rob looked up. “Really? Hope you gave him a good slap!”


  “I just put him straight. He’s a good lad. Just the ale talking.”


  Rob nodded. Jo guessed most men thought things they just didn’t dare say without the assistance of alcohol, but judging by the colour of his coffee, her guy was getting all his kicks from caffeine.


  ***


  Darren Pascoe didn’t have good days. Some were just a little better than others. Harry had put a roof over his head and a pillow for his head. The house rules stated that he washed and ironed his own clothes, but judging the state of his uncle’s shirts and trousers, he was more than happy with that arrangement.


  Darren had never wanted to join his uncle in the evening ritual of trawling through the sports channels with a few cans of lager. Not that he didn’t like sport—he just preferred his own company, lying on his bed listening to music or checking out Netflix on his iPad. It was easy to block out the world watching movies until he drifted into a restless sleep and dreamed of his childhood, at home with his mother and father, playing on the lawn, blissfully unaware of what lay ahead.


  Each morning he would wake, catapulted into the nightmare his life had become. He would smell the musty carpet, barely disguised by the scent of bacon swimming in grease drifting up from the kitchen. Then he’d shower and dressed. Life inside had taught him that rising early was good for self-esteem, and even if he worked at a back street garage, it was good to be clean. He would always protect his clothes with an overall.


  He stopped in front of the mirror. His hair was getting long. Maybe it was time to get something done with it. Perhaps a few blonde streaks. Then again, he could just get a cut and spend the money on a tattoo. Something meaningful. A line from a song. His mother’s name or his step-sister’s name. Jenny. Jenny and a heart. Now that would be something to flash when the time came.


  Darren pondered upon his reflection a while longer. This was the one thing he had control of—his body. Uncle Harry had probably never stood naked in front of a mirror—not since his youth, anyway. He smiled to himself. The work outs and the chicken salads had paid off. He looked good, and if there was a God, he’d been well endowed too. There would be plenty of girls who would be impressed, but that was for sometime in the future. When he was ready. When he got himself out of this hell hole.


  He dressed quickly, slipped into pair of old trainers and ran downstairs just as he heard the car engine fire up. Darren shifted into the passenger seat beside his uncle, who still smelled of beer from his lager binge the previous evening. It had been a big game. A cup match. The kids in the centre had thought he was gay because he didn’t get stoked up over football, which seemed kind of odd to Darren; if he had been gay then watching twenty-two men running around a field in shorts would be exactly what would have turned him on.


  But he hadn’t argued or got himself into any fights, which was probably why he was free while the likes of Kevin Taylor were still doing time.


  “You wanna try sommat else, Daz?” Harry asked, moving off without so much as a glance in his rear view mirror. Darren hated being called Daz. It was just his uncle trying to sound cool, but Daz was something you washed clothes with. “It’s just that you seem bored at the garage. Maybe you should look for another job.”


  “It’s not that I’m bored,” Darren grunted, “I just don’t like working for crooks.”


  Harry smiled. “Says the lad who just finished doing two years—”


  “That was an accident,” he snapped. “And yes, I would rather be doing something else, but there’s not a whole lot options open for the likes of me at the moment.”


  “For any of us!” Harry added.


  “Yep, but you’re happy with your life. You don’t care. You get up every morning, cook yourself a heart attack on a plate, go to work, come home, drink several cans beer and watch any old shit on the TV. You and probably a load of others too. But I’d fucking kill myself before I let that happen to me!”


  Harry slammed on the brakes at the red light and stared at him. “Holy shit! Have you just spent two years at a prison or with some fucking life coach in a fitness centre?”


  Darren shrugged. “I just had time to think,” he replied.


  “Well it’s pretty clear what you think of me!”


  “I’m sorry, but I’m right. You are exactly the kind of person I don’t want to be. Maybe you’ve kind of done me a favour—a daily reminder to get myself sorted.” Darren gave his uncle a half smile as he took a left turn through a red light. Maybe he had been a bit hard on his father’s brother. Family was family, after all. But the overweight, beer swilling guy behind the wheel was not what he would have chosen for an uncle, and if anyone believed that the blood between them was thicker than water they were seriously mistaken.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Sebastian swilled down two painkillers with the orange juice on his tray. They were strong enough to take the lining off his stomach and the nausea they caused had to be controlled with another unpronounceable drug. But the concoction of innocuous-looking tablets had started playing tricks with his mind. He passed the time watching movies, drifting into a state of semi consciousness, believing he was sitting next to Bruce Willis as he headed towards the earthbound comet. Sometimes, he thought, the nausea was the safer option.


  “Fancy a game of pool?” the thirty-something guy in the next bed called to him.


  “What?” Sebastian frowned.


  “It’s here, on my iPad,” he replied, holding up what looked to Sebastian like a small TV.


  “I’m okay, thanks. I’m useless at anything like that,” he said with a smile. “Thanks, anyway.”


  Even raising an arm hurt him right now. It wasn’t the first time he’d taken a beating, but last time his bones were still developing, his muscles were strong and the bruising faded quickly. Fourteen-year-old boys don’t forget, although Sebastian had learned to put the memories of that day to the back of his mind. These days, kids went to war in their virtual worlds, protected from reality by the four walls of their bedrooms. He had been lucky. Books had served him well. He had earned a scholarship, ended up with a good education and then moved on to teach at a local university. If it hadn’t been for his father—that cold Saturday afternoon—he might never have found solace in the printed word.


  Up to that day, he had been fascinated by movies. The silver screen towered over him, transporting his spirit into a magical world of a land far away. Hollywood. The women were beautiful; the men were handsome. He would look at his reflection and wish his skin was as smooth, his eyes as piercing. If his father hadn’t caught him looking in the mirror, he may even have ended up in the theatre.


  “What are you staring at?” his father had asked angrily.


  Sebastian remembered turning suddenly. “I’m—I’m just looking at my face.”


  “Why? Is there something wrong with it, boy?”


  “No, Father.”


  “Then why are you studying yourself so closely?” he’d roared. “We look in the mirror to comb our hair or adjust our tie. We do not engage in vacuous moments of vanity, questioning what nature so graciously gave us!”


  Sebastian knew he should have walked away, apologising for his vain behaviour, but for a reason he did not understand, even to this day, he stood his ground. “But I wish—I wish I looked like a movie star.”


  His father stepped forward, towering over him. “What did you say, boy?”


  “I said, I wish I looked—”


  “I heard!” he bellowed. “I heard exactly what you said!”


  “But I just—”


  Sebastian felt the first blow to his face. There had been no rod—nothing his father could pick up and beat him with—just his fists. He tasted the blood on his lips and began to cry.


  “Vanity! It is nothing but vanity!”


  “I’m not vain. I really—”


  The second punch winded him. Sebastian fell to the floor, clutching his stomach. His father dragged him back up, pinning him against the wall by his throat. “You are a conceited child,” he sneered. “A child who deserves to be punished!” Sebastian’s world faded as his father threw him to the floor.


  The doctors treated his wounds, warning him not to get into any more fights with older boys, and his father promised to keep him out of trouble. He was never allowed to visit the picture palace again. He wanted to please his father, and his father loved books, particularly the works of Shakespeare and Dickens. Of course, the books had to be written by men. Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre were not allowed in the house.


  But young Sebastian had found a loose floorboard—and it was there he stored the books he loved, waiting until his father was out of the house before settling back on his bed, making sure that any forbidden titles could be quickly returned to their secret place.


  To his father, the Bible was the book of all books, and a copy remained at his bedside throughout his childhood. By the time he turned fifteen, Sebastian had read it from cover to cover, and although he dismissed the Old Testament as a historical if not dubious account of the years leading up to the birth of Christ, he could find nothing in the words of the New Testament that would support his father’s behaviour.


  He began to read other books written by scholars much cleverer than him, scholars who also asked questions about the God he feared, and by the time he’d reached his eighteenth birthday, Sebastian Tint was a confirmed atheist. If revenge was sweet, it was also a dish best served cold. He’d considered his father, like The Reverend Allington, to be a hypocrite. As a young adult, he had found strength in wisdom and no longer lived to please the man who had raised him.


  “I won’t be attending church this morning,” he stated coldly one Sunday morning. “I see no point.” He remembered the look of shock on his father’s face but didn’t wait for a reply.


  “I have read the Bible from Genesis to Revelations. I have also read the works of many other men, and I have come to the conclusion that there is no God, no spirit world and therefore no afterlife. So please do not waste your time threatening me with hellfire, because I have no fear of death.”


  His father stepped towards him, his face crimson.


  “And do not raise your hand to me,” he continued. “I am older, taller and much stronger than last time. The outcome will be very different!”


  Sebastian did not care that his father never spoke to him again and continued to preach the gospel of humanism throughout his career. That was, of course, until he actually saw the spirit of a student who had been killed in a road accident two hours previously. His life changed again. The bitterness and resentment melted away, and a new kind of peace enveloped his soul. He found solace in forgiveness—the father who had beaten him unconscious had been a victim too—a victim of his own twisted perception of the God he sought to serve.


  Sebastian closed his eyes, waiting for the painkillers to take effect. His bones were brittle, his bruised skin would take months to heal, and his muscles ached. He was drifting back into a hazy consciousness and, for the first time in his life, prayed that God would grant him a sleep from which he would never wake.


  ***


  Blakely found Larry Thomas waiting for him outside the site office. “We’re gonna have to get this sorted, boss. Someone’s done the grave again.”


  Blakely’s heart sank. “Same thing?”


  Thomas nodded. “We’ve already looked at the CCTV—it’s the same car. A Mini Clubman.”


  Blakely didn’t need to check. “You got any of your old mates that can run a quick check on the car?”


  Thomas nodded. “Yep. I’ve already called one of the lads. It’s kind of off the record.”


  Blakely guessed the police wouldn’t be too worried about a bit of graffiti on a grave, but if they knew who it was, maybe a friendly warning might nip the whole thing in the bud. No charges, no publicity. “Might be best not to clean up just yet. See what they come back with.”


  Thomas grinned. “I’ve sent one of my old colleagues a photo,” he said. “I’ll let you know when he gets back to me.”


  Blakely gave him a quick thumbs up and headed across the grounds towards the house. Things were taking shape. The floors had been stripped back, and the old manager’s office was now a pinewood reception area. The whole place smelled of concrete, plaster and wood. The old doors had been replaced, and at the rear of the property, foundations for the conservatory restaurant had been laid. It was a building site at the moment but Blakely lived with the vision of Mosswood Adventure Park in his mind.


  He made his way up the stairway, pushing his hat down onto his head, wondering why the Stanwick family had ever needed anything this size. He reached the third floor and looked up the final flight of stairs—the one that led to the attic. Work had barely started up here. No fresh plaster—no new doors. He made his way up to the landing and stood for a moment outside Amelia’s room.


  He twisted the handle and pushed. The sunlight streamed through the tiny window, illuminating the desk at which a young girl had sat, day after day, with her diaries and books. How she must have longed for those fleeting moments of freedom, walking the grounds with her father. Her fingerprints would be all over the place. The mattress on which she had slept lay in the corner; not even her pillow had been removed. It was almost as if no one had wanted to be reminded of the girl. They had literally closed the door on her existence.


  Blakely stepped forward, his hand resting on the door handle. Amelia was gone. Her body lay in a grave less than five hundred metres away. But something of her spirit remained here, something in the stillness of the air. He shuddered and stepped back, closing the door slowly and breathing a sigh of relief. The place fascinated him, and he found himself inexplicably drawn there, but it scared him too.


  When Blakely arrived back at the site office, Thomas was standing by the door with a coffee in his hands. “We have an ID on the driver of the Mini,” he said with an air of triumph.


  Blakely nodded. “Good. Is it going to help us?”


  “Well, the owner certainly isn’t local. That surprised me.”


  Blakely raised his eyebrows. “Really? So it’s not one of the Tabwell Mafia?”


  Thomas grinned. “Nope, the registered owner lives over fifty miles away.”


  “Male or female?”


  Thomas glanced down at something he’d scribbled on a post it note. “Female,” he replied. “The car is registered to a Jennifer Elizabeth Adams.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  Rob Adams sat at Sebastian Tint’s bedside with a plastic cup full of something that tasted vaguely like coffee. He stared at his phone. Two missed calls from Dennis Blakely. Maybe he should get back to the guy. After all, he hadn’t heard from him in nearly a year; this was hardly going to be a social chat.


  He put his phone away. Maybe later. If it was urgent, Blakely would call back. He was right. Less than five minutes later, the phone rang again.


  Rob answered just as Sebastian woke.


  “Hi. Robert?” Blakely sounded unusually formal.


  “Hi, Dennis. What’s up?”


  There was a pause. “Look, I’ll get straight to the point. Amelia’s grave has been vandalised. A message written in blood,” he said. “And it’s happened twice.”


  Rob Adams felt a chill in his veins. “What? What was on the grave?”


  “It was in French. C’est Pas Fini. It was a couple of days ago—the first time—and it happened again last night.”


  “You don’t know who it was?”


  “It was done during the night, naturally. The thing is, we checked our CCTV and the same car pulled up on Cliff Road on both occasions.”


  Rob waited, holding his breath.


  “It’s your daughter’s car, Mr. Adams. We had the registration checked.”


  Rob’s hand tightened around the phone. He wanted to scream at Blakely. He wanted to scream at his daughter.


  Sebastian looked at him, still trying to focus. “Is everything okay?”


  Rob shook his head. “It’s Jenny,” he said. “It’s started again.”


  Blakely was listening. “I’m sorry, Robert. We aren’t going to involve the police. I know what you’ve been through but I had to let you know.”


  Rob thanked him and slid the phone back into his pocket.


  Now the old man had his attention. “The dreams?”


  “Worse! She’s been driving all the way to Tabwell and vandalising Amelia’s grave,” Rob said. “And the message was in blood. C’est Pas Fini.”


  “It is not the end,” Sebastian mused. “I think that’s the correct translation. But why? What is that supposed to mean?”


  Rob shrugged. “I’m guessing it’s the whole spirit thing again—but why? Why now?”


  The old man looked troubled. “And why in French?”


  But Rob could see he had something on his mind.


  “What is it, Seb?” he asked.


  Sebastian grimaced. “I’ve got something to tell you,” he said eventually. “The reason I went back to the cemetery that evening—the night someone did this to me—”


  Rob killed another call from Blakely. “Go on—”


  “I was visiting my wife. I decided to stop by Elizabeth’s grave, and someone had written on it in blood—”


  “Whore?” Rob interrupted.


  Sebastian stared. “You knew?”


  “They did it again.”


  Rob listened as the old man told him how he had returned to clean the stone. “I didn’t want you to find it like that,” he said solemnly. “I should have told you. I’m sorry.”


  There was a brief silence. “If this is a spirit thing,” Sebastian continued. “I’m convinced it’s not Amelia. So you need to talk to your daughter, Robert. And if I were you, I’d have that chat today.”


  ***


  Jenny guessed her father wasn’t calling in for a light-hearted chat. She could always tell when he had something on his mind, and she thought it might have something to do with the wedding. He had a point. Gordon had taken over. But he was throwing money at the occasion like there was no tomorrow, and few women would ever complain about that.


  Jake took a beer from the fridge. “You want me to stick around?” he asked, swilling down a mouthful from the tin.


  Jenny nodded. “It will be nothing. Dad probably just wants to put some money into the wedding pot. You know what he’s like.”


  Jake shrugged. “Most blokes would be happy letting someone else foot the bill. His daughter gets her big day and Daddy doesn’t end up bankrupt!”


  “He just wants to be a part of it—”


  The doorbell rang. Jake smiled. “We could always yank his chain and tell him my dad is pulling out. See how he feels about footing the whole bill.”


  Jenny shot him a look. “You don’t have to get so defensive. He only wants to help.”


  But it wasn’t about the wedding. She realised that from the look on her father’s face.


  “Dad? What’s up? You look grey!”


  “We need to talk, Jen,” he said, looking close to tears.


  Jenny felt a clawing in her chest. Did he have cancer? Was it something to do with Josie?


  He pushed a slip of paper into her hand and slumped into the armchair. “Did you sleep well on those nights?” he asked.


  Jenny glanced at the two dates scribbled on the paper. “What? Why?”


  “It’s just a question, babe. Anything unusual happen on those nights?”


  “But this—this was last night.”


  Rob nodded.


  “I—I mean we—went to bed about eleven.”


  And you slept right through? No dreams? Nothing unusual?”


  Jake frowned. “What’s this about, Mr. Adams?”


  Rob turned to him. “Did you wake up at all, during the night? Was Jenny in bed with you?”


  “Nothing would wake me—not even an earthquake!”


  Jenny’s heartbeat quickened. “What the hell has happened, Dad? Just tell me!”


  Her father looked down at his trembling hands. “It’s happening all over again, sweetheart,” he said in a voice strained and ready to crack. “I just need you to tell me the truth.”


  ***


  “You made that tea yet?” Tony called from under the bonnet of an old Ford.


  Darren grunted and tossed another spoonful of sugar into a mug that might have been white at some point in the past. This was overtime; it would buy him a better pair of trainers or maybe a sweat top. He didn’t want to spend his money on a gym membership, because running on the road was free and it got him out of Harry’s man cave. That was a bonus.


  “When you’ve done that, you can do the oil change on that taxi.”


  Darren didn’t answer. He wanted the money, so it was better to keep things civil. The local taxi firm had decided to use the garage to maintain their fleet, but they had warned him they were only paying for the work that had been done, so there was to be no trumped-up charges for parts that hadn’t been fitted. They wanted their vehicles in and out double quick so it meant working past five to meet the deadline. Tony was as thin as a snake and just as slimy so it was good to see him sweating.


  “Make sure you do a proper job, too!”


  Darren spun round to see his boss studying a tick sheet. A proper job? It was all too much. “Sorry, you want me to actually do the oil change? Can’t you just put a tick in the box like normal?”


  Tony threw the sheet onto the car roof and reached Darren in two strides. “Listen, lad,” he hissed, “you might be Harry’s nephew, but I’m telling you. One more smart ass wisecrack like that and you’ll be out. You understand?”


  Darren could smell the ale on his breath. Another loser. Tony’s face was inches away. “I said do you fucking understand?”


  It happened in a flash. Darren barely remembered pulling back but he recalled the sound of splintering bone as his forehead met with the snake’s nose. Tony tumbled backwards, crashing to the floor, clutching his face. “Fuck your shitty little job!” he yelled. With that, he turned and strode out through the yard full of vehicles without another word.


  It wasn’t worth hanging around, and there was no point sitting in his bedroom. Darren changed into his joggers, set his watch, and started out on a run. He needed the air—time to think. What was going to happen? An assault charge? Why couldn’t he have kept his mouth shut and just done as he’d been told? What was the problem? Yes, Tony was a lowlife, but he’d met plenty of them over the past few years and never once felt the need to head-butt them.


  He half expected to find the police waiting when he got back to his uncle’s place but instead he found Harry sitting in the kitchen supping on a beer. To his surprise, his uncle smiled.


  “Sit down, kiddo,” he said softly.


  Darren pulled up a chair at the grubby breakfast table.


  “What you did was pretty dumb, but I’m guessing you know that?”


  Darren nodded.


  “But it’s sorted. Tony won’t be pressing any charges, and you still have a job.”


  Darren thought he was hearing things. “What?”


  His uncle nodded.


  “You’re serious?”


  Harry smiled. “And Tony will apologise for being a complete prick when he gets his nose fixed.”


  Darren frowned. “He’s gonna apologise to me?”


  “That’s the idea.”


  “But…I don’t understand.”


  Harry drained his can of beer. “Well, let’s put it this way, he’ll get more than a broken nose if his wife finds out about Anna.”


  “Anna? You mean he’s screwing some bird?”


  Harry sniffed. “Yeah. Big surprise, eh? I’d left my phone in the office and called back after work to find him with this brunette bent over the desk. The cocky git didn’t even pause when I walked in but then he got all concerned and called me later in the evening to make sure I kept my mouth shut. It’s our little secret, and I promised to keep it that way if he looked after you. It’s an understanding that suits us both, I think.”


  Darren shrugged. “Wow. Thanks. I—”


  “Don’t go all soppy, kiddo. You’re family. I might be a loser, an arsehole who’s settled for second best—well, not even that—but you’re Ben’s son, and there is no way I’m seeing a crook like Tony fucking up your life just cos he got what he deserved.”


  Darren felt a lump in his throat. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking down at the table.


  “What for, son?”


  “The shit I’ve said to you. What you’ve done today is awesome. Really cool.”


  Harry patted his arm and shoved a can under his nose. “Come on, let’s watch a movie. There’s plenty more beer in the fridge.”


  Darren grinned. Right then, hanging out with his uncle didn’t seem so bad after all.


  Chapter Twenty


  “It can’t be my car, Dad!” Jenny sobbed. “I haven’t been dreaming. I couldn’t have driven all that way without knowing.” She looked up at her father. “I can’t explain it. I just know!”


  Rob shook his head slowly. “But if it wasn’t you—”


  Jake stood with his arms folded. “It’s fifty miles away. That would put a hundred miles on the clock, and you’d be missing fuel.”


  “I don’t check the mileage!” Jenny shot back.


  “But you’d be wondering why you were having to fill up sooner, surely?”


  “I haven’t noticed. I’ve got half a tank. I’ve not used any more fuel than usual.”


  Jake shrugged. “You think someone’s stolen the car and returned it before we woke?”


  Jenny shook her head. “If they had then they’ve stopped off at the garage to fill up. I can’t see that happening.”


  Rob shrugged. “They’d have a hell of a job getting into the car without the keys.”


  “So you all think it’s me?” Jenny hissed. “Well, it’s not! Forget it!”


  “I’ll tell you what I think,” Jake said softly. “I don’t think it’s Jenny’s car in the footage. It’s an identical car with false number plates. Someone is going to a shitload of trouble to set you up.” He looked at Rob. “It’s not a prank, Mr. Adams. We need to put a stop to this before someone gets hurt.”


  Jake’s hand rested on Jenny’s. “I think we should pay Blakely a visit—go and see this CCTV footage for ourselves.”


  Rob nodded. “I’ll come with you. Whoever is doing this will try it again, but this time we’ll be waiting.”


  Jenny wasn’t convinced. “Isn’t that dangerous? You’re going to confront this joker? What if it’s some psycho?”


  “There’ll be two of us,” Jake grunted.


  “And how many of them?” Jenny asked. “It’s too risky.”


  Rob didn’t answer. He was hardly a fighter, and while Jake could look after himself, his daughter was right. It was dangerous.


  Jenny let out a weary sigh. “Maybe this time we should be getting the police involved.”


  Jake shook his head. “They wouldn’t be interested. It’s just graffiti on a grave to them. You’d have to go into the whole story—the Amelia thing. It wouldn’t wash, I’m telling you.” He kissed Jenny’s forehead. “I’ll call my father and tell him I’m taking some time off.”


  Jenny forced a weak smile, wiping away another tear. “Call Blakely,” she said. “We need to speak to him.”


  ***


  Dennis Blakely took the call in his room at The Lakeside Hotel. Robert Adams sounded calm enough, but there was a defiance in his tone that suggested he wasn’t prepared to take any questions. “It’s not Jenny,” he said. “I’ll stake my life on it. But we need to meet up and check out the footage. Tomorrow.”


  Blakely agreed. He liked Rob and Jenny, even if he doubted the video footage would change anything. It was always good to sort things out behind the scenes. He threw off his jacket and opened the window overlooking the lake and stood watching a young couple strolling around the water’s edge. Sometimes he wished he had the time to spend with Penny—that they could live an uncomplicated life. He hadn’t seen her for over five weeks now, and if he dared to count the months, it had probably been nearly a year since they had made love.


  Kim had caught his eye. She was young, slim and beautiful in a girl-next-door kind of way. She had been more than polite, making an effort to engage in conversation and always greeted him with a smile that lingered on her lips. They were meeting for a drink when her shift finished, so he showered, shaved and sprayed on the aftershave Penny had bought him last Christmas. He looked at his bed. It was just a drink, a bit of female company. But in his heart, he knew that this was where it was going to end up.


  Kim smiled as she crossed the bar. Her demeanour had changed; the slightly coy waitress dressed in black was now in a short white skirt and a low-cut top. “You look stunning!” he cooed, standing as she reached the table.


  “I might look different,” she giggled, “but I’m hardly a Vogue model!”


  Blakely grinned, wondering what he’d say if Penny walked in.


  Kim sat down and leaned across the table. “Can I suggest something?” she asked in a whisper.


  Blakely nodded.


  “The thing is, I’m not that hungry, and I don’t particularly feel like drinking.”


  “You want to call it off?”


  Kim smiled. “Hell no! I just thought we could go to your room.”


  Blakely stared at her. This was too easy.


  “Dennis, I really like you, and I think you like me. Let’s just do it.”


  She took a sip from his glass. “I’ll follow you up in ten minutes.”


  ***


  Jenny slid behind the wheel of the Mini with Jake beside her. Her father sat directly behind with a Beatles biography that he’d been reading for over four months. “I don’t know why you just don’t give up on that book, Dad. You’ve clearly got no concentration! How long did it take you to read that Dylan thing?”


  “I’ve only got two chapters left,” Rob protested. “I should have finished by the time we get to Tabwell.”


  “Is that going to be a champagne occasion?” Jake teased.


  “I wouldn’t mind, but it’s hardly War and Peace!” Jenny muttered.


  “Maybe you could make that your next read,” Jake suggested with a mischievous grin.


  “You can laugh all you want,” Rob shot back. “I just like to take my time!”


  Jenny fired up the engine. She could see her father watching her in the rear view mirror. He was probably trying to figure out what was going on. He’d be worried in case this whole business was starting all over again. She had to get this sorted before it got out of hand. Before she lost the trust of the two most important men in her life.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely ignored the call from his wife. Guilt was something he wallowed in, and while the memory of Kim was fresh in his mind, it was best avoiding idle chat with Penny. He’d tried to convince himself that somehow she was partly to blame. Penny was hardly an enthusiastic lover; more of a let’s-get-this-over-with kind of woman. Not like Kim.


  Her appetite had alarmed him at first, but she was young and had a body that he had only seen in magazines after the Photoshop guy had worked his magic. He felt himself stirring as he recalled the feel of her legs wrapped around his back, her fingers digging into his shoulders.


  “Boss? There’s people to see you.”


  Thomas stood at the door of the office, cradling his blue hard hat.


  Kim’s naked body faded from his mind. “Thanks. Show them in,” he replied with a tired smile.


  He greeted Rob and Jake with a handshake and kissed Jenny’s cheek. “I’m sorry about all this,” he said with a shrug, looking directly at Jenny. “I felt it was only fair, considering the history.”


  Jenny averted her eyes as Jake placed his arm around her shoulders. “It wasn’t Jenny,” he said bluntly. “We don’t know what’s going on, but I was with her on those nights and her car was outside our house.”


  Blakely frowned. Thomas pushed a few buttons on the monitor and an enhanced picture of the Mini Clubman flashed up on the screen. “Is that your registration?” he asked. He watched Jenny stare blankly at the image as if it was an alien spacecraft.


  She nodded slowly. “But it can’t be my car,” she replied.


  Jake flashed Thomas a look. “I can vouch for that,” he said.


  “Then we need some kind of explanation,” Thomas said, looking directly at Jenny.


  “Mr. Adams and I will park up by the old village hall and keep watch. If whoever is doing this shows up, we’ll be waiting,” Jake replied.


  Blakely shook his head. “You can’t do that. For a start, they might not actually come back. But if they do…”


  Rob looked at Thomas, who was clearly bemused by the suggestion. “They will come back,” he replied. “And I don’t care how many nights we have to wait. This has to stop!”


  Blakely looked at his foreman. “Okay. We’ll make sure you have something to eat and drink. You can park out of sight.”


  Thomas shook his head wearily. “And what if there is more than one? What if they are carrying knives—or, worse still, guns?”


  “They’ll be carrying a pot of pig’s blood and a brush,” Jake pointed out. “They’re vandalising a grave, not robbing a bank!”


  Blakely smiled. Jake was fiercely protective of his girl, and Blakely appreciated that. “Just be careful,” he added. “No heroics, okay? If you see anyone, stay in your car and call the police.”


  Jake nodded but Thomas still stared at the screen. “Okay. But no one has bothered to give me an explanation for this,” he said, pointing at the parked up Mini. “If this isn’t your car then someone has gone to a hell of a lot of trouble here—someone who obviously knows you and probably knows where you live, too. What do they want?”


  Blakely rolled his eyes. “That is precisely what they’re trying to find out!”


  Thomas wasn’t done. “So you’re saying that they’ve gotten themselves an identical car and put false number plates on? I’m sorry, but I’m just not buying that. People do that kinda shit when they want to cover up a major crime, not all this crap!”


  Jake bristled. “Look, I dunno why. All I’m saying is that it’s not Jenny!”


  Blakely glared at Thomas. “Shouldn’t you be out on site?” he said sharply.


  Thomas shook his head, flicked off the monitor, and left, slamming the Portakabin door behind him.


  Rob looked at Jenny, who was close to tears. “He doesn’t know you, babe. Don’t take it to heart.”


  Jenny didn’t answer but managed to force a smile which faded quickly.


  “We’ll go get something to eat in town and maybe go down to the lake.”


  Blakely shook his head. The least he could do was make his guests welcome. “Make your way to the Lakeside Hotel and get yourselves some lunch. I’ll let them know you’re coming and they can put it on my tab.” Rob was about to put up a polite refusal but Blakely raised his hand. “I insist. And help yourself to drinks. They have a particularly pleasant house white going at the moment.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Tony didn’t show, and that suited Darren just fine. He didn’t want a begrudging apology anyway, not from a slimeball like him. It also allowed the other two mechanics to pat him on the back and tell him they wished they’d had the guts to give Tony a crack. Maybe they thought Darren was as hard on the inside as he looked on the out. Maybe they didn’t know how he would have given anything to change the past—to be at home, arguing with his parents, telling his mother that her skirts were too short.


  Darren never talked about his mother and father unless someone asked. It would involve explaining that they were both dead, and the question of how they died would inevitably follow. That was too much. To have one parent take their own life was bad enough, but both?


  Following the news of his mother’s death, Darren had fallen into a deep depression like a suffocating darkness, leaving him fighting for breath during those long nights. His counsellor assured him that he could not blame himself, something he had accepted after several months. His father had become a therapist as a result of his own depression, wanting to help those fighting mental health issues. His mother had not only lost her husband, but the job she loved, where she had found solace and direction. But Darren still clung to the memories. The happier days as the only child of a couple with enough money to give their son lavish holidays and designer clothes. But most of all, he knew they loved him.


  Looking back, he wondered why he had ever hooked up with Kevin Taylor. He was the school’s bad boy—not a bully, just out of control. Both his mother and father had spent time in prison. Maybe it was the adventure, or perhaps being best buddies with someone like Taylor got him a kind of street cred that being the son of a shrink didn’t.


  Taylor’s father had little respect for women and frequented the streets, picking up prostitutes while his wife did time. Kevin would grope a girl without batting an eyelid and laughed off the abuse his unwanted attentions received. He was gangly and awkward, which might have appealed to certain girls if he hadn’t been so cocky. But Taylor listened to Darren when he needed an ear and convinced him that revenge was the only way. It was the bitch who slept with his father—it was her fault. If she had kept her knickers on, his parents would still be together.


  Darren didn’t buy into it. His father was a professional, and you didn’t cross that line with your patients; it was the rule. But Taylor always blamed the woman. She had asked for it. And on that afternoon, with a litre of cider down his neck, they had jumped behind the wheel of a four-wheel drive. Taylor turned as Darren put his foot down and sped off. “Turn left here,” he said. “Let’s go pay the slag a visit!”


  Darren remembered how the idea had appealed to him. Alcohol had dulled his judgement. “I don’t know where she lives,” he had said, pulling up at a junction.


  “I do,” Taylor replied. “I was going to check her out myself. No one fucks up my mate’s life and gets away with it!” Darren recalled pulling up by a broken garden wall and watching as his friend got out and grabbed a brick. “Let’s lob this through the window!”


  The memory of the following ten minutes haunted him. That stupid fucking cat, running across the road. He tried to brake but hit the gas instead. He saw her face—that woman. He saw the kid, that little girl standing behind the ice cream van with a cornet in her hand. He recalled the look of horror, but it was too late. The air bag exploded. Then there were the screams…people crying. Real people. He pulled himself out from behind the wheel and began to run. No one gave chase. They were too busy staring at the broken bodies of a woman and her child, caught under the front of the car.


  Darren didn’t run far. Just a few hundred yards down the road. “It’s no good,” he panted. “I’ve hurt that woman and her kid. I can’t run!” The feeling of utter hopelessness washed over him, and he wished he’d died in the collision. He sank to his knees on the street corner and began to sob.


  He could still see Taylor standing over him. “What the fuck are you doing?” he screamed. “We’re gonna go down for this!”


  But Darren hadn’t cared. Taylor pulled him to his feet and they set off across the field, but it took the police less than an hour to pick them up. The young female officer sat him down in an interview room, the kind of room he’d seen so often on those TV shows. She handed him a glass of water and asked if there was anything else he wanted. He remembered looking up. She had kind eyes. “Yes, there is,” he’d said slowly. “The lad I was with. I want you to make sure I never see him again—ever!”


  He hadn’t set eyes on Kevin Taylor since, but he thought about him every day, wondering how he would react if they met again. Darren could throw a good punch if needed, but Taylor was handy with his fists too. Maybe a baseball bat? It didn’t matter how hard you were if you didn’t see it coming. But then again, was it worth doing time for a scumbag like him? No, karma was a bitch. What goes around, comes around. Life would deal Kevin Taylor the hand he deserved. That was what he told himself each night before finally drifting off to sleep.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely returned Penny’s call that afternoon, taking a deep breath and praying that she wouldn’t detect the guilt in his voice. He tried to sound busy, distracted by a multitude of problems on site. The conversation was brief, just a cursory check that he was still alive and that he wasn’t getting himself too stressed by the project. The fact that she cared didn’t help. That’s if she did care, of course; maybe it was just about the money rolling in. Maybe she was screwing the postman or planning to run off with the next-door neighbour who had always seemed to have a bit of an eye for her.


  By the time he reached his room, Blakely had managed to convince himself that Penny wasn’t that interested but maybe it would be better if he kept away from extra-marital relationships and concentrate on the project. He flashed the key card and pushed open the door, taking off his jacket and kicking away his shoes. He was about to sling his jacket on the bed without a sideways glance but out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of something—someone. Kim lay across the covers, naked. Her eyes flashed mischievously.


  Blakely felt a chill in his bones, a fear that he was out of his depth. Kim was not so much a kitten but more like a panther, and she was ready to pounce.


  “I thought I’d surprise you,” she purred.


  Blakely stared. She was flawless. “Oh my god,” he whispered. “Kim, what do you think you’re doing? For fuck’s sake.”


  “An appropriate turn of phrase,” she said. “You’ve kind of answered your own question, me thinks.”


  “This isn’t funny. I could have walked in here with someone—”


  Kim’s smile vanished. “Like who?”


  “I dunno! Anyone.”


  “Well, I’ve never seen you with anyone in all the time you’ve been here, so I figured it was worth taking a chance.”


  Blakely’s heart was thumping. “Look…get dressed. Let’s have some lunch, at least.”


  Kim frowned. “Or I have a better idea. How about you get naked too?” She smiled coyly. “Look, I’m sorry, it’s a shock, I can understand that. But I know what I want and I think you do too. May be you should just chill. Go get a shower and if you want to chat then we can do it between the sheets.”


  Blakely nodded like an obedient schoolchild and began to walk towards the en-suite, unbuttoning his shirt. Talking was about all he was going to manage—for a while, at least. He undressed and stepped under the shower, allowing the warm water to wash over him. He thought of Penny. Did they have a marriage? A good marriage? Sure, they talked, but his wife was something of a closed book. Maybe it was the way she was wired, but even after all this time, he wasn’t quite sure what was going on in her head.


  Kim was different, an overtly sexual woman he could read like a book. This was all new to him. Penny was headgirl at school and had the looks to attract most of the lads, but her officious nature had scared them away. Blakely was headboy so they had something in common and became close friends. But it was over a year later before they kissed and six months on before they fumbled their way to what could be loosely described as lovemaking.


  He stepped out of the shower, dried himself on the hotel towel, and slipped on a bathrobe. When he entered the bedroom, Kim was between the sheets. She smiled and patted the pillow. “Come on, then,” she said playfully. “Let’s chat.”


  Dennis climbed between the sheets and lay back as Kim rested her head against his shoulder, slipping an arm around his waist. “I know what you’re thinking,” she whispered. “You’re thinking ‘Christ! What have I got here? A bunny boiler? A nymphomaniac who’s going to end up on my wife’s doorstep with a knife in her hands?’”


  Blakely smiled. “Well, I was a little shocked.”


  Kim gave him a squeeze. “I’m none of those things,” she said. “I was dating a guy for six years and I never knew he was with another woman until I caught him in bed with her. It wasn’t pretty, I can tell you. I just walked out. Obviously I was devastated but couldn’t get my head around the fact that it was really all over, so I stayed on the pill, hoping that I might find a way to forgive him. But I couldn’t.”


  Blakely sighed. “That must have been tough.”


  “It was, but I stayed on the pill just the same. I just wanted to believe someone was waiting for me, just around the corner. Just someone.” She paused. “And then I saw you.”


  Blakely blinked at the ceiling fan whirring above his head. “Kim, I’m married. You know that. You couldn’t forgive your boyfriend for cheating on you yet you don’t care if I cheat on my wife.”


  “I know. But no one seems to play by the rules these days, so why should I?”


  Blakely kissed her cheek. “But you could take your pick. There would be a hundred guys out there—”


  “But I don’t want them. I want you!”


  Blakely turned and their lips met. “I’m not a bad person,” she said softly. “But finding your man with another woman screws you up big time. Okay, I know I’ve been full on—and yep, I’m still a bit fucked up in the head at the moment—but I can get through this.”


  Blakely kissed her again. “You’re a beautiful woman, Kim, and if I was single…”


  “Don’t say shit you don’t mean,” she said softly. “Just tell me about yourself. Anything. For a start, you can tell me who those people were. The ones who got themselves a dinner on your tab?”


  Talking felt right. They hadn’t done too much of that. Kim had behaved more like a call girl up to now. “Robert and Jenny Adams,” he replied. “And the lad was Jake—her bloke.” He paused. “It’s a long story.”


  Kim patted his chest. “I’ve got a long time to listen,” she said.


  Blakely sighed. “Okay, but I have a confession. I’m a bit of a wannabe ghost hunter. It’s like my guilty secret.”


  “You’re kidding!” Kim gasped. “You mean like those programmes on telly? Where they go around all those houses and castles looking for spooks? I love that.”


  Blakely laughed. “Yep, but you never see a ghost. Just lots of banging and screaming.”


  “Hey, don’t knock it. They’re awesome.” Kim laughed. “So, come on. This must have something to do with your secret passion. I’m all ears.”


  Blakely thought for a moment. Then he began, starting with the moment he learned about Amelia Root: the girl who lived her life in an attic.


  ***


  Sebastian Tint stared at the TV screen, not really watching the early evening news. Nothing the reporter had said from outside the magistrates court registered until he heard a familiar name. He turned quickly to the man sitting in the wheelchair beside him. “What was that about?”


  The man, in his seventies but with eyes as bright as someone half his age, shrugged. “Something about a guy—drug dealing and prostitution, I think. They found his remains somewhere just before he was due for trial.”


  “No,” Sebastian replied. “The reporter said something about a woman.”


  “Yeah, think it was his missus or the woman he was living with. Why do you ask?”


  Sebastian continued to stare at the screen, but they had moved on to the next item. “I heard a name I recognised,” he said. “But it’s probably just coincidence.”


  The man in the wheelchair smiled, turning back to his newspaper. Sebastian wished he’d been paying attention. But it was just a name, and there was bound to be more than one Melissa Ingram in the country.


  ***


  Jake yawned. “You realise we could be doing this for several nights?” he said, stretching his legs out across the back seat of the car. They had found a spot behind the village hall, hidden from view. No one had any business on the footpath that took them around the perimeter of the adventure park; not at this time of night, anyway. They had reckoned if anyone passed in front of the vehicle then it was unlikely they would just be out for a walk.


  Rob poured himself some tea from a flask the woman at the Lakeside Hotel had prepared for them, along with some sandwiches from the local bakery and a supply of chocolate bars which Jake was already halfway through.


  “We should all take pictures,” Jenny said. “Make sure we get something the police can use.”


  Jake muttered his agreement. “I still reckon we should tackle him—or her.”


  “We’ve discussed that, babe,” Jenny replied, staring at her phone. “No confrontation. Just get some pictures, and some of the car too. We need to prove it’s not mine.”


  Rob looked at his watch. It was close to midnight and he had never wanted alcohol more than he did right now. He’d agreed to drive so Jenny and Jake had shared a bottle of wine at The Lakeside while he supped on soda water, wondering if just one glass would do any real harm. He took a gulp of stewed tea that left a bitter taste on his tongue.


  How many nights would they be sitting, waiting? Jake was plugged into his iPod while Jenny sat trawling through social media. Rob stared out at a dimly lit patch of wasteland, praying that they were waiting for a couple of pranksters with a mean streak.


  “Hey, I’ve had twenty-four comments to the post I put up the other day,” Jenny said suddenly.


  “What post?” Jake muttered, taking one earpiece out.


  “The one about Mum’s grave being vandalised.”


  Rob turned as Jenny held up her phone. “You took a photo? And put it up on Facebook?”


  Jenny nodded. “Yeah. You never know, if anyone hears anything…”


  Jake rolled his eyes. Rob shook his head. He knew how kids loved to rant on social media these days, often offending the wrong kind of people. Others posted holiday photographs advertising their absence to a couple of hundred friends, many of whom they’d never met. They hadn’t been burgled, but it was only a matter of time. Some things, he believed, were best kept private.


  “Let’s just hope it stays with your friends,” Rob said. “Otherwise we could have the trolls joining in the fun!”


  Jenny shrugged. “Stop stressing! Everyone’s been really supportive, so far.”


  “I’d rather you take it off, Jen. We don’t want to attract any unwanted attention.”


  “Oh, come on, Dad! Just cos you’ve only got about twelve friends and haven’t even put up a profile picture—”


  “I’m not arsed with social media. I only joined because you nagged the hell out of me!”


  Jake grinned. “They’re all using other stuff now, sending each other pictures of their fannies and cocks—then when the little love thing all goes pear shaped they end with their photos all over the internet!”


  “Please don’t tell me you two did that!” Rob said with a groan.


  Jake grimaced. “Not my scene, Mr. Adams.”


  Rob held up his hand to silence them. “Hush! I can hear a car engine.”


  Jenny slipped her phone into her jacket pocket as Jake pulled the headphones from his ears.


  Rob slid down in his seat behind the wheel. “Keep low,” he whispered.


  It was faint, but there was no mistaking the sound. “It’s idling.” Jake said winding down his window. The sound stopped and they heard a car door slam.


  “Get down!” Jenny hissed. “Don’t let them see us.”


  Rob’s heart thumped as he lay across the front seats, listening, waiting. They heard the footsteps; whoever it was wasn’t bothering to creep around.


  “There’s two of them,” Jake whispered. “With frigging hobnail boots on by the sound of it!”


  “Shut it,” Jenny snapped. “They aren’t heading for the footpath. They’re coming towards us!”


  ***


  Sebastian closed his eyes and breathed deeply. The painkillers had kicked in. It was always good for the first hour or so, until his body began to ache again—usually two hours before the nurse arrived with the next dose of pills. At least he had time to think. No TV, no radio. Just the sound of the nurse’s footsteps. “Why?” he whispered to himself, hoping the sound of his own voice would release his mind. Nothing about the writing on the grave made any sense. It couldn’t have been Jenny, could it?


  Whore. That was the word. Who would write a message like that? Someone who hated Elizabeth? Someone who hated Robert or Jenny? It had been over three years since they had buried the young mother and her little girl. Why was this happening now?


  ***


  Dennis Blakely took a deep breath and his heartbeat quickened. “That was one hell of a story!” Kim whispered, her hand moving slowly towards his groin. “But you know who I think has been trashing that grave?”


  “Nope. But I’m guessing you’re going to tell me.”


  Kim giggled. “Well, I think it’s the vicar!”


  “What? Why would Francis want to do that?”


  “Not Francis! That Allington bloke!”


  Blakely laughed. “You think the grave is being vandalised by a ghost?”


  Kim grinned mischievously. “Think about it. Who would want revenge? I can just see it now, the spirit of a dead vicar returns to settle some old scores.”


  “You’re crazy!”


  “Probably, but wouldn’t that make a great story? Just imagine. It’s like the stuff you see on those Freeview channels at midnight—you know, the ones that grab you just before you’re going to bed!”


  “You have an imagination, Kim, though I think it’s more likely to be someone who’s very much alive but hopefully not dangerous,” Blakely said as Kim took him in her hand. He turned and kissed her on the forehead.


  “You’re a gentleman,” she said softly. “But sometimes a girl likes it rough.”


  Blakely kissed her again. “I don’t want to hurt you. I wouldn’t.”


  “I need to feel wanted.” She breathed hard as she bit into his shoulder. “Please!”


  He felt her naked body beneath his as he rolled on top, her legs wrapped tightly around his back. “Just do it to me,” she breathed. “Do it like you really mean it!”


  ***


  The rapping on the window was so loud Jenny thought it was gunfire. She screamed and covered her head with her hands. Rob looked up and saw a face peering down at him. “Want to wind this down a moment, sir?”


  The police officer looked as if he was seeing out his days in Tabwell and wasn’t after anything too heavy. The female officer standing behind had that steel in her eyes that suggested this little village would probably end up driving her crazy, but she was happy enough to let her senior colleague deal with this one.


  “Want to tell me what you’re doing parked up here?”


  Rob cleared his throat, wondering where the hell to begin.


  “I presume this is your car?” the female officer interjected.


  “No, it’s mine.” Jenny said.


  “Okay, so I presume you’re waiting for someone?” the older cop continued.


  Rob shrugged. “Kind of, but it’s a long story.”


  He smiled, flashing his badge as an afterthought. “That’s fine. Policing Tabwell has its advantages, but it also has its drawbacks. One of them is boredom. If someone drops a crisp packet here, it’s headline news. Know what I mean?”


  Rob wasn’t sure if it would be polite to laugh.


  “So you see, time is not a problem, sir,” he added. “We love long stories here, so I have a suggestion. Why don’t all three of you come back to our car and fill us in on the details.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  It was one of those nights. Darren lay awake, staring at the ceiling in a room lit only by the street lamp outside his bedroom window. He wondered if there really was life after death—if his mother and father were actually looking down at him now. Did they know what was going on in his head? Uncle Harry wasn’t that bad, he guessed, but he wanted a family. A brother to fight with, a sister to care for. He turned on the lamp and pulled open the top drawer of his bedside cabinet.


  There was a photograph—little more than the size of a postage stamp—a picture he’d cut from a newspaper a while back and carried with him wherever he went. He dreamed that one day they would meet. He dreamed that she would learn to forgive and maybe—just maybe—learn to love him.


  After all, she was family, even though they’d never talked. He’d never really had anything to do with Harry either, but his uncle had stepped up the mark when Tony threatened to sack him. He studied the black-and-white photograph. She had a kind face, but Jenny Adams would need a heart the size of England if he was ever going to find a way into her life.


  He felt the tears welling up in his eyes. It wasn’t for the first time, either. Tears for the sister he’d never known—the girl whose life he had destroyed in a moment of madness. What was the point of holding on to the dream? Because that was all it was. She probably hated the sound of his name. She would spit in his face. And if her father got to him first, he may not even have a face worth spitting in.


  He’d searched for her on social media, but there was no Jenny Adams matching the photograph, and he had given up looking. Darren placed the picture back in the drawer and turned off the light. Why did he put himself through this? Why did he hold on to a vain hope? Maybe he should just find himself a girl, get a decent job, get married and have a couple of kids. A boy and a girl would be good. Brother and sister. Darren believed he’d make a good father. He wouldn’t screw around behind his wife’s back, and he’d make sure his kids stayed away from pricks like Taylor.


  But decent girls didn’t hang out with lads who stole cars and wrecked families. He needed that elusive job—maybe he could get a promotion or something. Perhaps one of those decent girls would give him a chance a few years down the line, when he’d proven himself. But right now, he had nothing. Darren sank into that dark place once more.


  It was a place from which sleep was his only escape, but sleep, he knew, would elude him as his mind raced. He had promised himself a future, but now, in the depths of the night, he foresaw only rejection. No one would want him. A young thug. That’s all he was. What difference would a suit make? Darren Pascoe turned, burying his face in the pillow, and began to sob.


  ***


  “To be honest,” the officer said with a wry smile, “we thought you’d come dogging.”


  Jenny started to giggle. Rob frowned. “Dogging?”


  “Yep. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d interrupted an, erm, event,” said the young female officer. “A bored middle-aged woman with three blokes. She was mortified when we showed up!”


  “So what happened?” Jake said, suddenly taking an interest.


  “We just gave them a warning. We almost felt sorry for her.”


  Rob shook his head slowly, allowing himself a half smile. He thought about the time Josie had grabbed his crotch as he drove home. “Let’s just stop and do it here!” she’d purred as they pulled up alongside a deserted supermarket car park. There had been something youthful and exciting about fumbling around in the back of a car, wondering if someone would turn up at any moment. It wasn’t the best sex, but it was different enough to merit a fond place in his memory.


  “Anyway,” the male officer continued, “I’m not sure this case merits our full attention, but if you get pictures then we will certainly take a look at them, just in case they’re known to us.”


  Jenny nodded. “Thanks. We’d appreciate that.”


  “Just don’t take the law into your own hands, okay?”


  “Okay,” Rob grunted.


  “Are we free to go now?” Jake asked.


  The two officers nodded. “Good luck. But I suggest Mr. Blakely starts doing his own surveillance in future. I know he’s a friend, but I’m sure he could afford a couple more cameras to cover this end of the park.”


  ***


  Darren sat opposite his uncle at the breakfast table. It still resembled something you’d find in a down-market corner café where they served grease on a chipped plate, but, to his credit, Harry had attempted to get his act together. Darren noticed he was actually washing up instead of letting everything pile up in the sink. He’d also used air freshener, which smelled like the stuff they used in public toilets, but it still beat the smell of stale bacon fat.


  “Okay, what’s up with you, kiddo?” he asked as Darren swilled down the last mouthful of coffee.


  “Nuthin’. I’m just tired.”


  “You didn’t sleep well last night.”


  “I slept okay.”


  His uncle stared at him. “It wasn’t a question, Daz. I know you didn’t sleep. I’ve got ears.”


  Darren’s face was burning. “I was just restless.”


  “No, son, you were crying.”


  Darren stared down at his empty cup, wishing it was deep enough to swallow him whole.


  “Wanna tell me what it’s all about?”


  “I’m okay. A bit down, that’s all.”


  “It sounded more than that, kiddo.”


  Darren hated being called kiddo too. He wasn’t a kid—being a kid had been good. A time of innocence.


  “I miss my parents. It just gets to me sometimes.”


  Harry nodded. “You’re bound to, lad, but maybe you need to talk about it. I mean, I’m no therapist—not like your dad—but I’m smart enough to know that bottling that shit up isn’t good for you.”


  Darren continued to stare into his cup.


  “Look, I’m not much of an uncle, I know that, but I’m all you’ve got, I’m afraid.”


  Darren looked up. “That’s the point, though. You’re not all I’ve got.”


  Harry stopped, a slice of burnt toast suspended in front of his lips. “What?”


  “I have a sister—a half-sister,” Darren replied, ignoring the look of bewilderment on his uncle’s face. “That fling my dad had—the woman had a baby. She had a daughter, and then she got back with her husband and had another baby, years later.”


  Harry stared at him. “Did your mother find out?”


  Darren nodded. “Yep. There was a letter from the woman.”


  “And this woman—what happened?”


  Darren’s eyes flooded. “I blamed her. I blamed her for everything. Even though I knew it was my father’s fault, too. But I loved my dad. I couldn’t accept that he had done something wrong. It had to be her.”


  Harry threw the toast back on the plate, burying his head in his hands. “Jesus, Darren! Please tell me it wasn’t her! It wasn’t her you…” Harry looked up as Darren began to sob.


  “I never meant to. It was an accident. I was drunk and we just wanted to scare her!”


  “And the courts never knew?”


  “No, they thought it was a random thing. We were just out joyriding.”


  “But your mother knew?”


  “Yes, but she kept quiet.”


  “And does the family know? I mean, does your sister—half-sister—does she know you’re her brother?”


  Darren wiped the tears with the heel of his hand and shrugged. “I don’t think it matters. She wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”


  “And do you want anything to do with her?”


  “I need to be forgiven. I know we could never be close, but—”


  Darren felt his uncle’s hand on his. “Why don’t you do the old-fashioned thing and write a letter? Tell her exactly how you feel, how sorry you are. If she doesn’t reply, then you’ve lost nothing. But you never know. It’s something she might need to hear.”


  Darren forced out a weak smile and nodded. It wasn’t such a bad idea. It might be better than trying to find her on a social networking site. It was real paper—real ink. Kind of classy. “Thanks, Uncle Harry,” he said. “I’ll give it a go.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Dennis Blakely stared into the mirror half expecting to see the reflection of his wife standing behind him. Instead, it was Kim. A girl nine years younger—no wrinkles, no stretch marks and no cellulite.


  “You’ve really got to go?” She sidled up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. Her hand slid, snake like, down to his crotch.


  “Sorry. I have a site meeting, and I’ve got to grab something to eat first. I’m starving!”


  Kim smiled, moving her hand away. “You want me tonight?”


  Blakely watched her through the mirror, her naked form hidden by his own suited frame. He looked every inch the respectable businessman, the faithful husband, yet he knew if he didn’t get out pretty damn quick, his suit would be discarded on the bedroom floor alongside Kim’s underwear.


  “How about grabbing something to eat?” he suggested, trying to sound casual. He hoped she might have been impressed. Most women hoped that relationships they formed weren’t just about sex, but Kim looked perplexed.


  “Why?”


  “We could talk more. Get to know each other better.”


  “We can get to know each other in bed!”


  Blakely smiled and turned, taking her in his arms. She unzipped his trousers.


  “Are you sure you can’t spare ten minutes,” she whispered, taking him in hand. He groaned, kissing her neck. The meeting could wait he thought, collapsing onto the bed. “I won’t keep you too long.” She giggled. “This is just a quickie!”


  ***


  The cemetery stretched out in front of her in the late-evening sun. She shuddered and moved tentatively forward. The light, such as it was, cast long shadows across the manicured lawns, but Jenny felt little warmth from its source. Her legs were heavy, as if her ankles had been shackled by invisible chains, and her heart seemed to hang like a weight in her chest.


  Suddenly she was there, standing in front of her mother’s grave—a grave daubed with fresh blood. Whore! She studied the word, praying it would vanish before her gaze, but the pain inside intensified with each breath. She ripped the coat from her back and began to rub, frantically wiping the blood from the marble—but the word reappeared. Jenny reeled backwards with the blood-soaked coat still in her hands. Inside, she was screaming; her mouth was open yet there was no sound.


  She felt ice in her veins and a terrible fear tore at her heart. The gravestone oozed fresh blood. Rivers of thick red liquid seeped into the ground and trickled around her feet. Then she felt something else. The screaming within died suddenly and Jenny turned. A young girl stood behind her, dressed in a bloodstained white nightgown. The familiar face, those eyes. The look of sadness.


  “Why are you here?” she gasped.


  A gentle, almost imperceptible smile formed on Amelia’s lips, and Jenny heard the words in her head.


  Beware, my child.


  “Beware? Beware of what? This?” Jenny gestured towards the gravestone.


  You must listen!


  But when she turned back to look at the grave, the blood had gone. The marble gleamed like freshly polished stone. She found herself alone once more as the sun dipped behind the tree line, plunging the cemetery into an eerie orange light. Jenny began to run, her feet suddenly released from the invisible shackles. Up ahead, the gates were closing. Darkness fell, enveloping her like a shroud, and the birdsong ceased, throwing the graveyard into a silence the like of which she had never known. It was a silence that stopped her in her tracks. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. Could it? The sound of a car engine broke in her ears and made her jump. Jenny opened her eyes.


  “Come on, sleepy head.” Jake poked her arm. “You’ve been dead for nearly an hour. I’m bushed, so we’re heading back to the hotel for some breakfast! Then I’m getting some kip!”


  ***


  Darren poured coffee into the only clean mug in the bowl. It was his—an adopted cup with a picture of Big Ben and I love London emblazoned underneath. He’d scraped away the brown crust on the first day, leaving it soaking in boiling water and then washing it again. The lads at the garage had laughed at him and he’d earned himself the title of O.C. Darren. He didn’t care too much. He just like things clean and tidy. There was nothing wrong with that, was there?


  But clean cups weren’t on his mind. It was a certain letter he had to write and the words were revolving around in his head and tumbling out like balls in a lottery draw. They had to be right; the whole thing had to grab his sister from the first line. He’d probably never get to pull at her heart strings, but maybe if he found a way to suppress the hatred, sow a seed… What did they say about little acorns?


  He handed his uncle a mug and managed a smile. Harry patted him on the shoulder. “You look a million miles away,” he said. “How about you piss off home? I’ll cover for you.”


  Darren nodded. He needed time—probably the best part of the day. Maybe he could take himself off to the park with a notepad and sit on the bench overlooking the lake. Fresh air and peace.


  “Go on, you head off, son. Get yourself a sister!”


  If only it were that easy.


  His uncle’s place was a half hour walk at a brisk pace, forty-five minutes if you included calling in at the newsagent’s and buying a notepad along with a packet of cheap pens. The lanky lad at the checkout grunted something while managing to serve him without making eye contact. Darren reckoned he was fresh out of school and related in some way to the owner who hadn’t gotten around to teaching the kid basic social skills.


  His uncle had left the radio on which, in an empty house, was comforting. It was never going to be home; it was merely a place he could stop while planning his future—if he had one, of course. Darren helped himself to a Coke from the fridge and set himself up at the kitchen table. He opened the notepad and stared at the blank page in front of him. How did he even begin?


  Dear Jenny?


  Okay, she knew he was her brother. His mother had told him on the last visit before she ended it all, so there was no point wasting ink reminding her of something she was probably still trying to get her head around. No, this had to be all about how sorry he was.


  Darren groaned. Sorry didn’t cut it. She needed to know how he felt, and while English Literature had been one of his better subjects at school, he still wasn’t sure how to put something like that into words. He took a mouthful from the can and winced as the ice-cold liquid foamed in his mouth. The empty page glared at him, its crisp clean lines awaiting the pen. Darren Pascoe belched loudly and his hand trembled as he began to write. Maybe the words would come, released from the prison of his mind. It was nothing more than a scrawl, but at least the page was no longer blank.


  Dear Jenny…


  ***


  Dennis Blakely was finishing his second coffee as Rob arrived at The Lakeside Hotel with Jenny and Jake. He looked up from his breakfast and greeted them with raised eyebrows. “Anything?” he quizzed, replacing his cup and wiping his chin.


  “Nothing, apart from a couple of police officers who thought we were dogging,” Rob replied without the faintest look of amusement.


  Blakely laughed. “You? Dogging? So what happened?”


  “We told them the truth. If we get some pictures they’ll take a look.”


  Blakely nodded. “I’ve sorted out a family room for the day. You guys go and get some rest and take yourselves off home. We only have one night watchman but he’s covering the house and never heard anything. Larry’s arranged for an extra guy to cover the woodland, and we’ll be getting cameras there soon. I’ll keep you updated.”


  Jake watched the hotel guests sitting with their plates of food and cups of freshly ground coffee. Blakely smiled. “You must be hungry. Help yourself. Breakfast and lunch is on my tab. I’ll sort it with the staff.”


  Jenny gazed at her phone, flicking through the screens. “I’m not that hungry,” she mumbled.


  Rob glanced at his daughter. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”


  Jenny nodded, averting her eyes. “Tired,” she said. “I’ll just have a hot chocolate.”


  Jake shrugged and gave Blakely a thumbs up. “It’s the works for me.” There was something about a hotel breakfast that brought out the glutton in him. He admitted it. If he lived out of a suitcase, he’d have been several pounds heavier.


  Rob grinned. The smell of bacon was driving him crazy. “Me too. Let’s eat!”


  ***


  The room was spacious, with a king-size bed and a single and two easy chairs facing a wall mounted plasma-screen TV. Jenny dropped her jacket on the floor and fell back onto the bed. Her eyes stung with tiredness but she feared drifting into a sleep that might bring her face-to-face with Amelia. Was it just a dream? A dream like any other dream? She had been surfing the internet looking for answers. There were plenty of sites offering interpretations to the complexities of the subconscious meandering during sleep, but she hadn’t found anything—nothing that made sense, anyway.


  She picked up the remote and the TV screen burst into life, showing a morning magazine programme. They were discussing fad diets and later they’d be talking to a woman who planned weddings for dogs. That sounded bizarre enough to keep her mind occupied for a while. Maybe she’d make herself a coffee. Strong and black.


  The plan relaxed her. She waited, staring at the ceiling. The woman on TV was talking about the eat-as-much-as-you-like diet. She was pretty sure Jake was on that. He ate like a horse but never put on an ounce. Maybe she should check out how that worked. But God! That ceiling is white—so white. Or is that the sun? It wasn’t the ceiling, it was white cloud. The hazy light faded and suddenly she was beneath a canopy of branches and leaves.


  Jenny breathed in the heady scent of the forest and looked down. Moss-covered tree roots snaked beneath her feet like dormant reptiles. She looked up to see the lake that had swallowed Amelia in its stagnant murky depths. Something—maybe someone—was drawing her in. Trapped by her own mind, Jenny moved forward and looked down as a tiny frog leapt from the water onto the grassy bank. It looked up, studying her.


  Jenny heard something moving behind her and spun around to find Amelia, her eyes red with tears. Just a child, probably no more than seven years old. She was staring straight ahead. Something beyond was holding the little girl’s attention. Jenny turned to see a man wading up to his knees in the water.


  “Amelia!” he called, holding up his cupped hands. “I have found a little friend for you!”


  The faintest of smiles crossed Amelia’s face as her father revealed a tiny frog, almost identical to the one that had leapt onto the bank just moments earlier.


  “See, he wants to say hello!”


  Amelia giggled and waved.


  “But we must return him to his home. You understand that, don’t you?”


  Amelia nodded. “Or he will die,” she answered sadly.


  “That’s correct, my darling. It is not right that any living thing should be caged.”


  The child began to cry. “But I am caged,” she said. “I am caged in that house. Why can’t I come with you?”


  Her father smiled. Those eyes, set like pearls within his rugged complexion, were filled with sadness. “One day I will take you away from here, but not yet.”


  “But you are my father,” Amelia sobbed. “I won’t ask for food, I will live on grass and worms. I just want to be with you!”


  Jenny’s eyes closed. This is not real. I’m dreaming. I need to wake. I need to—


  Suddenly she found herself alone, staring at the ceiling of her hotel room. The TV was still on. How long had she slept? Why had she allowed herself to drift? She sat up. Maybe it would be a good time to make that coffee.


  But she could not continue to fight sleep night after night. Nor could she stop the dreams. Amelia was back and with a warning. Tears ran down her cheeks. Something was wrong—with her. She thought of Jake, the man she loved. She thought of the cottage, the dogs and maybe, sometime in the future, a couple of children. But now…now this! Maybe she should leave, and take herself away, just until she was free once more.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Darren looked down at the letters lying on the kitchen table alongside a can of Coke. One was addressed to Jenny Adams and the other to Elizabeth Adams. It felt strange writing to a dead woman, but this was good therapy. Even though she wouldn’t get to read it, he felt a kind of release. Writing stuff down on paper really worked, even though it had taken nearly two weeks to get those words just right. It cleared his mind and put stuff in order, like a filing system in his head. He folded the letters and slipped them into envelopes. It was Saturday, and the skies were clear blue. Graveyards always looked better in sunlight so Darren finished the dregs from his last can and set off.


  He checked his watch and was satisfied that it was eight o’clock. He’d wanted to get there early, to reduce the chance of seeing anyone. If the bus was on time, he’d be there in half an hour, and maybe he could borrow a flower to place with the letter. It would probably be dead by the time anyone from the family saw it, but the thought was there.


  He pushed the envelope into the postbox, hoping that her father would pass the letter on if Jenny no longer lived there. This could be the first step—the beginning of a new life. Uncle Harry had told him not to build his hopes up, but hope was all he had at the moment. He couldn’t afford a girl; girls cost money. He didn’t have any mates, and even if he did, booze fuelled nights cost money too. The garage wages were meagre, to say the least, and at some point he’d have to start paying for his keep.


  Darren stopped at the iron gates that seemed to tower above him like the entrance to another world. A world full of old neglected stone and marble. A field of bones. Why did people hold the decaying bodies in such reverence? Surely it would be better to scatter the ashes of those we love over a place they loved. Why does anyone need a slab of marble? He thought it kind of morbid.


  It took him twenty minutes to find the place where Elizabeth and Hanna Adams lay. Darren had picked a single rose from the gardens surrounding the crematorium. He was sure they wouldn’t miss a single flower, but he still checked there was no one creeping around. People got pretty weird around dead bodies.


  He laid the flower on the grave and placed the letter, sealed in a plastic sleeve, beside it. Talking to a headstone and telling a heap of bones how sorry he was felt pretty freaky, so he waited for a moment, with his head bowed, before leaving. That’s what they did on the TV—bowed their heads and stood in silence. Job done. Now he would just have to sit tight and wait. Maybe he would pray too, just in case there was a god—a god who had already forgiven him.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Sebastian Tint sat back in his old armchair, several pounds lighter than when he had left it to visit his wife’s grave. It had only been weeks but felt like years. They assured him that he was out of danger. There was no internal bleeding or trauma to the brain. He could continue doing whatever he’d been doing before, although now everything took a little longer. Still, it was good to be back home with Ricky, who had greeted him with such enthusiasm that he had almost taken a tumble and ended up back on the ward.


  “Best leave the brandy for a few days,” Rob had warned him. “Just while you’re on the painkillers.” Sebastian wondered if brandy might be better than the pills. He’d certainly enjoy it a lot more, and a glass or two was pretty good for helping with his aching bones. But he decided to take his friend’s advice. At least he’d be able to watch what he wanted, and being back amongst his books was comforting, just knowing they were there, even if he never pulled a single volume from the shelf for the next twelve months.


  There was a slightly musty smell about the lounge that reminded him of the old university libraries where, as a young man, he had sat for hours, poring over volumes of works by the world’s greatest minds. He had little time for sport, and his social life had revolved around the debating societies where he aired his views with an enthusiasm that impressed his peers. Few were able to win an argument with Sebastian Tint, yet he’d remained popular throughout the campus for his easy manner and a willingness to assist his fellow students. It was no surprise to the fraternity when he went on to teach.


  He’d cared for his students. Maybe he’d cared a little too much, sometimes, taking upon himself the problems they’d often shared. But they had been the happiest times of his life, and now, with his body threatening to fail before his mind, he thought maybe it was time to dig out the old photographs and put together some kind of album. Jenny had told him that she could enhance the old black-and-whites on her computer by putting them all together on some kind of publishing programme. Apparently, the days of sticking pictures in books had long gone.


  He flicked on the TV and scrolled through the listings. Sure enough, there were a couple of documentaries that caught his eye, so his evening entertainment was set. There had been no updates on the Melissa Ingram story, and nothing at all in any of the newspapers, not even in the daily rags who fed their readers on sensationalism with scant regard for the accuracy of the stories they peddled. He had considered telling Robert but, then again, it had just been a name. If he remembered correctly, Melissa was a hairdresser with a nomadic nature. Hardly likely to be involved with drugs and prostitution.


  But it continued to trouble Sebastian. The Adams’ grave had not been revisited by the phantom blood dauber for a couple of weeks, but Rob seemed distracted. His mind was elsewhere and his eyes stared into another world. Maybe there was something else going on—something he was keeping to himself. He had denied it, of course. Everything was fine now. Jenny was happy and would be looking forward to her wedding day.


  But Sebastian couldn’t suppress his gut feeling. It was times like this he wished he could find his way around a computer. What do they call those things? Search engines? That was it. A search engine—that’s what he needed. You could just type in a name and bingo! It would throw up every Melissa Ingram and any news concerning them. There might even be a photograph. If only he had a printer.


  Rob would probably remember her face, even sixteen years on. Age would have hardly ravaged her looks beyond recognition in that time. Hopefully, he would frown and reply that he’d never seen the woman they were referring to in the news, and that would be the end of it.


  Sebastian closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind. It was something his mother had taught him to do, when sleep evaded his young mind, but it hadn’t been working as effectively these past weeks. Maybe a couple more painkillers… They weren’t due for another two hours, but what the hell—he needed a nap.


  The old man reached for the pills at his side and swilled them down with a mouthful of cold tea. Just an hour, then he’d walk the dog and maybe give Rob a ring. Yes, that would be good. Today would be what the kids called a chill day. He’d start organising himself tomorrow.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Jenny had dreamed frequently since that morning at The Lakeside Hotel, and those dreams had always taken her into the depths of Mosswood, where she found herself wandering aimlessly through the forest as the branches brushed her body. She was lost, and her heart thumped so hard that her chest ached. The only sound was that of her own footsteps on the carpet of bracken and decaying leaves, but through the gloom she saw no signs of life—no birdsong, not even the sound of the squirrels that had made the woodland their home. But she always caught sight of the girl dressed in a plain white nightgown. It was Amelia, though recently, Jenny had never got close enough to see her face.


  The figure seemed to float between the trees, like tissue moving gracefully on a breeze, never talking, never turning. Each time, Amelia vanished at the edge of the wood as the Stanwicks’ house loomed before her, and each time, Jenny woke to find Jake at her side, waiting, almost as if he knew. She would shower, washing the scent of the woodland from her body. But it would remain with her, along with the abrasions that appeared on her legs and arms, the marks that the branches had left as she followed Amelia amongst the trees.


  Maybe they had been nothing more than the results of a restless sleep. As a child, she had frequently woken to find scratches on her face and thighs. “She is such a fidget midget!” her mother would tell people. “She’ll fall out of that bed one night!”


  But all this had happened before. Jenny recalled the smell of the stagnant water, her body lying motionless in a hospital bed while her spirit and soul sank beneath the surface of the woodland lake.


  It had been over two years ago, and yet she remembered those visits to the Stanwicks’ home so clearly. Now Amelia, no longer imprisoned in an attic, was a free spirit—a spirit that she found herself following to the edge of the woods. But why?


  Jake didn’t ask her about the dreams. He probably would have dismissed her nighttime adventures as nothing more than a natural reaction to the memories stirred up by the messages on the graves. He had been so supportive, and she had vowed to tell him everything. But what if the doubts began to creep in? Should he really commit his future to a girl haunted by the spirit of an ancestor who had taken her own life over a hundred years ago? No, this was something she didn’t need to share. Everyone had their breaking point. Her future—the future with a man she loved—was something Jenny was reluctant to put at risk.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely sat waiting in the hotel reception, scrolling through the messages from his wife. At any moment, Penny would walk through the door, which would have been okay if Kim wasn’t going to be watching everything he did. The two women would meet. They would talk. Penny would not see Kim as a threat—not at first, anyway. She was just a girl, years younger than her husband. But the sexual tension was there. They both felt it the moment they’d set eyes on each other, and Blakely was convinced it wouldn’t be long before Penny became suspicious.


  It had been about sex. That’s how it began. But when Kim had found out that Penny would be staying over, she had wept. “I can’t stand the thought of you two together, in the same bed.”


  Blakely reached across the table and grasped her hand but she pulled back. “Don’t!” she wailed. “And don’t pretend you won’t be fucking like rabbits, either! Just don’t insult my intelligence!”


  Blakely felt a knot in his stomach. The thought of filling it with food suddenly seemed a bad idea. “I can’t stop her, Kim. You knew I was married. You knew I’d go back home at some point.”


  “I know. I was stupid. I thought I’d be able to handle it, but I can’t. I can’t help the way I feel!” She stared at him. “I love you,” she said, the tears streaming down her face. “I’ve fallen in love with you. It’s not just about sex, no matter what you think.”


  Blakely’s heart quickened. He had not experienced anything like this. Kim was right. He longed for her with an intensity that had become like a physical pain. He woke each morning, his heart racing as he reached for her. Maybe he loved her too.


  Kim continued to cry and they were, he knew, tears of anguish. They made love that night, just as they had every night for the past couple of weeks, but it was different. He lay next to her as she slept and wondered if it was fate that had brought him to The Lakeside. Perhaps she really was that girl. They were meant to be together. She had an infectious energy that would keep him young. In the morning, they would talk about the future. Their future. Yes, it was uncertain, but they would face it together, hand in hand.


  ***


  Jake stared at his phone. Jenny had learned to interpret his moods, and there was something in his eyes that told her he wasn’t in a particularly good one. But she waited. The dreams had made her nervous.


  Jake turned. “I’ve just been checking out your posts online,” he said abruptly.


  Jenny saw that look. “Why? What’s up?”


  “Jen, you’ve still been putting some really personal shit up there! All this stuff with the grave—why are you telling the friggin’ world?”


  “I’m not. I’m telling my friends—it’s not public!”


  Jake glared at her. “You have one hundred and thirty-nine friends. Can you vouch for all of them?”


  Jenny didn’t reply. She couldn’t. It wasn’t even worth wasting her breath.


  “Why did you put up that stuff about Sebastian getting beaten up? And that bit about camping out in the car, waiting for that prick? You don’t know who’s watching, babe. You don’t know who’s doing the graves. It’s dangerous! I told you before—if the wrong person gets hold of this, you’ll be sorry!”


  Jake rarely ranted unless he was right. Jenny had found that out a while ago. If he had any doubts about an opinion he held, there would be a discussion. She knew that looking for support on social media was pretty crazy. She hadn’t thought. It was just a way of sounding off.


  “I’ll delete them,” she replied meekly.


  “It’s a bit late, now,” Jake snapped. “Look, there’s probably no harm done. Just leave all this shit out in future, okay?”


  Jenny nodded. She wasn’t in the mood for an argument anyway. She gave him a half smile and picked up her college bag—a fake leather satchel that her father had bought her last Christmas. Jake was still studying her.


  “Stop stressing!” she said. “I’ll take those posts down today. I’ll do it over coffee. Promise!”


  “It’s not that.”


  “Then what? Why are you looking at me like you don’t trust me?”


  Jake shrugged. “I do trust you. It’s just that you’ve been a bit weird recently.”


  Jenny tensed. “Weird?”


  “Yes, weird. You look as if you’re a million miles away most of the time. I talk to you but I know you’re not listening—”


  “It’s all this stuff with the grave. It’s just got to me,” she replied, trying to sound casual.


  Jake shook his head. “It’s more than that, babe. I just wish you’d talk to me.”


  “About what?”


  “About what’s going on in your head.”


  “I’ve told you, it’s the stuff with the grave.”


  Jake blocked Jenny’s way as she made for the door with her satchel slung across her shoulder.


  “Tell me, babe. Please!”


  Jenny squirmed. “Tell you what?”


  “About the dreams you’ve been having! Just tell me about the dreams.”


  ***


  Dennis Blakely sat opposite his wife, wondering how he was going to tell her that their ten-year marriage was over. He and Kim had that talk, lying in each other’s arms, and agreed that they belonged together. But he knew Kim wasn’t going to hang around playing the mistress, waiting for her man, even if it was going to be messy.


  Penny looked after herself. She always did. Every time she left the house, in fact. Sometimes he wished his wife could just pull on a pair of jeans and tie her hair back. Did she really need to spend an hour in front of the mirror to visit the local shops?


  “So, do I get to see this big adventure park then?” she asked, taking a sip from a large glass of white wine.


  Blakely’s eyes shifted. Kim was nowhere to be seen. That was probably a good thing. “No problem,” he replied. “I’ll take you later on.”


  Penny smiled. “Well, I’d like to see where my husband spends most of his time,” she teased, “and check out any girls that might be hanging around!”


  “It’s a long day,” Blakely mused, ignoring the comment and wishing his wife was a little less enthusiastic about the park.


  “Yes, and long days make short nights. So what are you doing with them?”


  “Doing with what?”


  “The nights. The nights when you seem too tired to talk to me.”


  Blakely squirmed. Why do they ask the very question you can’t answer without lying? “You know what I’ve been doing.”


  Penny smiled. “Yes, but I can’t see your face over the phone, so I can’t tell if you’re telling me the truth.”


  “It’s TV and a beer, mostly.”


  “Just the one?”


  “I’m not a big drinker, you know that, and I have to be up early.”


  Penny nodded and took another sip of wine. Actually, he hadn’t lied. He did watch some TV and yes, he liked a beer. She hadn’t asked him if he’d been sharing a bed with the waitress, had she?


  “Anyway, you’re looking good. New dress?” he asked, changing the subject quickly.


  Penny nodded, and their eyes locked. “I’m wondering if you’re still interested in what’s under the dress,” she said, lowering her voice. “Or have you lost your appetite?”


  Blakely felt that familiar pain in the pit of his stomach. Did she suspect something? Did she actually know? Maybe she was playing him. Women loved to watch their men squirm—they loved to see the beads of sweat forming on their foreheads. He couldn’t even remember the last time his wife had tried to seduce him, if she ever had.


  He shot her a weak smile. “Never!”


  Penny took several mouthfuls of wine and stood. “I’m going up to our room to freshen up. Then perhaps we could go to the park, if that’s okay?”


  “Sounds like a plan. I’ll wait here and finish this glass.”


  He watched his wife walk across the bar room. She still had it. She was still as classy as hell. Okay, she wasn’t passionate, but sex wasn’t everything. Penny was sophisticated and smart, and they made a good team. He knew that. Was this a mistake? Would Kim really make him happy? Did he really love her, or was it just some crazy infatuation? He had been so sure when they had talked this morning. Kim was the one. But now…


  He decided to order another drink. Penny might only be freshening up, but that would still take her a good half hour. The waitress arrived with the second glass of wine a couple of minutes later. He looked up to see Penny standing behind her. “That was quick!” he said “You fancy another drink before—”


  She stood over him, hatred in her eyes. If she could have breathed fire, he would have been toast.


  “What is it?” he asked feebly, feeling himself withering under the heat of her gaze. “I have a question for you,” she snapped, her eyes like daggers. “Why is there a naked woman lying on your bed?”


  ***


  It was good to see the old guy back in his home even if Rob was convinced they had tipped him out of his hospital bed a little too soon.


  “Fancy a brandy?” Sebastian enquired, attempting to push himself out of his chair.


  Rob grinned. “Nope. I’m still on the wagon!”


  “Oh dear. I’m sorry!” the old man replied. “I’d completely forgotten!”


  Rob shrugged. He could use a drink right now, and he knew Sebastian always liked to share a bottle. “It’s no problem. I’m just best staying off the stuff.”


  “I admire you,” Sebastian said. “It must take a great deal of willpower.”


  The old man looked glum, and Rob guessed it wasn’t about his drink problem. “Are you okay?” he asked, catching the look of concern in those old eyes.


  Sebastian hesitated before answering. “You say that no one has been near the graves in…how long is it now?”


  “Over two weeks. Why?”


  “It seems strange.”


  “Maybe they’ve got bored.”


  Sebastian shifted uneasily. “There’s something I haven’t told you,” he said. “Something that you need to know.”


  Rob had an impending sense of dread. “I’m not going to like this, am I?” he said.


  The old man looked down at his bruised hands, his bony fingers interlocked. “A few weeks ago, I felt something. The best way I can describe it to you…well, it’s like a kind of weight resting on my spirit. That was before I found the blood on the grave—before I was attacked.”


  Rob went cold. “So you kind of sensed something was going to happen?”


  Sebastian nodded. “But I don’t think it’s just about that. I still feel it now.”


  “What? You think you are still in some kind of danger?”


  The old man shook his head. “This isn’t over, Robert. Just because there has been no activity for the past few weeks, you shouldn’t relax. I don’t know what it is—I don’t know who it is or what they want—but I’m worried. I think you and your family may be in danger.”


  ***


  The word sorry had never sounded so hollow—so empty and meaningless. But he could think of nothing else to say to his wife.


  “How old is the little slag?” Penny was glaring at him. “Young enough to be your daughter?”


  Blakely sat, frozen. “No! She’s—”


  “Young! She’s a fucking kid!”


  Penny closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “How long, Dennis? How long have you two been at it?”


  It was too late for lies. Kim had well and truly screwed him over, backed him into a corner. “A few weeks,” he replied faintly “Just a few weeks.”


  Penny’s eyes filled with tears. “Where did you meet her? Some club?”


  “She works here. She’s a waitress.”


  “Here? She works here? I’ll tell you something—she won’t for much longer!”


  His wife had turned into something resembling a female warrior. Talk about a woman scorned. If Kim had any sense, she’d cut and run.


  “Staff are not supposed to sleep with guests, Dennis, and if she thinks she’ll get any kind of reference—”


  “It’s not all her fault,” Blakely protested. “It takes two—”


  “Don’t say it!” Penny shrieked. “Don’t you dare say tango! Tango is a dance! You haven’t been dancing with that slag. You’ve been shagging her brains out behind my back!”


  Penny launched the glass, narrowly missing his head. It shattered against the wall above his left shoulder. “She’s a child, you fucking pervert!” Blakely spun around in a blind panic. There was no one else in the room apart from the woman behind the bar, who was doing her best to ignore the scene. He turned back. “Jesus, Penny! Can’t we be civil?”


  “Civil? Civil!” she sneered, “You want me to be civil? I’m sorry, but if you think I’m going to make this easy then you can think again! You’re a cheat and a liar, Dennis!”


  No one had warned him. No one had told him how hard this would be.


  “I don’t want to fight, Penny. I’m sorry. I’ll go see a lawyer tomorrow. I’ll start proceedings.”


  “Yep, you do that! Go and live with that little slut with her dead-end career!” The anger drained from her and seemed to be replaced by disbelief. Penny stared at him. “I never thought you’d do this, Dennis. Not you.”


  Blakely nodded. “I’m sorry,” he spluttered. “I’m so sorry.”


  The tears trickled down Penny’s cheeks. She looked beaten. “I hate you, Dennis,” she sobbed. “I really do hate you!”


  Blakely preferred the glass-throwing avenger. Was it worth it? Was Kim worth this pain? “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he said softly.


  “Oh for fuck’s sake, spare me!” Penny snarled. “No man ever means it. It just happens, the moment some girl drops her knickers—or in this case, nappies!”


  Blakely shook his head. “That’s not fair! It wasn’t like that!”


  “Oh my god! Can’t you at least think of something original? All the same old shitty lines?”


  “What do you want me to say?”


  “Oh, I dunno, Dennis. How about telling me that you’re just a weak, spineless bastard who has no control and no morals!”


  Blakely’s phone rang. Penny snatched it from his hand. “Is this her? Is this the little bitch?”


  He watched helplessly as she pressed the phone to her ear. “Hello, this is Dennis Blakely’s wife,” she snapped. There was a pause. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Adams. My husband is too busy fucking the staff at the hotel. Could you call back later?”


  She flung the phone back across the table and stood, towering over him once more. “Even if I wanted to give this another go, you’re not even willing to try, are you? You want her!”


  The woman behind the bar approached with a dustpan and brush.


  “I’m going home, Dennis, but I’m not done! Enjoy the sex and good luck with your future, because that girl won’t have a job for much longer. I can see it now, you’ll be sweating your bollocks off while she sits at home Snapchatting with kids her own age!” She glared at him. “Not that you’ll have a home, by the way, because by the time I’ve finished, you won’t have a pot to piss in!”


  Blakely watched her walk away without a backward glance. She was right. He was going to need some good luck. Kim was young; maybe she was just a kid. But she was a kid who knew how to get what she wanted.


  ***


  “What dreams?” Jenny replied, looking away. Eye contact made lying so much more difficult.


  Jake smiled. “Come on, Jen. You’ve been tossing and turning in your sleep for the past couple of weeks. There has to be something going on to make you so restless!”


  “I’ve always been restless,” she retorted. “Now, can you please let me go? I’m going to be late!”


  Jake shook his head. “There’s a difference between sleeping with a fidget and feeling like I’m on an airplane caught in turbulence.”


  Jenny shrugged. “I’m okay—honestly. I’ve just been dreaming about Mum and Hanna.”


  Jake cupped her face with his hands and their eyes met. “Look, babe, we’ve talked about this before. No secrets! I want the truth.”


  Tears stung Jenny’s eyes. She hated lying. “Yes. I’ve been having dreams.” She sighed. “But I don’t know what they mean.”


  Jake kissed her gently on the lips. “Okay,” he whispered, “Take it easy. Tell me everything,” Jenny threw her satchel down and slumped back onto the dining chair. “It started months ago,” she began. “That’s when I first saw Amelia. I saw her reflection in the bathroom mirror.”


  ***


  Dennis Blakely took the stairs three at a time. It all felt so different now. Last night, he had lain beside Kim, dreaming of his future through rose-tinted spectacles. A future with his young bride who would greet him each evening in an idyllic home where they would eat before cuddling up in front of the TV beside a roaring fire with a bottle of wine. They would retire to the bedroom, sometimes early, where they would make love before falling asleep in each other’s arms.


  How foolish could he have been? Did he think Penny was going to stand back and give them her blessing? In his fantasy world, Penny and Kim would become friends. The ex and his new wife bonding over coffee. He had been dreaming. This was reality, and the pain he’d seen in Penny’s eyes had torn him apart. Her heart had been shattered, just like the glass she had thrown. Tiny fragments, beyond repair, only to be swept up and discarded.


  He burst through the door to find Kim lying on the bed wrapped in a nightgown watching a film on the movie channel. She looked up and smiled. “I thought I’d make it easy for you,” she said.


  Blakely glared. He had never raised a hand to a woman, ever, but right now, his hands clenched into fists. “What?”


  Kim paused the film and sat up, cross-legged. Blakely could see she hadn’t bothered with any underwear. “You said you were going to tell her about us.”


  Stay calm. Keep your distance “I was, but—”


  “Exactly!” she said. “There is always a but, isn’t there? I told you before, Dennis. I’m not prepared to hang around for months, waiting for you to pluck up the courage to finish with your wife. I’m not taking that chance because we all know the script. The mistress ends up crying into a glass of cheap plonk while lover boy goes back to his wife with a bottle of champagne and a bunch of roses!”


  She was right. Penny would have left, none the wiser. “I would have told her,” he snapped.


  It was a lie and they both knew it.


  Kim shrugged. “Okay, then why are you so pissed off with me? You got the result you wanted!”


  “I would have broken it to her a little more tactfully! What you did was cruel!” Blakely replied, his voice rising in anger.


  “Tactful doesn’t work, Dennis.” Kim sighed. “She’d have tried to talk you round, and there’s nothing worse than a begging wife. Sometimes you just need to be heartless, make them hate you. It’s easier in the end.”


  He closed the bedroom door behind him, throwing his phone on the dressing table, wishing he could press a button that would catapult him from the hell hole he’d fallen into.


  Kim watched him silently with steely eyes. Her lack of compassion angered him. “I was married to that woman for ten years,” he retorted, unable to hide the frustration. “I asked her to marry me. I promised Penny that I would be with her till death parted us—death! Not some sex-crazed tart! I’ve broken my promise, those vows.”


  Kim opened her mouth to reply, but Blakely raised his hand. “Don’t! Don’t even bother. I was stupid—stupid to believe that you had a conscience! You don’t give a shit about anyone but yourself. You see something you want and you grab it, regardless of who you hurt!” Blakely stared at the woman sitting on his bed, wondering who she really was.


  Kim looked wounded; his attack had taken her by surprise. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve never done anything like this before. I’d have never gone near a married man. I’ve never been a home wrecker. You have to believe me, Dennis!”


  It was all an act. She was playing him again.


  “Well, you are now!” he roared, thumping the wall with his fist. “Look what you’ve done!”


  Kim startled. “I know! I just—”


  Something about her little-girl-lost look made him want to scream at her. “Just what? What were you thinking?”


  She gazed up at him, a tear finally escaping. “I thought I was going to lose you! Penny was everything I’d imagined, and I thought when you saw her again—when you slept together…”


  He stared at her. “You know something, Kim?” he interrupted. “I really thought you were a decent woman.” He paused as the irony hit him. “Even when you couldn’t wait to jump into my bed, I wanted to believe it! But you’re nothing more than a spoiled little bitch.”


  Kim stared, open mouthed. She had fired all her best shots, and she sat on the bed, like a scolded child, anxious to be forgiven. “I know. I’m sorry—”


  “Sorry doesn’t cut it,” he snarled. “You say you’re not a bunny boiler, but you are! That’s exactly what you are!”


  Kim burst into tears. At last he had gotten through that thick skin of hers. It felt like revenge.


  “I know I am!” she sobbed. “I came on strong, but it really wasn’t about the sex. I’d been watching you for over a month.” Kim took several deep breaths, regaining her composure. “I knew you were married. I heard you talking to her on the phone.”


  “If you knew I was married then why? Why did you bother?”


  Kim’s smile was weak. “I was in love with you, and I knew you weren’t in love with her—with Penny.”


  Blakely frowned. “You knew that? From a phone conversation?”


  Kim nodded, drying her eyes with her sleeve. “There was nothing there—nothing in your voice, your tone. It was like you were talking to a business partner.”


  Blakely tried to recall the conversations. What had they been about? Sure enough, the calls had been brief and not as frequent as they should have been, but could this woman have read so much into his words?


  “It wasn’t just that,” she continued. “You don’t even have any pictures of her in your room. I asked one of the cleaning staff. That’s unusual for a man who hardly ever seemed to go home.”


  “I was busy!” Blakely protested.


  Kim shook her head. “If you loved her, you would have made time. That’s what people do, Dennis. They make time. And why has it taken Penny so long to come here?”


  “We have an understanding,” he said, realising how feeble his reply sounded.


  “You’ve been home twice,” Kim sneered. “Twice in eight weeks! You can understand why I thought you two weren’t exactly hot!”


  Maybe she was right. They weren’t exactly hot, but Penny was steady, and for a woman who could turn many heads, she had remained loyal, showing little interest in the attentions of other men. Kim was hardly steady; she was a little crazy, maybe even wild. Was that what he wanted? Okay, the age gap was there, but they could pass as a couple without raising too many eyebrows. He was thirty-five, she was twenty-six. It was hardly the old man with a schoolgirl kind of story. But what did they have in common? Sex? Sure, that would probably get them through the first few months, maybe even a couple of years. But after that, what? The truth was, he didn’t know.


  ***


  Rob could have polished off a whisky or even a bottle if it had been left within his reach. He had called Blakely just to see if there had been any news, but he couldn’t have picked a worse time. Dennis had been caught with his pants down, and he guessed it was probably something to do with the waitress who had treated them like VIPs the moment she found out they were his guests.


  If Rob hadn’t had other things on his mind, he would have called back and told Blakely to get his backside back into the marital bed. He’d been there; he’d experienced the trauma and the heartbreak, and he was quite sure the girl, whoever she was, wouldn’t be worth the hassle. But Jake had summoned him within minutes of leaving Sebastian’s home. He had sounded concerned, but whatever it was could wait a few minutes longer. He needed to see Josie first.


  He found her collecting empties from the tables as he walked through the door. “What’s up? You look worried,” she said, greeting him with a peck on the cheek.


  Rob needed to offload. “I’ve been to see Seb,” he began. “He’s worried about us.”


  Josie frowned. “That’s kind, but why?”


  “It’s this whole premonition thing, and I wouldn’t take it so seriously if he didn’t have a track record. He’s usually right.” Rob pulled up the nearest chair and sat down. “He reckons we’re in some kind of danger.”


  Josie signalled to Lou that she was taking a break and parked herself on the seat opposite. “What kind of danger? From who?”


  Rob shrugged. “I don’t know. This person who’s doing the graves maybe. The thing is, I got a call from Jake. He wanted me to call round.”


  Jo frowned. “And he didn’t say why?”


  Rob shook his head. “It might be about the wedding. Maybe Flash Gordon has run out of cash.”


  Josie looked over as a group of six men from the local ramblers’ association walked through the door. “I gotta go, babe. It’s the backpack-and-boots brigade. Call me later, let me know what this is about, okay?”


  Rob nodded, wishing he was the guy in the corner with a pint and a newspaper. One beer wouldn’t hurt, he thought as he climbed behind the wheel. Just a takeaway washed down with a beer…


  By the time he arrived at Jenny’s he’d decided against the idea. Would he have stopped at a couple? Would it have been followed by a couple more the next night? And what would stop him opening that bottle of whisky? No. He knew a slippery slope when he saw one.


  Jake greeted him at the door with a breezy manner. Maybe it wasn’t anything to worry about—maybe Jenny was pregnant. Maybe he was going to be a granddad. Of course, Jake’s father would buy the pram, the cot and all the toys—Mr. frigging Splash-the-Cash!


  He should have been grateful. It wasn’t as if he had a pot of money to pour into his daughter’s lap. But the desire to strangle the Donald Trump wannabe surfaced every time he visited the cottage he had purchased with the small change he’d found in the bottom of his pocket.


  Jenny gave him a half smile as he walked into the room. Her eyes were dark, and it looked as though she’d been crying. The thought sprang up in his head out of nowhere. “Please tell me you two aren’t splitting up!” he said, looking from one to the other.


  Jake shook his head. “No chance!” He laughed. “I’d never find another one like her!”


  Jenny ignored the compliment, looking at Jake as if to draw fresh strength. “It’s the dreams, Dad!” she said nervously. “I’m dreaming about Amelia again.”


  Rob’s heart sank. “The attic?”


  Jenny shook her head. “No, it’s the lake and the woods.”


  “And are you doing anything? I mean…”


  “I’m not sleep-walking. Nothing like that.”


  Rob sank back into a chair that was probably worth more than his car and listened as his daughter told him everything. Jake sat impassively. If he was concerned, he wasn’t letting it show, but then he didn’t know how much danger they were in. Even if Rob decided to tell him, he’d only had the word of an old man with a sixth sense.


  “The main thing is,” he said as Jenny paused, “you’re not doing any weird stuff—”


  “Not yet,” Jenny interrupted.


  Rob shook his head. “It sounds as if Amelia’s trying to tell you something.”


  Jenny frowned. “I know, but what? It’s not a coincidence, this stuff with the graves. I’m worried, Dad, and there’s other things I haven’t told you. Something happened a few months ago, something you need to know.” She glanced over at Jake. “I’ve told him, but I should have told you as well.”


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  The following morning, Jenny woke to the smell of a cooked breakfast. Bacon, eggs and sausage, something Jake cooked up as a treat, a break from the regime. No one could conjure up a full English to match the one that would be served up by her man. Sometimes she wished they could just elope and marry in some registry office—to say I do without the fuss, without the dress and the bridesmaids. Just a slop top and jeans. She just wanted to be a wife. Jake’s wife.


  It had been good to talk about Amelia, and her father had been understanding about the bathroom incident. He’d remembered the phantom album tracks, the face in the tree and the broken picture frame. His brush with the supernatural was still fresh in his mind. They had even managed to laugh about it and crack open a bottle of non-alcoholic wine which she had kept in the fridge.


  She found Jake in the kitchen, standing over a sizzling frying pan. “There’s a letter for you,” he said without looking up. “Your dad must have pushed it through before we got up.”


  Jenny studied the envelope. It was handwritten and exceptionally neat. Someone had taken care. She pulled out two pages of expensive-looking paper and took a deep breath before opening them. Her eyes fell upon the name in the top left hand corner.


  Jake was watching her “Holy shit!” he hissed. “What’s up, babe? You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something. You’re shaking!”


  Jenny didn’t answer. Her heart raced. Darren Pascoe! Why was he writing to her? Why? He had taken two lives and shown no remorse. What would he have to say? She began to read.


   


  Dear Jenny,


  Please, please hear me out. I’ve wanted to write this letter for so long, and it’s taken me ages to find the words. You will know already that we have the same father, and you will know why we drove down your road that day. My mum told me that Mr. Adams had discovered the truth, and she made me promise to never try and contact you. It was a promise I knew I could never keep. You were never in that courtroom but the local paper reported that I showed no remorse. Jenny, if the judge had sentenced me to death, I would have felt it was no more than I deserved. I was numb. Every night I lived through those moments and I wanted to die.


  During my first two months in the youth offenders’ prison, I was on a suicide watch because I tried to take my own life. I made a mess of that too. Everything was plastic—the cups, the knives, the forks—and they don’t cut well. Even the sharpest piece of plastic! I didn’t sleep too well either, and when I did manage a few hours I’d usually have nightmares. I lost two stone, and I wasn’t fat to begin with. They have counsellors and they tried to talk to me, but I didn’t want to listen. I blamed myself, and I blamed Kevin Taylor. But I was driving the car that killed your mother and baby sister. I killed them.


  I studied hard while I was in that place, and I passed a couple of exams. They told me how well I’d done, but inside I knew I was still a murderer. I was a murderer with an A-plus. Big deal! That wasn’t going to bring anyone back from the dead, was it? It wasn’t going to bring your mother back. It wasn’t going to bring my father back, either. He was a good man. I loved him, and I looked up to him. He was like God to me. Perfect and strong. When I found out about you and the affair he had, it tore my world apart. Some kids can cope but I couldn’t. I couldn’t hate my father and I listened to Taylor, who convinced me it was your mother’s fault. At that time, it suited me to believe that, even though I knew the truth in my heart. It was the only way I could handle the situation.


  I cannot forgive myself and I don’t deserve your forgiveness either, but I cannot rest until I’ve explained my feelings. You will still hate me, I’m sure, and maybe you’ll tear this letter up and burn it. I know you will never think of me as a brother, but in my heart you will always be the sister I longed for. Maybe if I hadn’t drunk that cider and stolen that car, we could have found each other and spent time together. But that is just a broken dream now. I wish I could turn back time but I can’t. I have to live with what I have done.


  Jenny, I am so sorry.


   


  Love,


  Darren xxxx


   


  “Babe?”


  Jenny peered up from the letter.


  Jake looked worried. “What is it? What’s going on?”


  “It’s from Darren,” Jenny replied, her voice cracking. “The lad who killed Mum and Hanna.”


  Jake snatched the papers from her. “What? What the fuck does that little bastard want?” His eyes flashed with anger as he began to read.


  Jenny stared down at her hands. Jake was right. She really was trembling. “Don’t tear it up, babe! Please!”


  “He’s sorry?” Jake fumed, looking at her as if she were crazy. “Sorry? So this letter is supposed to make it right?”


  “Please! Please don’t.”


  “Are you out of your head? You need to burn this now! Seriously, if you don’t then I will!”


  Jenny looked up to see the fury in Jake’s eyes. “You can’t! Please!”


  Jake stared at her. “Why? Just tell me why you want to keep this shit. Are you going to forgive a bloke who killed your mother and sister? How? How are you going to do that?”


  Jenny looked away, suppressing the wave of nausea. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I’ve got the strength to forgive. I hate the fact that he’s my brother.” She paused, feeling the tears burning her cheeks. “But he is, and I can’t change that!”


  Jake threw the letter on the table. “I don’t want anything to do with him. I mean it, Jen! Don’t ever bring him to this house!”


  “You think I want him here?”


  “It’s gonna mess with your head, babe. You need to watch your back, because if I was looking for the bloke who trashed the graves, that little runt would be first on my suspect list!”


  Jenny shook her head. “It’s not him. I think he means it…”


  Jake glared at her. “Babe, you have to stop this right now. You’ve admitted you saw Amelia in the bathroom mirror. You told us she’s crying blood. I don’t know what it means—maybe she’s warning you about him. Maybe Pascoe is pulling you in!” Jake shook his head, “Just use your common sense. How do you know he’s not behind all this stuff with the graves?”


  Jenny shrugged. “I just don’t think it’s him.”


  Jake threw up his arms in frustration. “So it’s just a coincidence? He gets out of that youth prison and suddenly all this shit starts? I would keep well clear of that arsehole, seriously!”


  ***


  Blakely pulled up his zip as Kim rolled over onto her back. “Talk about a quickie,” she said wryly. “Sex is always better without your trousers!”


  “It’s what you wanted,” he mumbled. “And I haven’t got the time. I’ve got a park to build and a foreman who’s probably wondering where the hell I am.”


  Kim parted her legs. “Want a photograph? Then you can show him!”


  Blakely looked away. He hated himself for wanting her. She was playing him. He was weak and she knew it. “Kim, don’t. Please don’t do this.”


  She shot him her best coy-girl look. “Do what?”


  “What you’re doing!”


  “It’s nothing you haven’t seen before. What’s the problem?”


  “I’m late, and you’re not helping!”


  “Then go!” she replied. Blakely stared at her. She grinned and looked down at her naked groin. “But you’d rather stop and make me happy, wouldn’t you?”


  The Mosswood Adventure Park was his life. He had nurtured a dream that was becoming a reality, and he wanted to please his father. More than anything, he wanted to see that crooked smile revealing those slightly uneven teeth that he could well have afforded to fix. The smile that told him he had done well. But all that could wait. Kim looked at him longingly, and he sank to his knees beside the bed and pulled her towards him.


  ***


  Thomas was waiting in the cabin office. Blakely held up his hands. “Sorry, got held up.”


  His foreman smiled. His whisky nose could have lit a whole street. “No problem. I’m guessing your wife had you tied to the bed, eh?”


  Blakely laughed, feeling as if his face were on fire. He was tempted to pinch Larry Thomas’s nose, but it looked as if it was about to explode. “Nothing like that, I’m afraid. Any news?”


  “Nope. I think the grave vandals have got bored, and the materials for the conservatory are arriving this afternoon.”


  Blakely threw his phone on the table. “Okay. When are the foundations for the cabins going in?”


  “Starting tomorrow. All the plots are ready.”


  Blakely nodded, studying the plans on the wall. His mobile rang. Thomas glanced down at the device belting out Johnny Cash’s ‘Ring of Fire’.


  “Who is it?”


  Thomas grinned. “Someone called Kim.”


  “Ignore it. It’s just one of the staff at the hotel.”


  “Erm, okay. Does the missus know about her?” he asked.


  Blakely frowned. “What? Why do you say that?”


  Thomas was still staring at the phone, grinning like the proverbial Cheshire cat. “Well it seems that every time she calls you, a photograph of her boobs pop up. I assume they’re hers…”


  A chill coursed through Blakely’s veins. The embarrassment he’d felt moments ago turned to horror. This wasn’t just someone having fun. This was a female predator infiltrating every part of his life.


  Thomas was staring at him with a look of bemusement on his face. “So what’s happening with Penny?”


  “Penny?”


  “Yep. Penny. Your wife. That woman you married?”


  Blakely sighed. He no longer had the energy to try and hoodwink an ex-cop. “It’s all turned into a crock of shit, Larry. She’s gone.”


  Thomas slid the phone towards him. “What? For good?”


  Blakely shrugged. “It’s a long story.”


  Thomas frowned. “It doesn’t sound like a long story. She only arrived yesterday, and now—”


  “Okay!” Blakely retorted angrily. “So I’m having an affair and I got caught. It happens all the time. Just keep your friggin’ nose out and get back to work!”


  Thomas grimaced, holding up his hands. “Okay. She obviously makes you happy!”


  He made for the door but stopped and turned with one hand on the handle. “Out of interest, how old is she? This Kim girl? It’s hard to tell from her tits.”


  Blakely ignored the comment. He wasn’t in the mood for his foreman’s attempt to lighten the mood. Thomas shook his head. “Look, it’s not for me to judge,” he continued, “but I think you’re going to have your work cut out with that one.”


  Blakely looked up as Larry Thomas disappeared, closing the door behind him. He reached for the phone and tapped the recall button on the screen.


  Kim answered after three rings. “Hi, sweetheart. You like the picture?”


  Blakely’s heart pounded. “You stupid girl!” he roared. “This is my business phone! You’ve got no fucking right meddling with it!” He paused to draw breath. “It’s over, Kim, and if you ever set foot in my room again, I’ll have you sacked. So make sure you’re gone by the time I get back tonight.”


  There was silence.


  “Do you understand?”


  Blakely killed the call and threw the phone across the desk, taking a mouthful of warm water from a plastic cup Thomas had left on the table. She scared him, yet he could not resist her. He pictured her perfect body in his mind, the feel of her silk-like skin beneath his fingers, the smell of her as she clung to him, her nails clawing his back. But her silence was sinister. She wasn’t going to go without a fight.


  ***


  The cloudless sky did nothing to lighten Blakely’s mood, and by the time he arrived back at The Lakeside, he’d already decided to give his evening meal a miss. Kim was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she’d decided to give him some space, time to let off steam. He thought about a shower followed by a beer in the lounge. An early night wouldn’t do any harm, either.


  He stopped at the door and listened. Silence. That had to be good. No TV. No running water. He slid the card through the electronic key pad and opened the door.


  Kim was lying asleep on the bed.


  Blakely stared at her. It wasn’t hatred he felt in that moment; nor was it love. It was fear—an instinctive fear that made him want to run. He turned to leave, but Kim had been waiting.


  Her eyes flickered open. “Hi, sweetheart,” she said sweetly. “Are you still an angry bunny?”


  His throat was dry, and his tongue felt as if it were glued to the roof of his mouth.


  “You don’t look angry. You look worried, like you thought I was going to give in and walk away!”


  Her confidence alarmed him. Yesterday, he had made her cry. Her vulnerability had warmed him. But today, he had told her to get out of his life, yet here she was.


  “Get the hell out!” Blakely roared. “Or I’ll report you for breaking into my room!”


  Kim gave him one of her girl-next-door smiles. “I’ll just say you invited me.”


  Blakely’s fists clenched again. “Please yourself!” he retorted. “Penny will be reporting you, anyway. I reckon you’ll be looking for a new job by next week.”


  Kim’s eyes darkened. “And you’ll be looking for a new wife.” She sighed, sitting up and allowing her gown to fall open, revealing her breasts. “Look, let’s just stop fighting. It’s getting us nowhere.”


  Blakely threw his car keys on the dressing table. “I want you out!” he hissed. “So get some clothes on and go! I mean it!”


  Kim rolled her eyes like a mother dealing with a petulant child. “Look, I’m sorry about the picture. I couldn’t resist. It made me feel kind of close to you. You know, intimate.”


  “Intimate? That’s an understatement! Every time you call I get an eyeful of boobs!”


  “I know. I’m sorry. It makes me look like a total slut, but I’m not. I love you. I’m in love with you. I keep telling you that! I was hoping you felt the same.”


  Blakely slumped onto the bed and kicked off his shoes. Maybe she was just a vulnerable girl. Maybe this street-hooker act was all a front. “It’s just been a bit too frantic,” he said, softening his tone. “Maybe I thought I was in love—”


  “It’s all been heavy, I know,” she replied. “You just need time.”


  “You’re like a human tsunami! I didn’t have time!”


  Kim closed her eyes, “If you don’t love me, then…” Her voice trailed off.


  Blakely gazed down at the floor. “It’s moving too fast! We need to slow down.”


  Kim reached out, rubbing his shoulder, and whispered, “Okay. How about we just date—go catch a movie and a meal a couple of times a week?”


  Blakely stared at her. “You’d be happy with that?”


  She shrugged. “Would you?”


  “Well, it would be more, you know, civilised.”


  “Civilised? Don’t you mean boring as hell?”


  Blakely didn’t answer. Why was he going back on his word? He needed to get out—to get away from this woman while he had the chance. Maybe it wasn’t too late to save his marriage.


  Kim was gazing at him, reading his mind. “Maybe I should go,” she said angrily. “Maybe you really do need time.”


  Kim dressed quickly without another word and left, closing the door behind her. Suddenly the room was empty. But it wasn’t just the room. His whole world felt empty. He wanted his old life back. Blakely pulled out his phone and called Penny.


  ***


  Jenny read the message on her mobile.


   


  I’m at Dad’s. Let me know when you’ve torn up that letter x


   


  She dropped back onto the couch and closed her eyes. Jake would be discussing Darren Pascoe with his father over a giant pizza and a beer. Why didn’t he get it? Maybe she should just burn the letter, but there was something inside that told her she couldn’t.


  How many other kids had taken cars and gone joyriding? How many other kids had just dumped the vehicle on some wasteland and gone home to their parents? They had been lucky. No one died. No one got hurt. This had been an accident. Pascoe had lost control, and her mother and baby sister had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  Jenny hated the silence. No TV. No Jake. The voices in her head just got louder, and if she didn’t get herself out she’d end up screaming. Maybe a walk would help. A glass of wine at the inn. She could sit outside in the evening sun watching the mums and the dads eating and drinking while their kids played on the climbing frames. Maybe she would take the letter with her. Re-read it in the company of strangers. But she was tired. Too tired. And on top of that, it felt like Miley Cyrus was inside her head on that wrecking ball of hers. Headache? That didn’t even come close. Maybe later. Jenny closed her eyes and, within a few minutes, felt herself drifting.


  She knew it was a dream. It had to be. The leaves were falling under the dappled autumn sunlight as she floated through the woodland. Was this how it felt when you passed over? When you left your body in the ground? Maybe death was something to be welcomed rather than feared. No pearly gates. No judgemental saint perusing a golden scroll as you waited patiently to discover if your name was on God’s guest list. She was free—completely free—and yes, floating. She stopped briefly to watch a squirrel scamper up a tree. Suddenly, the rodent seemed to sense her presence and stopped, listening. Waiting.


  Why are you here? Who are you?


  Was the squirrel really communicating? Was she reading its mind? Then Jenny heard a noise behind her. Footsteps. She turned, knowing in her heart who it was. Amelia stood, though not as close as the sound of her footsteps had led Jenny to believe. She smiled. You are troubled?


  Jenny nodded.


  Amelia’s voice echoed in her head. You are listening to others but you will find the answer in your own heart. Follow it. Follow your heart. I will be with you, always.


  Jenny felt something in her hand. It was an envelope.


  The paper can be destroyed but the words will remain with you forever.


  Amelia was almost translucent, her skin as smooth as marble. You believed in me, and I believe in you. She took a step closer. You must not attempt to touch me. You must listen. The picture is incomplete. There is another—someone of whom you know nothing. But when the time comes… Amelia began to fade, along with the voice inside her head, and Jenny found herself floating once more, towards the light at the edge of the woodland. Floating back into the world.


  She woke suddenly with the scent of the woodland in her nostrils. What did Amelia mean? Why couldn’t she tell her more? She went to the kitchen and grabbed a fresh orange juice from the fridge, gulping down several mouthfuls. She snatched her keys from the kitchen table and climbed behind the wheel of her car. She needed someone to talk to. Someone with a wise head and a big heart.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Sebastian Tint opened his front door, shielding his eyes against the setting sun. Jenny stood on his front step, feeling like a rabbit trapped in the headlights of a speeding car.


  “Hi, Uncle Seb.”


  The old man’s eyes lit up. “Good gracious! Hello, dear,” he said brightly. “Is your father not with you?”


  Jenny shook her head. “I need to talk to you. You’re the only one who would understand.”


  “Oh, I see…” Sebastian replied, the smile fading as he stood aside. Jenny stepped in only to be greeted by an excited dog. “Ricky!” she exclaimed, cradling the German shepherd’s giant head in her hands. “How are you, gorgeous boy?”


  The old man grinned. “He certainly likes the ladies!” he said proudly.


  Jenny relaxed. “Maybe you should have called him Romeo, then.” She giggled, following Sebastian into the lounge. Nothing in the room had changed that much. It was what might be described by some as organised chaos. The old typewriter sat untouched and desperately in need of a good dusting. An empty mug sat on the edge of a ring stained coffee table next to a couple of old copies of National Geographic and an empty glass which the old man used for his daily measure of brandy.


  “Take a seat,” he said, gesturing towards the old easy chair. “Would you like a drink of something? Coffee? Tea?”


  Jenny shook her head.


  “I have some lemon juice if you would like a cold drink?”


  “I’m okay, thanks.”


  Sebastian lowered himself into his chair as Jenny watched him, wincing as if she felt the pain herself. “So what is it, Jenny? What’s going on?”


  Jenny bit her lip, fighting back the tears. Her brother’s words seemed to have burned themselves across her heart. “I got a letter from Darren,” she said, her voice breaking.


  Sebastian frowned. “Darren Pascoe? The boy who—”


  “Killed my mother and Hanna. Yes.”


  “And what did he want?”


  Jenny looked down at her hands, clasped together in her lap. She waited for a few seconds, composing herself before looking up. “He wants me to forgive him.”


  Sebastian studied her for a moment. It was only seconds but felt like hours. “And can you? Can you forgive?”


  Jenny shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s my brother.”


  “But do you want to forgive?”


  “I think so,” she replied. “But Jake would never accept Darren, and my father would disown me.”


  “But the letter?” Sebastian continued. “Are you going to keep it?”


  Jenny nodded. “I have to. Jake told me to rip it up.”


  “I can understand why he might be angry.” Sebastian sighed. “And I can understand why you wouldn’t want to tell your father.”


  Jenny guessed what was coming next. “But I have to. That’s what you’re going to say, isn’t it?”


  The old man nodded. “Do you have the letter with you?”


  Jenny pulled an envelope out of back pocket of her denims and pushed it into Sebastian’s hands. “I’m scared to leave it in the house—in case Jake goes rooting.”


  Sebastian pulled out the letter and began to read. Jenny watched him, studying him, trying to read the expression on his age ravaged face.


  Sebastian had told Jenny of his days at the university, and she had loved hearing all about it. She wondered if this reminded him of that time, when his students went to him for advice. They would listen expectantly while Sebastian felt the weight of responsibility, knowing they would hang on his words. He became known by many of the staff as Papa Tint, and he was a father figure to several students, among whom were a couple of girls who developed an unhealthy reliance that bordered on obsession.


  “So what do you think?” Jenny asked, clenching her hands so tightly that the bones in her fingers cracked loudly. Sebastian looked up. “It hardly matters what I think, dear,” he said softly. “Because if you can’t find forgiveness in your heart then your words will be empty and meaningless. But if you can, nothing else matters.”


  Jenny looked down at her hands, avoiding eye contact with the old sage. Sometimes it were as if he could see into the depths of her soul. For years, she had believed Darren Pascoe had never cared. There had been no sign of remorse. No apology. Nothing. It had been Taylor who had greeted his sentence with the enthusiasm of an Olympic athlete who had just won a gold medal. A term in prison was to him, a badge of honour, and Jenny had believed the two boys were soul mates, both having infected each other. But now this…this letter.


  “It will take time,” Sebastian whispered, breaking her train of thought. “But this is between you and your brother. It’s not between you and your father or between you and Jake. It does not mean he has to be a part of your life, but the very act of forgiving another human being brings peace. It is like shedding light into all those dark corners of your heart where that bitterness and hatred lurks.”


  Jenny looked up. They were the words she’d needed to hear. “Will you look after the letter for me? I don’t want it around the house.”


  Sebastian smiled. “It will be here when you’re ready.” He placed the envelope on the coffee table. “Although I wouldn’t think this is something you’re going to forget that easily. Burning it would not change a thing.”


  Jenny nodded. The old man was right. The words—Darren Pascoe’s words—tumbled around in her head. She had been comfortable living with the hatred in her heart, believing her half-brother to be a worthless villain, but now he had proven himself to be an eloquent young man, torn apart by guilt. She could tell herself that he was faking it, but Jenny knew that Darren had poured out his soul in that letter. Now it was all up to her.


  Forgiving a killer? People did. She had seen them interviewed in those TV documentaries and remembered wondering how they could possibly find the strength in their hearts. She turned up the sound on the car radio as she drove home. It was loud. So loud she could no longer hear herself think. Darren’s words faded, drowned by the thumping beat that rattled the drinks can in its holder.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Blakely had left a message on Penny’s answer machine. Penny? Call me.


  His marriage still mattered. He had a home and a woman who gave him a security he never believed he’d needed. Sure, the park had taken over his life, but The Lakeside Hotel was just somewhere to lay his head. Penny had threatened to bleed him dry, and she probably would, but that wasn’t worrying him too much at the moment. It was the feeling that he had been cut loose and, finding himself drifting, was looking back at the safe harbour of his marriage with fresh eyes.


  Penny called back sounding tired. “What is it, Dennis?” she asked sleepily.


  “I just wanted to talk. We need to.” He was relieved that she was too tired to be angry.


  “Why? What about?”


  “Penny, I still love you.”


  Blakely could hear his wife’s steady breathing. “Just answer me one question, Dennis,” she said, composing herself. “Why did you do it? Why did you?”


  The pain of guilt was like a weight in Blakely’s chest. “I don’t know,” he replied bleakly.


  “Do you love her?”


  “I have feelings, but I don’t know if it’s love—I mean real love.”


  There was a pause. A sob, and then that voice, laden with a grief that made him wish he could reach down the phone. “Does she love you?”


  “She says she does.”


  There was silence. “Penny?”


  “I’m still here.”


  “Say something.”


  “Dennis, I don’t know what to say. She’s an attractive woman. I understand why you were tempted. But why throw away your marriage? Why throw away us?”


  Blakely could deal with rage far better than he could deal with reason. “I don’t know,” he replied, his voice little more than a whisper. “Things just seemed a bit stale. I mean, we didn’t exactly set the bedroom alight, did we!”


  Penny sighed. “Dennis, give it a year or so. Some young lad will start flirting with her and she will look at you and wonder what the hell she’s doing with a guy who’s so many years older. Maybe she won’t be so keen to have you rolling around on top of her. Then what will you do?”


  “It’s only nine years,” Blakely corrected. But it hardly mattered. She was right. Kim insisted it wasn’t just about the sex, but it was her body and the pure physical abandonment that she brought to his bed—that was what he loved.


  “Maybe we should meet up and talk properly.”


  “About us? Is there an us?”


  Blakely paused. “I’m confused, Pen. Just utterly confused.”


  He slipped the phone into his top pocket and closed the PortaKabin door behind him, heading for the manor. He needed to get his head straight. The park was his project, and if he cocked this up, his father would be waiting with that long talon of a finger pointing right at him. He needed to get this sorted, and quickly, before his whole life fell apart.


  ***


  Robert Adams was still wondering who was writing to his daughter. He’d thought about steaming it open, hanging over the boiling kettle, fighting with his conscience. Josie had caught him red-handed and snatched the envelope out of his hands. “I’ll drop it through their door now—then you won’t be tempted!”


  Normally, he wouldn’t have even considered taking a look at his daughter’s mail, but this was handwritten. “What if it’s from Kayla?” he protested. “What if she’s shit-stirring?”


  Josie had shot him a look. “You haven’t heard from the woman for over two years! If she wanted to worm her way into your life she wouldn’t do something so underhanded.”


  She was right, Rob thought. She was always right. But who sent letters, these days? Kids Snapchatted and Twittered; they didn’t write. And whoever it was didn’t know Jenny had moved out. All her mates, the ones who mattered, knew about the cottage; they all knew about Jake and most of them were going to the wedding.


  He called Jenny, catching her as she was about to take a shower.


  “Dad?”


  “Sorry, sweetheart. Just checking you got that letter.”


  There was a pause. “Erm…yes. Why?”


  “I thought it might be important.”


  Another pause. Rob could almost hear his daughter’s brain ticking. “Not really.”


  “Can’t you tell me what it’s about?”


  “Dad, I’ve got to go, honestly!”


  “So you don’t want to tell me?”


  “I’ve got to go. Sorry.”


  Jenny sounded flustered, but if it had been Kayla, he’d probably have an irate daughter on his doorstep. But maybe it hadn’t been a ‘Hi, I’m your sister!’ letter. Maybe she was playing it smart, introducing herself as someone who had read about her experiences and suggesting they meet?


  “Hun! You really are halfway down paranoid alley! It’s probably nothing!” Josie sighed, flinging a handful of dirty clothes into a wicker laundry basket.


  “I’ve just got a feeling,” he replied with a shrug. “It’s all this stuff with the graves and Sebastian. He thinks we’re in some kind of danger, and maybe we are. I’m just wondering if the letter isn’t a part of it all.”


  Rob pulled the phone from his pocket.


  Josie frowned. “Who are you calling now?”


  “Jake!”


  “Oh my god! Why?”


  “Because I need to know.”


  Rob held the phone to his ear, killing the sound on the TV.


  “Hi, Mr. Adams.” Jake sounded breathless.


  “I’m sorry, mate. Is this a bad time?”


  “Nah, I’m just with Dad in his gym. Everything okay?”


  Rob paused, not knowing quite where to start. “It’s about the letter. The letter Josie—”


  “The one from Darren Pascoe? I didn’t think Jenny was going to tell you about that!”


  Rob froze. The very name sent his head spin. “Pascoe?” he snarled.


  There was an awkward silence. “Shit! She hasn’t told you, has she? Shit! She’s gonna kill me!”


  But the name brought back all those memories. The bodies, the screams, the coffins passing him as the bearers carried his wife and child down the aisle.


  “Pascoe?” he hissed, trying to control the anger rising in his belly. “What the fuck did that little runt want with my daughter?”


  “Look, you need to speak to Jenny—”


  “Jake!” he shot back. “You’re already in the shit with her! Don’t add me to the list!”


  There was brief silence. “He wanted Jenny to forgive him.”


  Rob stared over at Josie, open mouthed. “Forgive? He’s got to be kidding! Forgive? How? How?”


  “I’ve told her, Mr. Adams. I’ve told her to burn the thing!”


  “Jake, please don’t tell me she’s fallen for it!”


  “It’s knocked her a bit, but she still has the letter.”


  Rob groaned. “I can’t believe she hasn’t lashed the thing! What the hell is up with that girl?”


  “She’ll come to her senses. Just give it time.”


  There was another silence. Rob had run out of words. “I’ve got to go. Sorry. I’ll speak to Jenny later.”


  Rob threw the phone onto the coffee table and turned up the TV.


  Josie stood in the doorway, staring at him. “So it’s a letter from her brother!”


  “It’s her half-brother, and a shit half at that!”


  Josie shrugged and rolled her eyes. “Call him what you want, hun, but he’s still her flesh and blood. So before you go wading in, shouting the odds, just spare a thought for how she’s feeling right now.”


  “Hate! That’s all she should be feeling!” Rob snapped.


  Josie wasn’t having it. The psychologist always came to the surface in these situations. “No! Confusion. That’s what she should be feeling, and that’s exactly what she will be feeling! Think about it, honey. Imagine it was Kayla who had killed Elizabeth and Hanna. Imagine if she was asking for your forgiveness.”


  Rob sighed, falling back into the chair and closing his eyes. He couldn’t ever imagine actually hating Kayla; he just couldn’t see the day he’d ever love her as much as he loved Jenny.


  Josie sat next to him, perching on the arm of the chair. “Look, nothing you say is going to change how she feels about Darren, but it might change the way she feels about you.”


  It made sense. Maybe it would be better to say nothing at all. Perhaps Jake was right. Jenny needed time. Time to come to terms with the fact that the brother she wanted to forget had turned up looking for a place in her heart. Then she would realise it was a place he was never going to find.


  Chapter Thirty


  Dennis Blakely hadn’t deleted the image of Kim’s breasts from his phone. They flashed up under her name as ‘Ring of Fire’ blasted out from his top pocket. Even though he’d rather see a shapely leg, the image still aroused him. But Penny was probably right. The passion would fade. It nearly always did.


  Sometimes he thought marriage was a sham. More often than not, couples felt trapped and love turned to resentment. Some were lucky, and the relationship developed into a friendship and survived through the years, but it was never ideal. He wanted to be married to Penny—someone to keep the nest warm while Kim hung around in the background like an unpaid escort.


  It was ten-thirty. He stopped off at the bank on the way and by the time he’d arrived on site the park resounded to the sound of drills and hammers. Blakely held the phone to his ear, wondering which version of the woman was waiting for him. She sounded upbeat. “Hi, sweetheart.”


  He only had to say the word and she would be in his bed within the hour, but Penny was there in his mind. He had to be strong.


  “I’m a bit busy,” he replied curtly. “I’ll call you later.”


  He clicked ‘end call’ on the screen and buried the phone deep in his pocket. It rang almost immediately.


  It was Kim—the other Kim. “Don’t you ever hang up on me again!” she roared, sounding like she was actually spitting venom. “If you want something to fuck and throw away then get yourself a rubber doll. Don’t treat me like I’m some shit that you trod in!”


  There was a silence. He could hear footsteps on the end of the line. He waited. There was a muffled voice followed by a loud crack. Then the phone went dead. She had probably launched her phone across the room, hitting the floor or a wall. Maybe divorcing Penny was going to be a lot less hassle than splitting up with Kim.


  Her anger was making it easier. Penny had sounded so reasonable, a classy woman who was working through the rage, rising above the situation with a sophistication he admired, while Kim was showing herself up to be an immature young girl.


  Blakely finished checking out the delivery dates before making his way over to the house. Larry Thomas was waiting for him in the doorway of the reception area. The place was beginning to take some kind of shape and for the first time he imagined the couples booking in at the desk with excited kids circling around their feet.


  Blakely wondered how many of the builders knew about Kim and her boobs. Thomas was probably spreading the word. Nothing travelled faster than smutty gossip, particularly when it involved the boss.


  “They’ve delivered gold fittings,” Thomas said, greeting him with a scowl. “They should be silver.”


  “Call them,” Blakely replied impatiently. “We’ve got a few weeks before they’re needed anyway.”


  “And the wrong tiles,” the foreman continued. “They should be non-slip. You’ll be paying more in compo than you’re taking at the gates!”


  “Okay. Just sort it, Larry—and thanks,” he replied impatiently.


  Thomas nodded. “Oh, did you catch that girl—what’s her name?”


  “Kim?”


  “Yeah, the one you’re—”


  “She’s just been on the phone? Why?”


  Thomas frowned. “On the phone? No, she was here, looking for you.”


  Blakely’s stomach turned.


  “She might have gone looking for you in the woods,” he continued. “I thought you were checking out the plots.”


  “No!” Blakely snapped. “I got caught up at the bank! Why the hell didn’t you call me!”


  Larry Thomas shrugged. “I’d go looking for her if I was you. We’ve got thunderstorms forecast, and they don’t look that far away!”


  Blakely nodded and headed off towards Mosswood. They had managed to create enough plots without felling too many trees, and in many areas the overhanging branches interlocked, creating a canopy against the worst of the British weather. Several workmen in fluorescent jackets and hard hats stood next to a log pile, drinking tea.


  The mini diggers had left, leaving the area looking a little less like a building site, although Blakely still felt that the concrete footings looked unsightly. The sooner the cabins went up, the better. He stopped. “Any of you guys seen a young woman round here?”


  “Yeah, she went off in that direction,” the one with the Santa beard replied.


  Blakely frowned. “Why?”


  “She was looking for you. We thought you might have gone checking out the nature reserve.”


  Blakely shook his head in disgust. He wasn’t in the mood to argue the point. No one could have seen him go past, so why did they send a young woman on a pointless mission? In the reserve, of all places. They had plans for the place but work hadn’t started. There were no paths, no signs and no picnic tables. It was wild and gloomy. No place for a young woman to go wandering. He punched the speed dial on his phone, breaking into a power walk that was more like a run.


  After several seconds she picked up. “Kim?”


  There was no answer.


  “Kim? Look, I know you’re pissed at me, but where are you?”


  He could hear the rustling of the trees. The wind was picking up. “Kim?”


  He could hear breathing. She was listening.


  “Kim. I’m not getting into another fight with you. Just find your way to the edge of the wood. I’ll meet you by the grave.”


  She remained silent, but she was walking; he could hear her footsteps.


  Except it wasn’t Kim. “You must be the lover boy!” a male voice growled menacingly through the phone, sounding like a bad Darth Vader impersonator. “You might say that she’s having a lie down.”


  Blakely stopped. His blood ran cold and his heart felt as if someone had ripped it out and replaced it somewhere in his gut. “Who the fuck are you? Why have you got her phone?”


  “She was snooping, Mr. Blakely,” the voice answered. “This is no place for a pretty young thing.”


  “What? What do you mean? Where is she? Please tell me she’s okay!”


  “C’est Pas Fini,” came the reply.


  Blakely guessed whoever it was must have had some kind of device that disguised his voice.


  “What? It’s you? You wrote that shit on the grave?”


  “That is for you to find out. A little mystery. Maybe it was Miss Adams, maybe it wasn’t. Maybe I just know things. Maybe I like playing games. Let’s see how good you really are.”


  “Where’s Kim? I want to speak to Kim!”


  “She has no need of you.”


  “Where is she?” Blakely roared. “What have—”


  “I’m done for now, Dennis. Good luck.”


  The phone went dead, and Blakely broke into a run.


  ***


  Jenny Adams was tired, although she wondered if there was a difference between weariness and tiredness. Jake had stayed over at his father’s place, just to make it clear he was serious about the letter. Darren Pascoe was an asshole, turning up like this, just when she was beginning to come to terms with the fact her mother wouldn’t be around to help her choose Hanna’s bridesmaid’s dress, and her sister wouldn’t be there to wear it. Jenny would never see those tears—her mother’s tears—her beautiful mother, standing at the front of the church in a hat the size of an umbrella, crying like a baby throughout the service.


  She had it all worked out. Whom she loved, whom she hated. Whom she trusted, whom she kept at a safe distance. But now this. Her great-great-great-grandmother was watching like some kind of guardian angel, waiting for her on the other side of consciousness with a bunch of cryptic clues.


  The phone rang. Her father’s face flashed up on the screen as she pulled over and killed the engine. “Hi, Dad. Everything okay?”


  “No, sweetheart, it isn’t. Why didn’t you tell me about the letter?”


  Jenny’s heart sank. “I didn’t want to worry you,” she blurted


  “Worry me? That boy doesn’t worry me, Jenny. You do!”


  “What? Why?” she asked. It was a rhetorical question. She knew the answer only too well.


  “You still have the letter?”


  “Well, yes.” Jenny thought it might be better to keep quiet about her visit to Sebastian’s home.


  “I’m confused. I thought he’d be the last person you’d want to hear from! I thought you’d have ripped the thing up!”


  Jenny felt an anger rising inside. Why did she have to defend herself all the time? “Because he’s my brother!” she yelled. “He’s my own flesh and blood, and I’m gonna decide what I do with that letter. Not you, and not Jake!”


  “But I don’t—”


  Jenny wasn’t done. “And before you start preaching about what you think I should be feeling, just ask yourself why I have a fucking brother in the first place! Ask yourself that, Dad, because one name keeps cropping up in my head—Melissa!”


  A lorry roared past her car, close enough to make her jump. She threw the phone onto the passenger seat and took several deep breaths before firing up the engine. Her heart still thumped hard as she eased back into the traffic. If Jake wanted to hang out at his father’s place until she’d destroyed the letter, then that was fine, but he’d best get himself a suitcase and pack some clothes. She wasn’t a child anymore, and this was between her and Darren, no one else.


  By the time she pulled up outside the cottage, Jennifer Adams had made up her mind. One way or another, she was going to meet up with her brother and they would sort this out, face-to-face.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Dennis Blakely stopped to catch his breath. Having to fight his way through the undergrowth didn’t help. God, I’m so unfit. He really needed to get back to the gym and stop supping large glasses of wine with his evening meals. He wasn’t overweight, and could still see his feet, but he was breathing hard—too hard.


  He’d called Kim’s name several times over, but there was no reply. Maybe Darth Vader was waiting, having lured him into a trap. Walking was better—walking and listening. The woodland grew denser. This was the area where the adventures would really begin: the acres set aside for family walks, picnics and bike trails, away from the cabins and into the unknown. Of course, it still needed work. They would have to lose a quite a few more trees in order to create enough space for families to cycle, and naturally, the sites designated as picnic areas needed to be cleared.


  Blakely heard the first drops of rain hitting the canopy above his head. The black clouds had gathered fast and thrown the whole woodland into an eerie gloom that made him feel even more fearful. Maybe he should call Thomas and ask for some back up. At least he’d have a chance if Darth was waiting in the shadows. He pulled out his phone, glancing at the screen. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” There was no signal. Maybe Kim was on a different network.


  Blakely thought about turning back—calling from the edge of the woods and waiting for his foreman and a couple of his cronies to turn up. But he needed to find Kim. He couldn’t walk away now, even if it was just to summon help. He continued on, his hands trembling at his sides. Every movement, every flap of a bird’s wing, every scampering squirrel made him jump.


  His father would be ashamed. His father, who had fought in the Falklands for his country. His father who returned with half his left leg blown off. He’d left hospital and began to plan his future away from the army. He could never work for someone else, not after military life. He wanted to be his own man.


  The thought of his father’s bravery and tenacity drove Blakely on. He picked up a broken branch, breaking off the end. It was heavy enough to act as a club. A weapon would come in useful should anyone be waiting. There was a chance, he knew, that Kim had found her feet and made her way out into the grounds, but there was no time to go checking. Blakely’s chest tightened. Please, God, not now. The pain subsided as he took several deep breaths. Then he saw Kim’s handbag, hanging from a branch.


  It was a burgundy kind of red and probably expensive. Her mother had bought it for her as a twenty-first present, and parents generally didn’t skimp when it came to big birthdays. But if Darth was a thief as well as a vandal then he had clearly underestimated its value.


  Blakely edged forward and carefully lifted the bag from the tree. Maybe the mystery guy had hung it there as a clue; maybe he’d find an article of clothing on another branch, all leading him deeper into the forest.


  The rain was heavier now, and the whole forest grew darker by the minute. He peered ahead, his own footsteps drowned by the roar of the water hitting the leaves above him. Then he spotted something—a rope, tied into a noose, hung from the branch of a tree. He moved closer, trembling with fear. There was blood on the tree, a crude message, scrawled across the trunk. C’est Pas Fini.


  Kim lay between two trees, barely visible in the fading light. The pale blue skirt she’d worn when she stormed out of his room the previous evening was hitched up around her thighs and something covered her head. He stumbled forward, his heart banging, expecting that at any moment a stranger would be upon him. Blakely prayed as he drew closer. It was the leather jacket, thrown across her face. The jacket she had bought the previous week.


  He shouted her name, falling to his knees and grasping her wrist. There had to be a pulse. He swore there was something. “What has he done to you?” he heard himself cry. “What?”


  He was about to pull the jacket from her head when he noticed the traces of blood on her legs; instinctively he pulled back the skirt. He recalled the mocking voice, taunting him. Now it all made sense—her underwear was torn and there were traces of semen over her legs and groin. Blakely began to sob. “I’m so sorry, Kim! I’m so sorry, baby. I’m gonna get the bastard who did this, I swear! I’m gonna rip his balls off!”


  He lifted the jacket. Praying that her eyes would open, praying that he would see that gentle smile. But there was blood…a hole in her forehead, neat and deep. Blakely turned cold and faint as he saw the rivers of red seeping into the earth. It was a bullet. It had to be a bullet. He gently moved her head to one side, to make a pillow out of the jacket. His stomach lurched, and he let out a single scream as pieces of shattered skull fell away revealing a gaping wound. The world began to spin as Dennis Blakely turned away and vomited. What remained of Kim’s head resembled nothing more than a gruesome cave. Blood, bone and grey matter.


  Her voice echoed in his head. Just don’t treat me like some shit you trod in! Then there was that crack. The sound of an angry lover throwing her phone on the floor. But it hadn’t been the phone. It had been the sound of a bullet, and that meant only one thing. Darth, whoever he was, had murdered Kim before he had raped her.


  ***


  Blakely was still shaking violently as the young male officer wrapped a blanket around his shoulders. It had taken three attempts to call the police, and his incoherent ramblings had been considered to be a hoax call from a local drunk. There would be questions—plenty of questions—but Darth’s DNA was all over Kim’s body. It was a stupid thing for a killer to do, he thought. But the guy was a psychopath—there was no doubt about that. Maybe he’d been a jilted lover. Maybe Kim had worked one on him too, breaking up his marriage and destroying his life.


  But no, Blakely thought. This was the same freak who was vandalising the grave. He drove a mini cooper with false plates. This wasn’t Jenny Adams, unless the girl had a male accomplice who like jacking off over dead bodies. Unless it was that bloke she was with. What was his name? Jake? That didn’t seem too likely either, but he guessed Jenny would still be getting a visit from the cops pretty soon.


  The whole forest was now a crime scene, and the press would be crawling all over it. His father would go batshit crazy when he heard. This was going to set back the opening by months. No one would want to come. Apart from the ghoul lovers, of course, but you couldn’t run a park like Mosswood on their custom. This might be the end. His father would find out about his fling and cut his balls off. Kim had died because she had come looking for him. If he’d kept his dick in his trousers, she’d still be serving meals at The Lakeside and the park would be on schedule.


  Not that any of that mattered much at the moment. He had vomited four times before they had erected some kind of tent around Kim’s body. A horde of fluorescent jacketed officers milled around it like bees around a hive. It was just like the TV, just like the movies. But this was real. This was happening. Blakely couldn’t even remember even having seen a dead body before, let alone a dead body of a young woman with half of her head blown off. The police were going to be trawling through the forest hoping to find a weapon even though he guessed that Darth was unlikely to have left it behind.


  The local force, the force that had been dealing with traffic offences and litter louts along with the odd orgy in a parking lot, were now dealing with a major incident. They would be well out of their depth with this one. This was big time. One of the officers turned and walked towards him. His square jaw and deep, heavy, jutting forehead gave him a natural look of authority.


  “Are you okay, sir?” he asked.


  Blakely nodded, managing a weak smile.


  “It must have been a bit of a shock,” he began, sounding sympathetic. “Finding a body is bad enough, but this…”


  Any moment now, Blakely knew, the question would come.


  “Did you know the victim, sir?”


  “She worked at The Lakeside Hotel. I’m staying there.”


  “You know her well?”


  “Quite well.”


  “So I gather she was one of the staff?”


  Again, Blakeley nodded.


  “Do you know why she would be wandering around in the woods?”


  “I dunno. I think she might have just come nosing, wanted to take a look at the park.”


  The officer’s eyes darkened. “What? In the woods?”


  “Look, I don’t know!” he replied impatiently. “I don’t know what she was doing here! I just found her, that’s all!”


  Blakely was already regretting the lie. He was digging a giant hole for himself, and the officer knew it.


  “Look, Mr. Blakely, let me introduce myself. I’m Officer Bridges, and I’ve served on forces in some of the big cities, so if you think you’re talking to some small-town cop who’s still wet behind the ears then think again! I’ve done it all and seen it all, and now I’m here to see out my days. So how about we start again.” He paused, parking himself on the stump of a tree. “The guys on site said you went looking for her. Would that be right?”


  “Okay, I admit,” Blakely replied. “She came to see me. She thought I was in the woods.”


  “And why did she come looking for you?”


  “We had an argument. She wanted to talk, I guess.”


  Bridges grinned knowingly. “So you were in a relationship with her?”


  Blakely nodded. They would get the full story soon enough.


  “Sir, we need to ask you some questions. It will be more comfortable down at the station, if that’s okay.”


  He shrugged. “I’m not okay, but I’ll do anything to help you catch that bastard!” Blakely followed the officer through the woods, stumbling several times on the tangled roots underfoot. Four police cars were parked up outside the manor, their lights still flashing.


  “Am I a suspect or something?” he mumbled, climbing into the back seat.


  The portly officer didn’t answer at first, firing up the engine. “With all that semen, it shouldn’t be too difficult to eliminate you from our enquiries,” he said. “So providing you didn’t do it, I wouldn’t worry too much.”


  But Blakely wondered who would be next. Jenny? Robert? He just prayed these cops were up to the task. They needed to catch Darth, and they needed to catch him pretty damn quick.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  The Kirkland Estate hadn’t changed in the years since Darren had shared a three-litre bottle of cider with Kevin Taylor in the bedroom of his terraced home on Norris Avenue. He remembered the address. It was number thirteen, which had been pretty unlucky for him because it was there he’d mistakenly decided that Taylor wasn’t such a bad guy after all.


  The house was a dump. No one seemed to care too much about cleaning up, and the garden was full of discarded toys, two rusting motorbikes and crates containing empty bottles. They’d had a dog but someone had shot the thing; apparently, it was some kind of revenge killing, but Darren hadn’t bothered to ask.


  His uncle had warned him. “What the hell do you want to go back there for, son? What’s the point?”


  “Because he screwed my life up!” Darren had answered with a grunt.


  “But Taylor isn’t there. So what are you going for?”


  “His dad is, though.”


  Harry Pascoe frowned. “So you’re going to kick shit out of him?”


  Darren shrugged.


  His uncle rolled his eyes. “It was your decision to take up with the lad, son. You can’t shift all the blame onto him.”


  Maybe he was right. Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea after all. Taylor’s father could hardly be described as a tough guy, but he wasn’t a push over either. The scrawny, ponytailed loser had never worked a day in his whole life, and his son had no intention of stepping onto the treadmill, either. Maybe that had been the attraction. The absence of any rules. Taylor’s mother was quite capable of finishing a bottle of vodka in a single evening and probably lived in her pyjamas. Everything they needed was local. The off-licence, the corner shop where they bought their cigarettes and the takeaway. Darren wondered if the Taylor family had ever seen a salad.


  Kevin didn’t need to hide his pornographic magazines under the bed. They were littered around the house in full view of his little sister, Masie, who wondered around in a pair of dirty knickers for most of the day. Taylor knew all the sites on his laptop and the names of the local girls who would screw around for the price of a kebab. It was a different world that Darren had been drawn into, fuelled by the resentment he felt at his parents’ broken marriage.


  They had let him down. Their neat and tidy life was crumbling around them. The boundaries they lived within, the parental locks on his computer, the homework before TV and the household chores. Where had that got them? At least the Taylor’s family were still together, and if Mr. Taylor wanted a bit of excitement, he just loaded up one of his porno DVDs, got himself a beer and a packet of paper tissues, and tossed himself off while Kevin waited patiently for his dad to finish before Doctor Who started. It was no wonder he’d turned out so screwed up.


  But now Darren wondered why. Why had he got himself involved with that feral family? The wasters from hell. He wished he’d never set eyes on them, and if telling that streak of piss what an arsehole he was made him feel better, then that was exactly what he was going to do.


  Darren turned into the estate. The no-go area, where the communication engineers would only work in pairs between eight and ten in the morning. That was when they assumed the kids would be out of bed and looking for a van to rob. He looked at his watch. Maybe he should hide it down his sock, along with his mobile phone. The street was deserted, almost like a ghost town. No couples screaming, no girls sitting on the walls with their hair in rollers.


  Darren turned into the Taylors’ road. They would still be around, of course. People like that never moved. He looked up, a feeling of fear rising within him. This was a crazy idea, but it was too late to turn back. What would they think of him? All smart and probably a couple of inches taller. A man, no longer a boy. If only he had a decent job and a girl. Maybe even a child of his own. Hey look, look what I’ve got! Look at how well I’ve done while your kid’s still in jail!


  But the first thing Darren Pascoe noticed about number thirteen was the front garden. The lawn was neat with a border of pansies. The junk had gone, along with the three-foot-high weeds. The rotting windows had been renewed and the old orange curtains replaced by wooden blinds. His heart sank. The Taylors had moved out. Social services had probably taken Masie away after finding them watching porn while the kid was playing with her dolls.


  He knocked, just the same. The new occupants might be able to give him a lead on where the family had gone. Darren’s hands trembled as he rapped a second time. Why was he doing this? Just then, the door opened. A man, similar in size to Taylor’s father, stood peering out from beneath the peak of a navy blue baseball cap.


  “Hi,” Darren said, “I’m sorry, I was looking for Mr. Taylor. Do you know where—”


  The man looked confused. “I’m Mr. Taylor. Who are you?”


  Darren stared, his mouth hanging open. “Mr. Taylor? You look—”


  “Tidy?” the man replied with a wry smile. “Thanks. But who are you?”


  Tidy was a fair description. The dirty, baggy sweat top had been replaced with a designer shirt, and the joggers had gone too. Mr. Taylor had treated himself to an expensive-looking pair of denims, and those trainers didn’t look too cheap either.


  “Hang on,” Taylor said, squinting against the light. “I recognise you—you’re Kevin’s old mate?”


  Darren nodded.


  “Hey, come in, lad!”


  Taylor turned, and Darren followed him into a home that bore no resemblance to the hovel he remembered. “Jesus!” he gasped. “This is like one of those homes off the telly!”


  Taylor grinned. “Yeah, we’ve changed quite a few things around here.”


  Darren was only half listening. The whole place seemed to sparkle. The new wooden floor, cream suite, oak furniture. My God! What happened? Taylor grinned. He still hadn’t had his teeth fixed. “Sit down, lad, take the weight off.”


  Darren sank into the chair behind him.


  “Fancy a drink? Sorry, it’s just tea or coffee these days. We don’t have any alcohol.”


  No alcohol? Maybe this was a dream. He’d wake up soon and realise this was all in his head. “I’ll just have a juice or something, thanks.”


  Taylor nodded, disappearing through the door. “Coming up!”


  “Holy shit!” Darren whispered to himself, staring at the sixty-inch Plasma screen on the wall. It was showing some kind of wildlife documentary. Not the stuff he would have watched two years ago.


  Taylor returned with a glass of fresh orange juice. “You look like your catching flies with that mouth of yours!” He laughed. “A bit different from the last time you were here, eh?”


  Darren nodded.


  Taylor sat opposite, leaning forward. “The thing is, son, when you and our Kevin…you know…had that accident, me and Jessie, we were devastated. We couldn’t get our heads around it. That poor woman and her kid. I got really bad depression, and Jess, well, she was on the verge of a breakdown. I found her at the front of St Mary’s, sobbing uncontrollably. We weren’t religious—not in that way—but Jess was brought up Catholic, so the church was the first place she turned to.”


  Darren frowned. “So you two found religion or something?”


  Taylor shook his head. “Nah. Not me.”


  “What happened?” Darren asked.


  Taylor stared down at his clasped hands. “I woke up in hospital. After they’d pumped my stomach…” He looked up. “Masie and Jessie were standing at my bedside, crying, and I thought, okay, this is enough. If we didn’t get our act together, Masie would end up on the streets like Kevin. Jess saw an advert in one of the locals—some life coach bloke was touring the country, giving some kind of seminar thing at The Park Hotel, just down the road. We got ourselves a couple of tickets and went along. It was a full day, but I’ll tell ya something—it was fucking brilliant.


  “For the first time, I realised it was possible to turn my life around and climb out of the hole I’d gotten into. When I got home, we cleared out every drop of alcohol, and with the money we saved on booze I bought myself some decent clothes and went looking for work. The one night we had a bonfire—all that porn and any other junk that would burn.


  “After two months I got myself a job.” Taylor smiled. “I’m a bricklayer. A lazy one, but I found someone willing to give us a chance and watch over me while I got back up to speed. I worked hard, long hours. Got this place sorted. Jessie dropped five stone—she looks amazing—got herself a job as a receptionist at one of those companies on the new industrial estate. The money isn’t great, but it helps.”


  Taylor stopped, looking Darren up and down. “You’re looking quite smart yourself, lad. What have you been up to?”


  Darren shrugged. “I’m living with my uncle. Got a job at his mate’s garage.”


  Taylor leaned over and high-fived him. “Hey, that’s great. I’m hoping we can get Kevin sorted when he gets out.”


  There was a pause. He knew what was coming next. “So, what brings you here, kiddo? I’m guessing it’s something to do with our son.”


  He was here for a reason, but everything had changed. The transformation that had taken place at number thirteen had caught him off guard. He couldn’t hate the new improved Taylor; he admired him. He had achieved everything that Darren wanted to achieve. A job, a home and a family. But it might be easier to go with the truth and hope he didn’t get himself thrown out before he’d finished his fresh orange.


  “I hated you,” Darren admitted. “Sometimes I get sick of blaming myself, so I kind of blamed you—the way you lived. It all started here.”


  Taylor sighed. “We had no rules, kiddo. I blame myself for the way Kevin turned out. I knew it was wrong. The way we were living. All the bad stuff I did. I…I was either high or pissed—or both! Then I just stopped caring.”


  Darren shook his head. “But it’s me I really hate. No offence, but I should never have got involved with Kevin. I knew he was bad news.”


  Taylor winced. The truth hurt. “I know that, son. He’s still bad news, and I’m not sure a fancy home is gonna change all that.”


  “I wanted to stand at the door and rant at you,” Darren continued with a forced smile. “I imagined myself landing a right hook—smashing your face in! How sad is that?”


  Taylor laughed. “You should have done that two years ago. I was that high on weed you wouldn’t have had to land much of a punch, either. It might have taught me a lesson!”


  Darren sighed and pushed himself up out of the chair. “Anyway, I’d better get going.”


  Taylor stood and followed him to the door, patting him on the shoulder as he stepped out. Darren turned. “Thanks, Mr. Taylor. I’m glad things have turned out well for you.”


  The willowy figure in the cap smiled. “Look after yourself, son. What’s done is done. You’re a smart lad. Don’t live in the past.” Taylor waved and closed the door behind him.


  Darren walked to the end of the road and then broke into a run. He ran until the Kirkland estate was behind him. He ran until he was far enough away to pretend he’d never stepped foot on Norris Avenue. He ran until he found a quiet place—a small wooded area just off the main road. It was there that he stopped and, sinking down beside a tree, began to sob.


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  Blakely had expected the questions. How long had he known Kim? When had the relationship started? When had his wife found out about the affair? Did she have any other enemies or ex-lovers? And then, of course, they wanted to see his phone. Damn it. They would see those texts. Kim was hot, but the thought of some stranger reading them made him squirm.


  “I really need the mobile!” he protested. “It’s my lifeline!”


  “They all say that, Mr. Blakely,” the officer replied. “We just need to check the calls. I’m sure you understand.”


  Blakely nodded and they promised they would return it as soon as they’d checked the data, but if the DNA sample he had provided wasn’t a match then they didn’t think anything on his mobile would be relevant anyway. But Blakely realised that he knew precious little about Kim, the woman he’d been prepared to sacrifice his marriage for. Now, to make things worse, Penny was about to be dragged into a police investigation.


  “Why do you need to question her?” Blakely asked, unable to hide his exasperation. “She doesn’t have a penis! She doesn’t even have women’s orgasms!” That was far too much information.


  The officer smiled. “We have to question everyone, not just suspects. A woman has been murdered, just a few days after you left your wife. It’s obvious we will want to talk to her.”


  Four hours later, Blakely was lying on his hotel bed waiting for the pills to kick in. The migraine had made him vomit again, and now it felt like he had a head full of bricks and a belly full of acid. He had his mobile back, but he couldn’t bear to look at it. Everything to do with Kim was there, lurking behind the screen. He closed his eyes, and eventually the pills took him into a restless sleep while the TV flickered in the background. But after an hour, his phone rang. Kim’s breasts flashed up.


  “Leave me alone you sick fucker!” he hissed.


  There was a moment of silence. “You found her then!” Darth growled


  The familiar brusque tone sent a chill down his spine.


  “I trust you enjoyed your time with the law? I do hope you were a good boy and answered all their questions honestly?”


  Blakely closed his eyes, his heart hammering. “What do you want?”


  Darth spoke slowly, his words measured. He was a confident killer. “Your girl certainly enjoyed screwing you, didn’t she? Those text messages! Those pictures! They still turn me on.”


  “Stop it!” Blakely screamed. “You sad, screwed up pervert!”


  “Whoa, temper. Don’t anger me, Mr. Blakely, or I’ll come back and put a bullet through your head. Only I promise I won’t fuck you when you’re dead. I’m strictly heterosexual.”


  Blakely shuddered. He had to ask. “Why did you kill her? Why? What had she done to you?”


  “I already told you. She came snooping. I was leaving another little message for the Adams clan.”


  “What have you got against them?” Blakely barked. “Why are you doing this?”


  “Ah, that would be giving far too much away, Mr. Blakely. I will catch up with Jennifer in good time. I can wait. She is a good-looking woman. She won’t be dead when I have her, I promise you that!”


  Blakely wished someone would wake him. Guys like this existed only in films and you watched them in safety from behind a mountain of popcorn. They didn’t pop up on the end of the phone. “You’re sick,” he blasted back, “Why are you telling me this? You know I’m going to tell the police!”


  “No, you won’t, Mr. Blakely. I see everything, and if you breathe a word of this to Jenny or the law, it’ll be your coffin they’ll be lowering into the ground.” The phone went dead.


  It took several minutes before Blakely’s heart slowed to a regular rhythm. This guy wasn’t playing around. He might be bluffing, but was it worth taking the chance? If he told the police, he could end up dead. If he called Jenny—what if her phone had been hacked?


  Darth knew he wouldn’t risk his life. He probably realised that underneath the suit and the film-star looks, he was dealing with a coward. Blakely closed his eyes and wished he was somewhere else. Anywhere but Tabwell.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  Jenny was wakened from a peaceful sleep by something that felt like a jolt of electricity. She lay for a moment, staring silently at the ceiling. Jake lay next to her, breathing softly. They’d reached a tenuous truce, and he’d come home late the previous evening, reluctantly agreeing not to fight over the ‘Darren thing’.


  She waited a while before deciding it might be better to get up and take a hot shower before trying to get back to sleep. It was only one-thirty, far too early for giving up and watching a movie on Netflix. Showers usually did the trick. Jenny rose, carefully sliding from under the duvet and tiptoeing to the bathroom, where she closed the door. She stepped under the warm spray, softly singing the words of a lullaby her mother had sung to her every night. Close your eyes, little girl…


  She stopped suddenly. Jenny caught sight of something through the shower curtain; a shadow. No, it wasn’t something—it was someone. A figure. She threw back the curtain, staring into the swirling steam. But there was no one there. Amelia had vanished.


  Jenny stepped out, pulling a towel around her before reaching over to turn off the jets of hot water. Something distracted her. A sound—a sound that reminded her of those days as a child when she would write her name in the condensation on her bedroom window. She glanced over towards the mirror and her heartbeat kicked into overdrive. The message was written in capitals. SLEEP.


  Amelia was there in the misted reflection—a woman, yet still a child, her features free of nature’s curses. Jenny wiped her hand across the surface, expecting to see nothing but the wall behind her. But Amelia remained, tears of blood trickling down her cheeks. Her lips stayed closed but her voice echoed in Jenny’s head. I’m waiting….


  She nodded as the reflection faded. Sleep. She wants to meet me in my dreams. The steam seemed to follow Jenny as she made her way back and slid beneath the duvet next to Jake. Sleep? How? Amelia was waiting. Her guardian angel.


  It was only minutes before the scent of the woodland filled the room. Jenny breathed in deeply, feeling the dew from the sweet meadow grass cooling her feet. “But I’m not even asleep? How can I be here?”


  But you are here.


  Jenny spun around.


  Amelia stood beneath the branches of an old twisted tree, the leaves of which seemed to possess an almost translucent glow. Her face was fresh, her skin like silk, almost white. Amelia smiled gently and cupped her hand behind her ear.


  “What is it? Why do I have to listen?” Jenny asked.


  Amelia held a finger to her lips.


  “You mean I have to be quiet? But why?”


  The image seemed to flicker and fade before her, and Jenny woke suddenly. Jake was breathing deeply as if he had become unconsciously aware of a presence. It was four-thirty. Three hours had passed. Maybe it would be a good time to get herself a caffeine hit and make a start on that assignment. The cottage seemed to sleep at night too, like a wise old man who had learned to rest in complete silence—no movement, no creaks, no birdsong. Jenny had been unnerved by the silence in those first few months but had soon learned to appreciate the peace and total solitude. Now she felt vulnerable again. Someone was waiting out there. Waiting for her.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  Robert Adams sat cradling a cup of warm coffee, staring into the face of the only man he really trusted.


  Sebastian Tint smiled the way he imagined God might smile when his errant children got things wrong. There was understanding in his eyes. “I can see why you think that this boy might be dangerous, but if he had malice in his heart, why would he write to your daughter? Why would he forewarn her of his presence?”


  Rob shrugged. “I just thought it might be him. You know, doing all that stuff to the grave.”


  The old man shook his head. “Look, I’m not saying that it would be impossible, just unlikely. He’s fresh out of a youth offenders’ prison, and yes, maybe he has been plotting his revenge, but I think if he’d been responsible for the messages, he wouldn’t have written that letter.”


  Rob stiffened. “What? You’ve seen it?” he asked irritably.


  Sebastian nodded. “Yes, Robert. But please don’t take it out on the girl. She didn’t want to upset you. She just needed someone to talk to.”


  Had he still been alive, her grandfather would have been the one Jenny turned to. Now, it seemed that the old professor had become an integral part of their family. Rob’s spirits sank, but there was no point in making an issue out of it. This wasn’t the time to let petty jealousies bubble to the surface. “So what do you think? I mean, honestly?” he asked, composing himself.


  “I think you need to give your daughter a little time. This young man obviously wants to be a part of Jenny’s life. You have to let her decide.” Sebastian leaned forward, his voice lowered as if there were people in the room who might overhear. “Imagine if it were Kayla who had been involved in that accident—suppose it was her asking for your forgiveness. Would you find it so easy to tear up the letter?”


  Rob felt the twist of guilt that accompanied every memory of his other daughter’s visit over two years ago. “Josie said exactly the same thing. But the fact is, I did reject her. I had to think of Jenny.”


  Rob’s stomach turned. The very thought of Darren Pascoe brought back vivid memories of that Sunday afternoon and those days in the courtroom. How he wished he had a gun. How he would have happily pulled the trigger and blown those kids’ heads clean off their shoulders. If he was ever going to accept Pascoe as Jenny’s brother then he required time too. Plenty of it.


  “You look like you need a few days away,” Sebastian said.


  “I would love that,” Rob replied dourly. “But if I took a holiday now, I’d never want to come back.”


  The old man smiled. “I know how hard it is. But a short break is better than the bottle.”


  Rob shrugged, glancing down at the wedding ring on his finger. He had decided against that beer the other night, and he was feeling as if one more hurdle had been overcome. The dreaded occasional drink. “I’m a big boy. I’ve learned to say no. And if we’re in some kind of danger from this grave vandal, I need to be sober.”


  But when Rob looked up, Sebastian was staring into space, his mind distracted, his eyes fixed upon something Rob couldn’t see. “You need to speak to Jenny,” he said in a whisper that sounded almost ethereal.


  “Speak to Jenny? About what? Darren?”


  The old man shook his head slowly. “You need to keep her close. You all need to be close. You all need to…listen.”


  Rob frowned. “I don’t understand. We are close.”


  “Closer,” Sebastian said, his eyes still fixed ahead.


  Rob shuddered. A coldness ran the length of his body. The old man blinked hard, as if someone had woken him from an afternoon nap.


  “Closer?” Rob asked.


  Sebastian looked confused. “What?”


  “You said that we needed to be closer.”


  “Closer? Did I?”


  Rob smiled. “You must have zoned out.”


  “I was talking?” he asked, looking bewildered.


  “Yes, and you were kind of…staring at something.”


  Sebastian frowned. “I’m sorry, I sometimes get those moments.”


  Rob stood. “Look, I’d better get going,” he said. “You’re probably tired. I can see myself out.”


  He turned at the door. The professor was looking at him with sadness in his eyes. He didn’t seem as contented recently. Perhaps the beating had taken it out of him.


  “Robert?” he said slowly. “You said I zoned out?”


  “Yeah, you did.”


  He looked pensive. “Well, whatever I said, whatever I told you… Please do it.”


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  Darren Pascoe hadn’t cried since they told him his mother had died. Mr. Alvarez had found him sitting on the floor in a foetal position, wailing uncontrollably. Alvarez was a burly no nonsense kind of bloke, born to working with troubled teenagers, and Darren believed that if it hadn’t been for him, he might never have survived. The sedatives worked over the first few days, but it was during the following months that Alvarez had sat and held him like a son, ignoring the regulations that discouraged physical contact.


  He wondered what Taylor’s father had thought of him, turning up on his doorstep like that. The man who had turned his life around. The man who would provide a home—a family home—for his crazy dumb fuck of a son when he eventually stopped fighting and got himself a slice of freedom.


  Kevin Taylor didn’t deserve a family. A mother, a father and a little sister. He didn’t deserve a home—a clean home where he could get himself straight. He didn’t have to shack up with an uncle he barely knew and beg forgiveness from a sister who probably wished he was dead. Life wasn’t fair. Some people paid for their mistakes—others didn’t. Kevin Taylor was one of those others.


  Darren couldn’t face the grease pit and told his uncle he had a stomach bug and would be back at the garage tomorrow. He’d thought about visiting the grave, just to check if anyone had picked up the note he’d left, but no, Uncle Harry was right—he had to be patient.


  There were two twenty-pound notes in his pocket. Enough to keep his mind off things for a couple of hours. Maybe that pair of trainers he’d seen in the sale would still be on the shelf. Darren slipped on a sweat top and headed for the nearest stop just as the bus pulled in. He shoved a few coins in the driver’s tray and made his way to the back of the empty bus. It was a fifteen-minute journey. Fifteen minutes staring out of the window through reddened eyes. Gazing out at the world: the dog walkers, the local shoppers, the old folks making their way back to the bingo hall for their daily gambling fix.


  Life went on, never stopping for anyone. People were screwing, eating, fighting and dying every minute of every day. No one would really care what he did with his life. No one would really care too much if he followed his parents into an early grave.


  ***


  Jenny sat in the corner of The Keys with a Coke and a chicken wrap. She wasn’t hungry but skipping meals never worked for her. The headaches usually kicked in a long time before her stomach started grumbling, so Josie had insisted that she had something to eat and, of course, it was on the house.


  She stared absentmindedly at the history of modern art book she’d borrowed from Kelly, but her mind was on the dream. What did it really mean? Amelia was floating around her head, a free but anxious spirit. Did Jake have a past she knew nothing about? Did he have enemies lurking in the shadows?


  She was trying to recall the article Sebastian had written about Amelia for the journal. It was all very deep and, in some parts, kind of confusing. But most of it made perfect sense. Spirits found it easier to communicate with the living when they were caught between the two worlds; the conscious and the sub-conscious. Jenny had seen Amelia’s reflection in the bathroom mirror and caught sight of a shadow through the shower curtain. Maybe such appearances had taken up too much energy.


  The professor had likened it to viewing a TV screen in bright sunlight. The brightness and the contrast could be turned up but only to a point. It was easier just to close the curtains. Perhaps that was what Amelia was doing—waiting until the curtains were closed, waiting until the lights went out…


  “What’s up, hun?”


  Jenny looked up to find Josie sitting opposite.


  “You certainly aren’t reading that book!”


  The bar was quiet, just a few couples taking an early lunch with coffee. Jo had time on her hands, and it was obvious she wasn’t going anywhere.


  “I dunno, I’m just scared, I guess,” Jenny confessed. “I feel as if I’m waiting for something to happen, but I don’t know what it is.”


  Josie gave her one of those maternal smiles that seemed to come so naturally. “Is that why you’re here? You don’t want to be alone in the house?”


  Jenny nodded. “Would you?”


  “Look, maybe you would feel better letting the police know about the graves. I’ll come with you, if that would help?”


  Jenny shook her head. “It’s just mindless vandalism in their eyes. Besides, they kind of know about Amelia’s grave already.”


  “But if you really think you’re in some kind of danger—”


  “I just don’t want them digging around. I don’t want to go into the whole Amelia story again.”


  Josie shrugged. “It’s your call, hun. I just thought it might help.”


  Jenny stared down at her half-eaten wrap. “There would be no point unless they agreed to park up outside the cottage twenty-four hours a day.”


  Josie patted her hand. “Well, you’re always welcome here. I’ve got work to do, but just ask Lou if you want another drink. Okay?”


  The book on modern art was as dull as its cover and would have been hard work even without the threat of the unknown hanging over her. Jenny finished her wrap and left, giving Josie a half-hearted wave on the way. She sat behind the wheel of her car and logged onto her Facebook page. Find friends. She paused for a moment, her hands trembling. Then she tapped in her brother’s name.


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  Darren Pascoe hadn’t bothered too much with the whole social media thing. Sure, he’d given it a go, sending out at least twenty friend requests—old schoolmates, a couple of lads from the youth offenders’ home—he liked that word better—but only six had responded. He’d not been surprised. No one wanted to get too involved with a child killer, and many of his so-called friends from school had already distanced themselves when he’d got involved with Kevin Taylor.


  Nevertheless, as he sat at the back of the bus, he checked his phone more out of habit than hope. But now there was a notification. Someone had sent him a friend request. He felt a tingle of excitement, although he guessed it was probably another billy-no-mates wanting to chat or maybe, just maybe, some lonely woman looking for company.


  He tapped the screen and stared at the name that flashed before him. His stomach lurched up to his chest. Jenny Helen. It couldn’t be, could it? Jenny Helen? Helen was probably her middle name, and it would explain why he couldn’t find her on Facebook. He accepted the request and clicked onto her profile. There she was. Jenny. His sister. He knew the face; he knew it only too well. The old worn photo wasn’t particularly clear, but there was no mistaking her.


  He scrolled through the pictures and posts like a child rooting through his presents at Christmas, the excitement building with each fresh image. He stopped at the picture of her in a bikini. Oh my god! She’s fit! Then he felt the twinge of guilt. She’s your sister, you pervert! He moved on through the post. She was crazy about a guy called Jake, and Jake looked like he could handle himself. A six-pack and a good right hook, probably.


  There wasn’t anything about her mother or baby sister, and Darren decided he didn’t want to go looking back that far anyway. Best not dig up the past. His phone flashed up another notification. It was a message.


   


  Hi Darren. I think we should meet sometime soon. Let me know when.


   


  It was Jenny again. His sister, Jenny Helen Adams.


  ***


  The name Melissa Ingram was still on Sebastian’s mind. He pushed himself out of his chair, patted Ricky’s head, and told his dog he’d be back soon.


  Pug Williams lived six doors down. He was a young man, born with an unfortunate facial deformity that left him looking as if he’d been run over by a steam roller. But he had accepted the nickname with good humour, and his technical expertise made him popular at school. He was the local phone fixer, and he had made a decent living building and repairing computers. He was also a wiz at digging out information on the internet, and when Sebastian had given him a name, he’d accepted the challenge with heart-warming enthusiasm. “I’d love to help you, Mr. Tint. Come on over.”


  Pug lived with his parents who believed in minimalist living. Sebastian wasn’t sure if they were in the process of moving out when he walked into the lounge behind the flat-nosed seventeen-year-old. No pictures, no books. Just a mirror on a cream wall, a flat screen TV and a long couch alongside a small pine table.


  Pug flicked off the TV. “Follow me,” he said with a mischievous smile. “I’ll take you to my man cave.


  It was a boy cave, to be honest, but, situated on the opposite side of a sparsely decorated hall, it was a room that Sebastian loved the moment he saw it. Posters of the planets, a picture of Stephen Hawkins and, just to affirm his sexuality, a picture of a young woman in her underwear. A modern desk with a large monitor was littered with books and Post It notes alongside several phones and laptops awaiting attention.


  Then, of course, there were the books lining the five wall-length shelves. The planets, space travel, the inevitable computer nerd stuff and several titles suggesting there was life on other planets.


  Sebastian was fascinated by the young boy’s library. “You believe in UFOs, erm—”


  “Pug—call me Pug. I don’t mind.”


  “Okay. You believe in UFOs, Pug?”


  “Sure, I do. Don’t you?”


  Sebastian no longer dismissed anything. He’d spent so many years of his life denying the existence of something that could not be proven but could not be disproven either. “I keep an open mind on the subject,” he replied with a grin.


  “That’s good.” Pug pulled a folding wooden chair in front of the desk and parked himself in a rather luxurious executive leather swivel chair. “Give me half an hour and I could turn you into a believer.”


  Sebastian smiled. “Yes, I don’t doubt it, but maybe another day.”


  Pug nodded, looking slightly disappointed. “Okay, make yourself comfortable, Mr. Tint.”


  Sebastian perched on the small wooden chair as Pug punched in a password on his keyboard; the screen flashed to life with a photograph of the planet Earth. A couple of seconds later, the search engine appeared. “Okay, what was the name?” Pug asked.


  “Melissa Ingram.”


  Sebastian had never seen anyone type so fast. A list of names and titles burst onto the screen. “You said it was a news item?”


  “Something about a court case. Some bloke died in a fire. I think he was a bit of a drug dealer and there was something to do with prostitution.”


  “And who was Melissa?”


  “I’m not sure. I think she was his partner.”


  “Was she a suspect or something?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “What news channel was it on? BBC? ITV? Channel Four?”


  “I think it was BBC.”


  Pug nodded absently, still staring ahead. Sebastian watched in awe as images and pages flashed up like sheet lightning. “Who was the bloke that died?” Pug asked. “Can you remember his name?”


  “No. I just recognised Melissa’s name. It’s a long story.”


  Pug just kept on tapping away on the keyboard.


  “Hey,” he said suddenly. “Wanna take a look at some of my books while I’m doing this?”


  Sebastian nodded. Programmes about space still captivated him, and he figured that maybe the boy wasn’t too keen on having some old guy watching over him anyway. He pulled a large volume from the end of the shelf, packed with images of the stars and planets. “This is beautiful. It must have cost a fortune.”


  Pug was engrossed in his quest to find Melissa “Nah, got it off eBay…” There was a pause before he exclaimed suddenly—“Bingo!”—making Sebastian jump. “This is it!”


  “What does it say?” Sebastian asked, looking up and peering over his glasses.


  Pug hummed as he read, something that seemed to help him concentrate. The old man waited.


  “‘The charred remains of a body recently discovered on wasteland beneath a railway bridge in East Sussex have been identified as that of Sean Kaplan.


  “Kaplan went missing two days before he was due in court on a charge of drug dealing, and police believed he had fled the country. The case had already been delayed due to the death of Kaplan’s partner, Melissa Ingram; several young women came forward claiming Kaplan had been involved in people-trafficking and prostitution. Police are treating his death as suspicious and the investigations are continuing.’”


  Pug turned, his face registering a look of mock surprise. “I wonder who would want to fry such a nice guy?”


  Sebastian shook his head. Kayla had claimed her mother had never taken up with another man. If it was the same Melissa Ingram, that was a lie. She had been living with this Kaplan bloke—a drug dealer. Something her daughter wouldn’t have been proud of; something she would want to keep from her biological father.


  “Is everything okay?” Pug asked. “Is that what you wanted?”


  The old man was distracted, deep in thought. What kind of life had Kayla led? Her mother had passed away; that was true. She had written a letter introducing Robert Adams to his daughter; that was true also. Maybe she’d told Kayla to cut and run when she died, knowing that her partner was bad news.


  “Mr. Tint?”


  Sebastian looked up. Pug was watching him, waiting.


  “Oh, I’m sorry—yes. That’s what I wanted. That’s fine, thank you!”


  The young man smiled and tapped the keyboard. Earth flashed up on the screen. “My pleasure,” he said. “If there’s anything else, just holler.”


  Sebastian stood, his bones and muscles protesting as Pug followed him to the door and waved him off, waiting until he was out of sight before no doubt retreating back to his own world. His cave.


  Sebastian smiled to himself. He was pretty good at reading books, and he was almost as good at reading characters. Pug’s curiosity had been awakened. He knew most kids would have left it there, but the Williams boy wasn’t anything like the others. Someone had set fire to a body and he would want to know more. There was nothing in the brief report that suggested how Kaplan had died or where, and blokes like that had plenty of enemies.


  Dealers and traffickers died every day, but Pug Williams would want to know why the kindly old man from down the road—the guy who walked his dog past the front window every day, the guy who had taken a beating only a few weeks ago—had come asking about him.


  ***


  It took Darren Pascoe nearly thirty minutes to get the reply right. It was only a sentence, but it had to be spot on. His first attempt had been something just short of a novel but then he’d thought twice before tapping the send button. Good job, too. It was a grovelling dialogue, apologising for his very existence and thanking her for agreeing to meet up. He could almost hear Kevin Taylor whispering in his ear. Don’t be such a creep, Pascoe. It’s not her arse you should be licking!


  He deleted it and began again. Cool. How about tomorrow at the coffee house on Brindle Street?


  That was brief and nonchalant. No need to repeat the things he’d already said in the letter. They would have a heart-to-heart over a coffee, or a milkshake—whatever his sister wanted. He pressed send and waited.


  Five minutes passed: nothing. Okay, she’s probably busy. She might not even check her messages again for a while. Darren slipped the phone into his pocket. It was best not to get his hopes up, just in case.


  He sat watching TV and thought about making the evening meal but still didn’t fancy working in that kitchen too much. A programme about a young couple cutting their shopping bill in half was hardly riveting viewing, and it didn’t stop him checking his messages on the off-chance Jenny Adams had managed to sneak a reply that had escaped the notification alert. She hadn’t.


  By the time Harry arrived home from work, Darren had convinced himself that the meeting with his sister was off. She had probably decided her half-brother was a waster and didn’t deserve forgiveness, so he didn’t bother mentioning it over the evening meal of chicken nuggets and oven fries. He was quite happy telling Harry how Kevin Pascoe’s father had turned his life around, because if a loser like Taylor could do it, so could his uncle.


  Harry was surprised, but it was clear that some people were happier living in shit. He liked a simple life, and Darren guessed he wasn’t planning on having a woman around just in case she began replacing the fried food he loved with salads and fresh fruit. He picked at the nuggets, wondering what kind of things his sister liked. So many people were veggies these days. Jenny kind of looked like a veggie. Did she drink? Did she go on benders with her mates and roll in at three in the morning projectile vomiting?


  He would probably never know, now. He’d almost accepted it had all been a waste of time when his uncle called him from the kitchen. “Hey, Daz, get your phone. Someone’s sent you a message.”


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  Robert Adams threw himself back on the couch with a frustrated sigh. “Before you ask,” he growled, “That was Jenny. She’s meeting Pascoe tomorrow!”


  Josie grimaced. She really wasn’t up for a showdown. “At least she told you.”


  Rob shot her a look. “Let’s hope she sees the little runt for what he is. He might share a few of her genes but that’s about it—” Rob stopped abruptly, mid-sentence.


  Jo was looking at him with a sadness in her eyes. He knew what she was thinking.


  “Okay, it’s more genes than I’ve got…”


  Josie shook her head, “Please, hun, let’s not go down that road. There’s no biological connection, but what you have—what you’ve always had—is far greater. It’s love!”


  Rob closed his eyes. “I just couldn’t bear to lose that girl,” he said gloomily. “I know you’re right. My head tells me everything you say is right. But in my heart it’s different!”


  Josie flicked off the early evening game show she’d been watching. Sometimes words were not enough. She sat, perched on the arm of the chair beside him, gently stroking his hair. Rob remained with his eyes closed, a faint smile crossing his lips. Then she hitched up her skirt and slid down onto his knee and felt his hand ride up her thigh. “Want me to show you how much I love you?” she whispered.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely wondered if anyone else could turn a golden opportunity into a crock of shit in such a short space of time. If he’d made an effort with Penny—called her every day, sent her flowers and got his arse back home more often—the police wouldn’t be crawling all over Mosswood like an army of yellow ants.


  And if that wasn’t bad enough, his father was on his way back from Portugal, breaking a golfing holiday to see what the hell was going on. “That’s all we fucking need,” Blakely Senior had bellowed down the line. “The press will love this—a murder on a kids’ adventure park. This is gonna cost us mega bucks, Dennis! Mega bucks!”


  His father was mad—mad as hell—but hadn’t blamed his son. It was just bad luck. No, the blame would come later. It would be impossible to keep the truth from a man with the investigative skills of a TV detective. It was only a matter of time before he started asking questions. A solitary night watchman and a single camera? What the hell was he playing at? Blakely didn’t have an answer. This was Tabwell. Everyone around here had plenty of cash. Of course, it seemed a foolish notion now, because everyone knew that thieves travelled.


  It was ironic that the security system he had promised to install would be in by the weekend. Too late for Kim. Too late for him. The camera that had picked up the Mini Cooper late at night revealed nothing. Darth had chosen his time to leave his mark, out of sight. Maybe Kim had seen him and paid with her life.


  Of course he’d told the police about the blood on the grave and the Mini Cooper registered to Jennifer Adams. And, of course they would want to interview the girl who lived more than fifty miles away. But the whole thing was going to blow up in his face.


  Blakely pulled out his phone. There was a missed call from Penny. He tapped the screen and waited. His wife answered after a single ring. “Dennis? Dennis, the police have been here.”


  His heart sank. “I know. I’m sorry. Are you okay?”


  “Oh my god, Dennis. It’s awful! I mean, sure, I hated her, but I’d never have wanted her to die. Not like that!”


  “I know,” Blakely replied. “What did the police say to you?”


  “Just questions—did I know the deceased? You know the kind of stuff.”


  “I’m surprised they haven’t got your phone.”


  “Oh, they took it, all right. Downloaded everything and gave it back. You can bet they’ll be looking for that call to a hit man!”


  “They’ll know it wasn’t anything like that,” he replied. “It was some weirdo. He raped her dead body. It was disgusting. I can see her now… Jesus, Penny, it was just…” Blakely stifled the sobs. He hated breaking down in front of his wife.


  “Dennis? It’s okay. I’m going to pack a bag and come on over. You can’t go through this alone!”


  Blakely bit his lip hard. “You don’t have to, not after what I did.”


  Penny was crying too. “Yes, I do! I’m your wife, Dennis. I think you’re forgetting that whatever you’ve done, I’m still your wife.”


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Jenny watched the police car pull up outside the cottage. “We’ve got visitors,” she said nervously. “What the hell do they want?”


  Jake frowned. “Maybe they’ve found your brother stealing another car,” he said, ignoring Jenny’s glare.


  “Will you stop that! Don’t you think all this is hard enough?”


  Two officers got out of the car. The first had white hair and sunken cheeks that made him look as if he should be lying in a hospital bed. He was flanked by a much younger officer who looked more like a college graduate. Jenny’s heart was thumping. This could be anything. It might even be about her father. A road accident?


  She answered the door just as they arrived on the front step. “Jennifer Adams?” the older officer asked.


  Jenny nodded. “Is everything okay?”


  “I’m Detective Inspector Ashford, and this is Detective Inspector Dillon.” He stood aside as the younger officer nodded politely. “We just need to ask you a few questions.”


  Jake stood behind her. “Wanna come in?” he said.


  The officers nodded. “It shouldn’t take too long.”


  They followed them into the lounge and took a seat. “There has been an incident at Mosswood in Tabwell,” Ashford began. “I believe you are familiar with the area?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “A young woman—a waitress at The Lakeside Hotel—was murdered in the woodland. At the new adventure park.”


  Jenny felt cold. “Oh God!” she gasped.


  Ashford cut in before Jenny had time to ask. “We suspect it’s the same person who has been desecrating the grave at Mosswood. The same inscription was found on a tree nearby.”


  The shock hit her hard. Jenny shivered as the room started to spin.


  “Miss Adams? Are you okay?”


  Jenny bent forward, holding her head in her hands. “I’m sorry, I just feel…faint.”


  Jake’s arm moved around her shoulders.


  “I’m sorry, this must be a bit of a shock,” Officer Dillon said.


  Jenny waited until she felt the blood returning to her head before looking up. The faces of the two policemen came back into focus.


  “The CCTV cameras show a Mini Clubman at the scene on the night the grave at Mosswood was vandalised.”


  Jake rolled his eyes. “I know. Mr. Blakely told us, but I can assure you, she was with me all the time. Someone is trying to frame her. They must have been false number plates.”


  Ashford held up his hand. “They were. A much clearer image of the same car appeared on CCTV footage by the local shops. It’s an almost identical model, but not quite.”


  Jake frowned. “Not quite?”


  The younger officer smiled. “Let’s just say we don’t need to start looking for fingerprints on your car. The one we saw by the shops had tinted windows.”


  Jenny breathed an audible sigh of relief.


  The older of the two officers studied her with more than a little concern. “Look,” he continued, anxious to reassure her, “it was clearly a man who was responsible for the murder, but we just need to put all the pieces together. If it is someone trying to frame you, we need to know why.”


  Jenny shrugged. “None of this makes any sense at all. No one in this family has any enemies—not that I’m aware of. I just don’t know who would want to do this.”


  Jake frowned. “We went down to Tabwell and sat waiting all night. We wanted to see if the person who was pouring blood on the grave would come back.”


  Officer Dillon grinned. “Yep, one of our colleagues mentioned it. It’s how we knew that your car didn’t have tinted windows.”


  Jenny smiled awkwardly. “It was a waste of time. No one showed.”


  Ashford scribbled down a few notes before he and his colleague stood. “That’s all, for now, I think. If there’s anything else you feel might help, please let us know. This isn’t just about the graves anymore. This is a murder investigation.”


  ***


  “We all make mistakes, Dennis,” Penny said, sipping from a glass of wine. “But that girl has certainly paid for hers!” She dabbed her eyes with a napkin. “I know all this must be a terrible shock—and yes, it hurts—all this hurts like hell, and I hate what you’ve done.” Her tears welled up again. “But I don’t hate you, Dennis. I can’t hate you, and believe me, I’ve tried.”


  His head was still spinning. Every time the image came to mind of the blood and brain matter, he felt as if he was going to bring back what little food he’d managed to eat. “I can’t ask you to give me another chance. Not after this.”


  Penny seemed to ignore his comment. “Is it okay if I go and freshen up?”


  Blakely nodded. “Yep, I’ll follow you up. We can talk in private.”


  Penny smiled and stood. “See you soon. When you’ve finished your drink.”


  There was a sombre mood throughout the hotel. News spread fast, and some of the staff were struggling to keep up their customary smiles. Blakely felt uncomfortable and made for the room, leaving the glass half full. He flashed the key card across the pad and opened the door. Penny was sitting on the bed watching the TV. Blakely could tell she’d been crying. “We need to talk, Dennis. We need to find a way through this because I can’t get her out of my head. She might be dead—” she tapped her temple “—but in here, she couldn’t be any more alive.”


  ***


  Sometimes it felt good just to hold Josie in his arms. Rob kissed her forehead. “I don’t deserve you,” he whispered, stroking her hair.


  “I’m impressed. I offer you sex and you settle for a cuddle—that’s kind of sweet, in a strange kind of way.”


  Rob smiled. Josie was keeping him away from the bottle, and he loved her for it. He trusted her too, and that was important. Elizabeth’s affair with Benjamin Pascoe had played on his mind. She had never been that kind of woman, but he had driven her into the arms of another man—another man who had given her a child. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. Jo was loyal and had been through enough. Finding out that her husband was gay must have hit her hard, yet they had remained friends. She didn’t talk about it much, but Rob wondered if there hadn’t been occasions when she was tempted to part the lovely Lou with his balls.


  But the whole thing with Darren was still pissing him off. Every time he thought about that kid he relived the death of his wife and baby girl. Josie was doing her best to keep a lid on his anger, and Rob could imagine the damage he might have caused if she hadn’t been around. Jenny was stubborn. Shouting and screaming at her never worked, and they probably wouldn’t be talking by now. Without Jo, the whole Darren thing would have escalated out of control.


  He kissed Jo’s forehead again, running his fingers down the nape of her neck. “I love you, Josie Duxbury,” he said softly.


  She patted his knee, nestling her head against his chest. “I love you too,” she replied, “And so does Jenny.”


  Rob smiled. “Yep, okay. I get the message. I won’t say anything.”


  “Not a word? Promise?”


  “I promise. I’m sure Darren will make a wonderful stepson!”


  “Now you’re just being sarcastic.”


  “Me? Never!”


  Josie slapped his hand playfully. Rob wanted to laugh but the thought of that kid walking into their lives made his skin crawl. Maybe he was just going to have to bite his tongue, because if Jenny decided to forgive the murdering bastard then he’d have to do the same.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely ran his fingers across his wife’s lips. He had escaped the pain and the horror of the past twenty-four hours in her arms. “Is this really you?” he said softly.


  Penny frowned. “Is what really me?”


  Blakely kissed her cheek. “It feels kind of weird. Just holding you like this.”


  “Is that good or bad?”


  “Well, it’s good, but like I said, it’s weird. Holding you, after all the things I’ve done.” She had managed to make him forget about Kim for more than a few seconds, and under the circumstances, that was pretty amazing.


  Penny gazed up at the ceiling. “My mother was a prude,” she said, “and I mean prude with a capital P. Sex was something you just had to do if you wanted kids—it was something men enjoyed and women suffered with a smile. To be honest, I don’t think my dad ever saw her naked. That kind of thing rubs off on you. You can’t shake off the feeling that sex is kind of dirty.”


  “Hey, it’s not your fault,” Blakely said. “You were just a bit…”


  “Reserved?”


  Blakely nodded.


  “Kids like Kim, they don’t have those reservations. I couldn’t even talk about my genitalia until I was in my twenties. I always referred to my vagina as lady bits!”


  Blakely laughed, but it sounded more like a schoolboy’s snigger. He leaned over, kissing her lips. It wasn’t sex. His wife had not removed a single item of clothing. But he felt safe and it had been good while it lasted. She had helped him forget, just for a moment, that Kim was still lying in a mortuary with a hole in her head. But that was just flesh and bone. Maybe her spirit was floating above them, watching and waiting.


  Chapter Forty


  Darren Pascoe sat at the corner table of the coffee house, staring at his phone. He hadn’t slept, in his head running through the things he might say to Jenny. He’d given up after three hours and watched a couple of movies on his tablet. Now the tiredness was kicking in, and he needed a coffee. His uncle had told him to play it cool. That was fine. Playing it cool wasn’t a problem, but finding the right words was. Right at that moment, finding any words at all would be an achievement. What if she had been waiting for this moment? Waiting for the time she could sit opposite him, spit in his face and vent all that pent-up rage?


  It might have been the tension that had been building slowly throughout the morning that made Darren uneasy, but he felt as if he were being watched. Several cars moved slowly past the café window. They would loop the one-way system and pass again. Surely they weren’t looking at him—that was verging on paranoia. They were just shoppers looking to park up, that was all.


  He checked the time on his phone. Still no messages. No last minute cancellations. That had to be good. Maybe it would be a good time to order a coffee so he’d have something to do with his hands. Or maybe he should just cut and run. Breathe. Deep breaths. His heart raced again. Then he heard the shop door chime. Another customer. He looked up and felt his stomach ride up to his chest. He recognised that face, the hair, the eyes. It was Jenny.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely showered, choking back the tears, the tears he had cried as he had lain beside her, wondering why they had allowed their love to grow so stale. She had re-ignited something within him and watched it explode into life. She was giving him a second chance, and he would have happily stayed at her side for the remainder of the day, but a call from Larry Thomas came out of the blue.


  “Your father’s here,” he said curtly. “And he wants to know where you are.”


  “Holy shit! How did he get back from Portugal that quick?” Blakely swung his legs out of the bed.


  “You want me to come with you?” Penny asked, grabbing her coat. Blakely had told her it would be best if she stayed put. He had to face this on his own. His father could take him down without an audience.


  It felt like no more than a few minutes before he rolled up at Mosswood. The cops were still there, and his father was standing with his legs apart, looking like a cross between John Wayne and the Village People in a hard hat and hi-viz jacket. “Where have you been?” he bellowed, “You’re supposed to be here, not in bed with your wife!”


  Blakely shot Thomas a look. His foreman shrugged.


  “Thanks, mate. It wasn’t like that but keep your mouth shut in future!”


  Blakely wished he could stitch that guy’s mouth up sometimes. He’d simply told him that Penny was over and he’d be a bit late. Thomas had obviously decided they were having sex. It made juicier gossip but wouldn’t impress Blakely’s father.


  “Don’t be screwing on my time, son, I’m telling you. We have a bloody crisis here, and you’re getting your end away while we have cops crawling all over the site.”


  “Wait till he finds out about Kim,” Thomas muttered.


  “Jesus! Will you just shut up!”


  Blakely senior had fired his opening salvos by the time his son reached him. But he was far from finished. “Why didn’t you tell me about the grave?”


  “I didn’t want to bother you. We were dealing with it.”


  “Dealing with it? You haven’t even got security cameras! How the fuck did that happen?”


  “We’re getting them put in. We have a night watchman.”


  “They should have been up the moment you signed the contract! What the hell were you thinking?”


  Blakely stared down at his polished shoes. He didn’t have an answer. The camera at the gates wasn’t enough.


  “I knew that bloody grave was a bad idea. It’s morbid and I want it gone. This is an adventure park, not a cemetery!”


  Blakely stared at his father. If he thought things couldn’t get any worse, he was wrong. “You can’t,” he said, his voice rising. “This was her home.”


  “So what? Not everyone gets buried in their back garden. She can be moved to a proper graveyard. There has to be one somewhere around here.”


  “No!” Blakely roared before he had time to consider the wisdom of picking a fight when he had screwed up so badly, “The grave stays!”


  His father was not used to being challenged. His face set like stone. “No? You’re telling me what I can and can’t have on my park?”


  “I can tell you the whole story, Dad, but you wouldn’t be interested, would you? No, because all you’re bothered about is money. That girl lived in that house, in that shitty little attic, locked away from the world—an embarrassment to the very people who were supposed to love her. That’s until the local minister decided that she was put on this Earth to give him a child. So he raped her repeatedly until she got pregnant and then tore that baby from her arms the moment it was born!”


  Blakely choked on the words. “She took her own life in that lake, Dad—in the lake we have turned into some kind of fucking beauty spot. She deserves to be here—she belongs here—and if you take her, then I’m gone. I’ll go and work for someone with a heart—someone with a conscience!”


  His father stared at him. “I do have a conscience,” he said defensively. “But whoever is vandalising that grave isn’t just some bored kid. It’s someone who doesn’t want this park to go ahead, and the police think he’s responsible for killing that girl. This is more than some student protest. This is heavy shit, Dennis, and I’m asking myself what she was doing here anyway. I mean, why was she nosing around?”


  “Dunno,” Blakely replied, avoiding his father’s eyes. “I guess she just wanted to take a look.”


  He could tell his father was suspicious. “She worked at the hotel, right?”


  “Yeah, she was a waitress.”


  “You knew her well?”


  Dennis knew where this was going. “Quite well.”


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Dennis. Please tell me you weren’t!”


  Blakely looked away. He might as well have just confessed.


  “Do you know something, it doesn’t matter what you give a man—he can have power, money, a beautiful wife, fantastic kids, but he’ll give it all up for a pretty girl.” Blakely senior sighed and shook his head. “Honestly, sometimes I wish I had a vagina. I could rule the world!”


  ***


  Jenny needed to take her mind off the news. If she’d harboured a hope that the graves had been vandalised by a couple of kids, the police had killed that particular notion stone dead. Now, she found herself staring at the young man sitting in the corner and her heart had missed a few beats. It had to be Darren, although she barely recognised him as the kid who had stood in the courtroom. He was well dressed, a few pounds lighter, and—she hated the fact that she’d even noticed—quite good-looking.


  He looked nervous. He’d seen her walk through the door, that was obvious. She approached the table wondering if he’d look up from his phone before she got there. He didn’t.


  “Darren?” she said with a half-smile.


  The young man looked and nodded. “Jenny?”


  “Yeah, you guessed right,” she replied, trying to sound breezy but failing miserably.


  “Err…you want a drink or something?” Darren’s voice was almost a vibrato.


  Jenny nodded and sat down. “Just a flat white, please.”


  Darren stood, pushing back his chair. “Thanks for meeting me.”


  Jenny smiled. “No problem.”


  She wondered if this was a good idea. Maybe it might have been better to use Snapchat or Facebook.


  Darren arrived back a minute later with the coffees, his hands trembling. “I’m sorry,” he began, “I’m really nervous—I just don’t know what to say…”


  Jenny watched as the boy who killed her mother and baby sister placed the cups on the table. She should have been angry. She should have been fighting the desire to throw the scalding liquid in his face. Why couldn’t she hate Darren Pascoe?


  “You don’t need to say anything,” she heard herself telling him. “You said it all in the letter.”


  Darren stared at her, disbelief in his eyes. “You’ve—you’ve forgiven me? But how?”


  “You didn’t expect me to?”


  Darren shook his head


  “Then why write the letter?” Jenny asked.


  Darren shrugged. “I just needed to do something. I just needed to tell you how sorry I was. I needed to put it down on paper. I thought you’d just rip it up.”


  “I nearly did,” Jenny said. “I hated you. Or at least I thought I did.”


  “And you don’t?”


  Jenny shook her head. “I can’t feel anything. I don’t like you, because I don’t know you. But I don’t hate you, either. I can’t.”


  Darren’s eyes filled. “I thought you might kick off on me. I wondered if you just wanted revenge.”


  Jenny managed a smile. “You got a stab-proof vest on, then?”


  They both laughed. The ice was broken.


  “Maybe you should tell me about yourself,” Jenny continued. “I don’t even know where you live!”


  Darren smiled and took a sip of coffee. “Well, I’m living with my uncle. I’d invite you over for something to eat, but you don’t look like a greasy-spoon kind of girl.”


  Jenny found herself laughing again. It felt strange. She was passing the time with the boy who had torn her life apart, but there was something stirring in her heart. Part of her wanted to leave, but she couldn’t. Darren was looking at her, and there was something in those eyes. Fear maybe. Confusion, yes, but she saw another more powerful emotion. An affection that was almost tangible. Blood, they said, was thicker than water, and if Jenny needed the proof, it was there in his face.


  She found herself wanting to cry. Maybe it would be best just to make small talk. The past was laden with grief and regrets but Darren looked as if he had been carrying the guilt for too long.


  “I still hate myself,” he whispered, almost as if everyone in the room was straining to hear what the young couple in the corner were talking about. “I wish I could go back in time—change everything—like Superman did in that film when he whizzes around the Earth and—”


  “I know,” Jenny shot back, biting her lip.


  Darren looked like a reprimanded schoolboy. “I’ve just messed up so many lives…”


  “Including your own,” she quipped with a weak smile.


  Darren nodded. “I’m not expecting to see you again. I just needed to speak to you, you know, face-to-face. It felt like the right thing to do.”


  Darren wasn’t an adult—not yet—but he was growing into one. He had shown some guts. “It was the right thing to do,” she said, feeling a familiar sensation in her throat. It was like a golf ball had lodged just below her tonsils and when the tears welled up, Darren blushed.


  “I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to—”


  Jenny grabbed a paper napkin. “It’s okay. It’s just difficult.”


  “Do you want me to go?”


  “No. I just need a minute.”


  Darren looked awkwardly at his hands, and Jenny wondered how someone so young had managed to cope with losing both his parents. She took a deep breath. “I would love to hate you,” she said, “but the day you stole that car, you couldn’t possibly have known…” Her voice broke. “You couldn’t have known the misery you would cause—not just for my family but your own too.”


  Darren Pascoe buried his head in his hands and began to sob. Jenny wanted to reach over and hold him.


  “It’s hard for me to say this, but you’re not a killer. It was an accident. People do stupid things when they’re screwed up.”


  Darren looked up, tears streaming down his face. “But four people are dead,” he blurted. “Because of me! They’re dead because of me! How can I live with that?”


  “You stole a car. You didn’t drive down that road wanting to kill. You didn’t tie a rope around your mother’s neck. You didn’t force those pills down your father’s throat!” Jenny squirmed in her chair. She hadn’t meant to remind him how his parents had chosen to end their lives. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  Darren shook his head. “It’s cool. I know how they died.”


  “But it was their decision.”


  “I drove them to it.”


  “You were messed up over their divorce—you were angry. If my father hadn’t cheated on my mother, none of this would have happened. My mother would never have had needed therapy—she would never have met your father and…”


  Darren nodded, trying to regain some kind of composure. “Parents, eh? Who’d have ’em!”


  Jenny smiled. Darren dried his eyes and stood. “Anyway,” he said “Thanks again for meeting me. I really hope everything goes well for you.” He reached across to shake her hand. “You’re a cool girl. I just wish things could have been different.”


  Jenny was taken aback by his sudden desire to end the meeting. “Maybe they can be,” she replied.


  Darren frowned. “I’m sorry… I—I just thought we’d said everything.”


  “That’s okay, but there’s nothing to stop us meeting again,” she said, taking his hand.


  Darren looked stunned “Again? What? You and me?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “Why? Why would you want to see me?”


  There was something so genuine about the boy—something endearing. Something that warmed Jenny’s heart. “Because you’re my brother,” she said. “Isn’t that enough?”


  Chapter Forty-One


  “You look whacked,” Penny Blakely said, staring at her husband’s face.


  “You’ve met my father,” he replied wearily. “You know what he’s like.”


  “Mmm, I’m guessing you’ve still got a job?”


  “Just about. I got a roasting over Kim, though.”


  “Yeah, and you deserve it. You’re still a scumbag, Dennis. Unfortunately you’re my scumbag, and I still love you.”


  Blakely sighed, sinking back into the pillow and closing his eyes. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything. I can’t believe I got so involved. I can’t believe she’s dead. I can still see her…lying there.” Blakely stopped, the image of her broken skull, the blood, flashing behind his eyes.


  His wife’s hand rested on his arm. “Wanna hold me?” she whispered.


  Blakely nodded and felt Penny slide down beside him. “I nearly lost you,” he said softly, wrapping his arms around her.


  “You’re a cheating bastard, Dennis,” Penny replied, kissing his cheek. “But I still believe we can make a go of our marriage. Okay, we’re gonna fight over this—every time I think of you screwing her on this bed and every time I see her face. She may be dead but neither of us are going to forget her.”


  His phone rang. “Ignore it,” Blakely whispered, but she reached across.


  “For fuck’s sake!” she hissed. “Kim? Who the hell is ringing you from her phone? And why have you got a picture of her tits?”


  Blakely groaned as Penny rolled off the bed with the mobile in her hands.


  “Who’s this?” she bellowed angrily. There was a pause. She shot him a look. “They hung up!” she said. “What’s going on, Dennis?”


  Blakely’s heart was thumping, “It’s the guy who killed Kim.”


  “What?”


  “He’s a psycho, a serious psycho.”


  Penny stared at him. “And you haven’t told the police?”


  “I can’t,” Blakely protested. “He said he’d blow my head off!”


  “Jesus! Dennis, what the fuck have you done?” Penny sat on the edge of the bed. “What else have you got on here?” she muttered, flicking through his phone.


  Blakely tensed. He was a man on the edge of a cliff. Maybe he should just jump, because it was only a matter of time before she found the photographs. He waited. Any second now, he thought.


  “Oh my god!” Penny shrieked, looking at him with revulsion in her eyes.


  “I’m sorry, I should—”


  “Why have you still got these pictures on your phone?” she snarled. “Why?” Her voice rose several octaves. “I’m on my husband’s phone—my husband—looking at pictures of some young woman with her fingers up herself!”


  He watched the tears roll down her cheeks. There was worse to come. She continued to flick through the pictures.


  “Oh no! No!” Penny began to sob.


  “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, babe, I should have deleted them. I’ll do it now.”


  Penny shook her head. “I don’t care anymore,” she wailed. “I can’t do this—I really can’t. It would be bad enough finding porn on your phone. But this is you! This is you screwing that little slut! You took pictures while you were having sex! How could you? How could you do that?”


  “It’s what people do these days,” he replied feebly, regretting the words that tripped off his tongue before he’d had time to think. God! How lame that excuse sounded. Penny looked pale. Blakely thought she’d aged ten years in just a few minutes.


  “How the hell do you think I feel?” she said, trying desperately to regain her composure. “I’ve used all my energy trying not to imagine you with her. And now I’m looking at it in fucking high definition!” Her eyeliner smeared across her cheeks.


  “I’m sorry—it was her—she wanted me to…..”


  Penny stood, tears streaming down her face. “What have you done? I came here to save us—you and me! I thought we had a chance, and now I find you’re being stalked by some psychotic killer on a phone full of some tart’s fanny!” She swung around, tearing the bedside lamp from its cord. “I hope you rot in hell, Dennis!”


  Blakely moved too late, and the porcelain base crashed against his skull. The pain was blinding, and the room began to spin. Penny was shouting something, but the words seemed to echo in his head just before everything faded.


  Chapter Forty-Two


  Jenny was ready for the hostility. It wasn’t going to be easy explaining why she was willing to forgive Darren Pascoe.


  “So what did the little thug have to say for himself?” Jake called from the kitchen. He had heard her coming through the door and obviously wasn’t in the mood for small talk.


  “He was just sorry. Really sorry.” Jenny tried to sound as if the whole meeting was no big deal.


  Jake appeared at the kitchen doorway, leaning against the frame with a frying pan in his hand. He wasn’t going to let go. “And what did you say?”


  Jenny shrugged. “We just talked.”


  “Just talked?”


  “Yeah. You know, talked.”


  “About what? Your dead mother? Your dead little sister who didn’t even get to take a lick of her fucking ice cream?”


  “Stop it!” Jenny snapped, kicking off her shoes and turning on the TV.


  Jake wasn’t done. “Or did you talk about the funeral? How the teachers had to explain to all Hanna’s little mates why they wouldn’t see her again?”


  Jenny caught him with a look that was meant to end the attack, but she knew it was futile.


  “I don’t get it, Jen. How can you forgive him? How?”


  Jenny flung herself across the sofa. She wasn’t in the mood for a fight but she wasn’t going to roll over either. “It’s not easy, Jake,” she replied. “It’s going to take time. But that lad has lost his parents—both of them. And they didn’t just die of old age or illness—they took their own lives and left their only son to rot. He’s paid for what he did.”


  “Paid?” Jake snarled. “What exactly is the price on a life? Tell me!”


  Jenny looked away. She hated to see the anger in those eyes. If only he could feel the confusion. If only he would try to understand.


  “I don’t want this to come between us, babe,” she said softly. “I know it’s hard for you and Dad, but—”


  Jake shook his head slowly. “It won’t. That kid has destroyed enough lives. He’s not destroying mine. I’m not gonna let that happen, Jen, no matter what it takes.”


  Jenny looked up. “Meaning?”


  Jake stepped forward. “What I said. Whatever it takes.” He pushed past her, flinging the pan on the couch and taking the stairs two steps at a time.


  The house was silent. Jake knew how to sulk, and he would probably be perched on the edge of the bed, staring out of the window, imagining Darren Pascoe’s gruesome demise. It was best to leave him.


  Jenny picked up the pan and took it back into the kitchen where she found Jake’s laptop open on the table. She glanced at the screen. It was his Facebook page. Jenny looked closer. He had one notification. Darren Pascoe has accepted your friend request…


  ***


  Sebastian Tint answered the door to find Pug Williams standing on his step wearing the look of a triumphant schoolboy. “Hi, Mr. Tint. I’ve been checking up on that story.”


  There was something endearing about Pug’s desire to please. He had a charm, and one day a girl would see beyond his facial disfigurement and realise that he was something of a catch.


  Pug followed Sebastian through into the lounge. He stopped dead and stared for a moment. “Wow—a man cave!” he said with a mile-wide grin. “This is awesome!”


  The boy’s enthusiasm took him by surprise. “I’m afraid there’s nothing much of interest for you, here—it’s all a bit old hat.”


  Pug frowned. “What? Are you kidding me? Look at all those books!”


  Sebastian smiled. “Well, it’s refreshing to find someone so young who thinks my cave is awesome.”


  Pug nodded. “I love old stuff. Have you ever been around the Bronte museum? Now, that is just mega awesome. You actually see Charlotte Bronte’s dresses, and letters the sisters wrote. I was just—well, totally freaked out. I didn’t want to leave. Wuthering Heights is just the best book ever!”


  Sebastian had already made up his mind about the young man staring at the wall of books. He was one kid in a million—one of those special human beings genetically programmed by nature to enhance the lives of the ordinary folk they rubbed shoulders with every day.


  “Anyway, what have you got for me?” he asked, gesturing towards the high-backed antique chair that had already caught Pug’s eye.


  “Well, I put in his name—Kaplan. It took a while—local news reports, social media stuff. You know the kind of thing.”


  Sebastian didn’t, but he waited for the boy to continue.


  “Kaplan didn’t die where they found him. They think he was probably set alight and then his remains were dumped.”


  Sebastian frowned. There were some evil people around. “Did you find out anything about Melissa?”


  Pug shook his head. “This Kaplan bloke—he was a bad dude, though, so she must have known something. He was a user too, not just a dealer. He had previous, with underage girls. Like, I mean really under age. A twelve-year-old. But the kid withdrew her allegations just before the court case, but it smelt fishy to me. I’m betting Kaplan paid her off. His father owned a chain of jewellers, so he must have had money.”


  “So Kaplan must have come from a decent background,” Sebastian mused.


  Pug shrugged. “Maybe, but he obviously got in with some shady guys along the way. Or maybe his dad was a kiddie fiddler too. Maybe he started with his own son.”


  “That would explain a lot.”


  Pug managed a weak smile. “Nothing’s black and white, is it? Just shades of grey.”


  Sebastian nodded slowly. How many lives had been destroyed by abusive parents? Why hadn’t Kaplan followed his father into the jewellery business? Maybe he’d wanted nothing to do with his father until he needed the cash.


  It was easy to put the pieces together and end up with a picture, but all Sebastian Tint wanted to know was where Melissa Ingram fitted into it. Pug had gone looking but found nothing. “Thank you for your efforts,” he said eventually. “I’m really grateful.”


  Pug looked pleased with himself. “Thanks, Mr. Tint. Sorry I couldn’t find out more about the woman.”


  He smiled. “Don’t worry. She was just an ex-partner of a friend from a few years ago.”


  Pug nodded and stood. “I’d better be going. I promised Mum I’d make dinner. It’s chicken curry—my signature dish. She loves it.”


  Sebastian waved him off at the door and watched him until he reached his own gate. He’d have loved a kid like that and found himself hoping Pug would call again. Maybe the books would bring him back. It was always good to keep company with the likes of Pug Williams. It was times like this he wished there were a couple of grandchildren hanging around in the background of his life.


  Sebastian returned to his ‘man cave’ and poured himself a Brandy, flicking on the TV. He settled on a programme about country walks. His bones still ached but his heart was still out there with the young presenter in her boots and backpack. Nature was cruel, leaving so many of its victims with active minds imprisoned in failing bodies.


  Ricky looked up at him, head cocked slightly to one side. It were almost as if the dog knew exactly what he was thinking. Sebastian bent down and patted his head. Ricky let out a high-pitched whine and raised his paw, resting it on the old man’s knee. There was a love between them, a connection that no one else would understand.


  “Please don’t leave me,” he whispered. Ricky nuzzled his hand. Something within the professor’s heart snapped and tears streamed down his cheeks.


  Chapter Forty-Three


  Dennis Blakely opened his eyes and waited, aware that he was no longer in the hotel bedroom. Everything was blurred. He rubbed his eyes and blinked hard, feeling like a kid running around the house wearing his grandma’s glasses. “Where am I?” he whispered to himself.


  “Dennis! Thank God.”


  He recognised his wife’s voice and twisted his head to see the outline of her face just inches from his. He felt Penny’s lips on his cheek. “I’m so sorry, honey. I just lost it—I’m so sorry!”


  “Hospital?”


  “You have concussion. They’re just keeping you in for a day or so.”


  Blakely closed his eyes.


  “You had ten stitches, but the doctors said you’ll be okay.”


  So it isn’t a migraine, he thought.


  “I’m sorry, Dennis,” Penny said again. “I really am. I’ll get you some pills.”


  He heard the door close and opened his eyes again. This was all he needed. My father is going to go ballistic. He wondered if the world was ever going to fall back into focus. The hospital scent was unmistakable, and it made him want to throw up. He had a park to build, and it had all been going so well until Kim came along. Why couldn’t he have just said no? Why hadn’t he called Penny? Why had he given up on her so easily?


  “The nurse is coming down with some painkillers and the doctor will see you soon.” Penny smiled. He could make out the familiar line of those lips, but the thoughts tumbled around in his head. Thoughts he couldn’t control.


  “I’m sorry,” he began. “It’s a fault—like a fault—but not yours…” He stopped, wondering why the words were falling from his lips in the wrong order. “I’m saying something…like rubbish—but I mean them. Sorry, I am—really.”


  “Hey, it’s okay,” Penny soothed. “It’s the concussion. It will all come back.”


  “But my eyes… Everything’s fuzzy and—”


  “Honey, it’s okay. Just try to keep talking.”


  The blurred vision was bad enough. Now he couldn’t string together a simple sentence. Everything began to spin a little faster. It wasn’t even worth an attempt to communicate with his wife, whose words now echoed in his head, mingling with the thoughts that could not find an escape from the prison that his mind had become.


  “Just stay with me, sweetheart.”


  Her hand touched his cheek. It felt so warm. So… The words eluded him. He couldn’t even think, now. Maybe she was right. Talking was good, but he just needed to sleep. Everything would be okay soon. Everything.


  ***


  Darren tapped his phone. Who the hell was Jake Huxley? He tried to think. The face certainly was familiar, but curiosity made it hard to refuse a friend request. A message came back within two minutes.


   


  Hey Darren. Wanna meet up. Go for a drink someplace?


   


  Darren’s heartbeat quickened. Someone wanted to know him. God knew he could do with a few mates, even if he didn’t really have the money to go socialising every night. Just having someone to talk to—someone his own age. He tapped in a reply:


   


  Boss idea. Where? When?


   


  The Unicorn. On Mason Lane? About seven?


   


  Darren had never heard of it but he could check it out online.


   


  Sure. I’ll look out for you.


   


  He wished it had been a Jessie rather than a Jake, but maybe this was the beginning. Jake would have his own mates—maybe he knew some girls and they would all hang out together. That’s how these things started, wasn’t it? He was too young to go on those dating sites anyway. Meeting face-to-face and having a chat and a laugh. That was better than all that social media shit any day.


  It didn’t take him long to find The Unicorn on Google Maps. It was situated just on the edge of town and attracted the suburban crowd who preferred to look out over the countryside rather than a busy street. Maybe Jake was some kind of farm boy. That would be cool. Perhaps he could get a job mucking out the pigs—that would still be better than working in that hovel of a garage, breathing in petrol fumes every day. Okay, it wasn’t ideal, and he sure wouldn’t be wearing that suit he’d bought, but it was fresh air, and if it worked out with Jake then he’d have a mate.


  Darren stopped, slamming the brakes on his thoughts. Sometimes his imagination ran away with him. Why would Jake be a farmer simply because he wanted to meet up in a bar down a country lane? He glanced at the time on his phone. It was just past five. Time to get ready. Okay, Jake was a bloke, but there was no harm in looking good. But what if he was gay? He’d not thought of that. Perhaps Jakey was one of those guys looking for a one night stand and he’d gone looking for hook ups on Facebook. Darren scrubbed up well, even he knew that. And his profile picture did him no harm, either.


  Maybe it would be better just to go in a cheap baggy top and a pair of jeans and those worn out trainers that had served him for two years inside. At least it wouldn’t look as if he was making too much of an effort.


  “You off out, lad?” Harry stared at him.


  Darren nodded, wishing he didn’t have to come back.


  “I’m presuming it’s not a girl, then.”


  “Nah, some lad I met online.”


  “Online?” Harry frowned.


  “Yep.”


  “So you’ve never met him before—you don’t know who he is?”


  Darren shook his head. “It’s cool. He just wants to meet up as mates.”


  “You sure about that?”


  Darren didn’t answer. He wasn’t.


  “Where you meeting up?”


  “The Unicorn.”


  “What? That country place?”


  “Yep.”


  “How you gonna get there?” Harry asked, looking a little perplexed by something that sounded more like a blind date.


  “Bus and walk.”


  Harry shook his head. “You’re not thinking this through, lad. It’s a limited bus service and one hell of a walk.”


  Darren looked at his phone. His uncle was right. He wouldn’t get there in time, even if the bus arrived the moment he got to the stop. Harry shook his head, exhaling loudly. “Get your coat, lad. I’ll drop you off.”


  ***


  The Unicorn was the kind of place you would bring a girl for the night. It had cosy corners with candlelit tables and plenty of spots to park up on the surrounding lanes afterwards.


  “Alright, son?” the round faced bar landlord greeted him. “Not seen you here before—got any ID?” He reminded Darren of Humpty Dumpty. He glanced twice at the face on the card and then back up at Darren. He wasn’t the kind to start checking on fakes. “You wanna beer, then?”


  “Just a Coke, please.”


  The barman raised his eyebrows. “You meeting someone?”


  It seemed a little intrusive, but Darren guessed the guy was just being friendly. “A mate—a bloke. Jake. His name’s Jake.”


  That was more information than was necessary considering he might be about to hook up with the village gay. “Just a mate. Jake Huxley.”


  The manager shrugged. “Not heard the name. Must be a night for newbies.” He handed Darren a Coke topped with a slice of lemon. He turned to find a guy standing less than a couple of metres away, hands shoved deep into his pockets. He recognised the face—the looks girls seemed to go for. And judging by the physique, he looked after himself.


  The guy nodded. “Are you—”


  “Darren. Yes.”


  Jake didn’t smile or offer to shake his hand. That was when Darren remembered. Jake Huxley was Jenny’s bloke. He froze.


  “Are you okay?” Jake asked.


  “Er…yeah, yeah. Erm, can I get you a drink?”


  Jake shook his head. “Nah, just a chat. Wanna grab a seat?”


  Darren made his way over to a small table in the centre of the lounge. He didn’t want things to get too cosy. Jake still had his hands in his pockets as he sat opposite, and Darren wished to hell the lad would give him a smile—or at least stop staring at him. This was worse than the day the cops pulled him.


  “So, tell me about yourself,” Jake said.


  Darren shrugged. Maybe it was best to act dumb for the time being. Much better to sound cool and unruffled. “I’m pretty dull, really. I live with my uncle, work in a fucking greasy back street garage.”


  “What about your parents?”


  “What?”


  “Your parents. Just wondered why you’re living with your uncle.”


  Darren’s face was burning. He wasn’t going to go into all that shit, not with Jenny’s guy. “Okay, what is it you want, Jake. You know exactly who I am.”


  Jake frowned. “Yeah, I do. That’s why I figured we should have a chat.”


  “I don’t mind chatting. Just don’t treat me like an idiot.”


  Jake nodded. “I’m not. I’m just getting to know you. That’s all.”


  “Fair enough,” Darren replied. “I live with my uncle and I work in a back street garage. I’m guessing you know everything else.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like what happened to my parents? Where I’ve been for the last two years?”


  Jake smiled for the first time. “You look uncomfortable. What’s up?”


  Darren had already decided it was time to leave and he might as well be honest. He didn’t like being interrogated. “Cos I don’t want to talk about my past. How about we talk about you instead?”


  Jake leaned forward, his voice little more than a whisper. “Stop stressing!”


  “I’m not stressing. I just don’t know why I’m here.”


  Jake frowned “What? Talking to me?”


  Darren nodded, wishing he’d stayed in and watched a movie. Why hadn’t Jake just come clean and told him who he really was.


  “Tell you what,” Jake said, glancing around the empty lounge. “This place is dying on its feet. Let’s go for a drive.”


  “Where?” Darren asked, wondering how he was going to get out of this without offending Jake, who was beginning to scare him.


  “Let’s call it a magical mystery tour!”


  Darren followed Jake across a small tarmac car park. It was worth making an effort with the guy. After all, if he married Jenny, they’d be family.


  Wooden swings creaked in the breeze, surrounded by empty tables crying out for a lick of paint.


  “This place is buzzing on a Sunday afternoon. When the sun’s out, of course!”


  Sunny Sunday afternoons brought out the demons. Kids playing. Kids with ice creams. Dead kids, lying under the wheels of stolen cars. Sundays… Darren still hated them. He slipped into the passenger seat and fastened his seat belt as Jake fired up the engine.


  “Relax,” Jake said. “You’re going to enjoy this!”


  ***


  Gordon Huxley answered after three rings, taking Jenny by surprise. Jake’s father was more likely to leave the calls to his voice bank and pick them up when he had the time. “Hi, sweetheart. Is everything okay?”


  It took Jenny a second to find her voice. “It’s Jake. I think he’s gone after Darren!”


  “Darren? Your—”


  “Brother! Yes!” Jenny cut in impatiently.


  “What? Why?”


  “He added him on Facebook—I thought he was just looking out for me, you know, checking him out.”


  “Okay, so why do you think he’s with Darren?”


  “He’s gone—just gone!” Jenny could hear her voice rising. “He never leaves the house without telling me!”


  “Hey! Calm down,” Huxley retorted. “He’s probably gone for a bottle of wine or something.”


  “But he left an hour ago!”


  “Have you tried ringing him?”


  “Of course. His phone’s off,” Jenny huffed. There was a silence that made her heart beat faster. “Mr. Huxley?”


  “I’m here, sweetheart.”


  “I’m worried!”


  Gordon Huxley exhaled loudly. “Look, Jen, I’m sure he won’t do anything stupid. Jake is a good lad. He just gets a bit…well, intense sometimes.”


  “Intense?” There was something about that word.


  “If he sees stuff, like men hitting on women, kids robbing old people, and…well, it really screws him up.”


  “Kids robbing stuff?” she enquired, guessing there must have been a specific occasion. There was an awkward silence. “Look, it was as while back. Jake was a bit immature…”


  Jenny felt a tightness in her chest. “What happened? What did he do?”


  “He saw these two lads—must have been about sixteen or something like that—rob this old lady. They knocked her over and stole her bag. Everyone went to help the old woman, but Jake…he ran after the two kids.”


  “Please don’t tell me he beat them up?”


  “They got away, but Jake couldn’t let it go. It was eating him up inside, and he went back to the shops thinking that they might come back—you know—try their luck again. Anyway, sure enough, he sees one of them hanging around the off-licence—the one who grabbed the bag. Jake bought himself a marker pen—one of those indelible ink things—and he follows this kid and asks him if he wants to buy a phone for a fiver. The kid was interested, so our Jake takes him down this back alley, tells him it’s private, no one will be watching.”


  “Oh God!” Jenny groaned.


  “He slapped the lad so hard—knocked him dizzy. Then he must have got him in some kind of head lock and wrote I’m a thieving twat across his forehead and both cheeks.”


  “In indelible ink?”


  “Yep. Then I think he gave him a good hiding, but Jake never admitted exactly what state the kid was in when he left.”


  Jenny’s heart was thumping. Darren could be lying in a gutter somewhere. “Mr. Huxley, I’ve got to go. I’ve got to warn Darren. I just have to. I’m sorry!”


  Jenny ended the call, praying that she wasn’t too late.


  Chapter Forty-Four


  Darren wondered why he had ever agreed to get into a car with Jake Huxley. The guy still wasn’t giving much away. “I’d really rather know where you’re taking me,” he muttered.


  Jake smiled but didn’t answer, swinging left at the top of the lane.


  “Listen, could you just drop me back home?” he asked as the panic rose inside him. “We don’t seem to have much in common.”


  Jake turned. “Really? What about Jenny?”


  Darren didn’t answer.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll take you home. I just want to show you where she lived.”


  “Jenny? Why?”


  Jake didn’t answer, taking a right turn and heading in the direction of Alshaw Park. Darren had never been near the place since the day he and Taylor had taken the car, but nothing had changed. The gates may have been given a lick of paint but that was about all.


  Jake slowed. “Remember hanging out there?” he asked suddenly.


  Darren felt a chill running through his veins. “Why are you asking? Why are we here?”


  “Don’t panic, it was just a question, that’s all.”


  “Yep. I remember.”


  Jake nodded. He took another right at the lights.


  Darren wondered if was worth diving out the next time he slowed down. “Why are you doing this?”


  “I told you,” Jake answered sharply. “To see where my Jenny and her mother used to live.”


  “I’d rather just go home, to be honest,” Darren said, trying to sound nonchalant.


  Jake took a left and then a right. He slowed and then turned onto the road Darren saw so often in his dreams. He slowed as they approached Robert Adams’ house. “I guess you remember all this,” Jake said calmly, his eyes fixed straight ahead.


  Darren didn’t answer. Of course he remembered.


  “What’s up? Don’t you want to talk about it? That Sunday afternoon when you wiped out my girlfriend’s mother and her little sister?”


  Darren tried to open the door but Jake grabbed his arm.


  “Let me out!” he hissed—you’re fucking crazy! Let me out!”


  Jake smiled and hit the accelerator. At the end of the road, he took a left and swung into a car park at the back of a gymnasium. It was quiet. Only two other cars had parked up. This wasn’t good.


  “So now you know why I decided to check you out, Darren,” Jake said, his eyes still fixed ahead. “Jenny Adams is going to be my wife, and I don’t want you in her life.” He spun round, “Do you understand that? I don’t want you in my family. I don’t want our kids to have an Uncle fucking Darren!”


  “But she’s my sister,” he replied bitterly.


  Jake glared. “I couldn’t give a shit. I’m telling you: stay out of our lives!”


  Darren remembered the panic attacks. Those nights when he woke, shaking, screaming as the walls of his room tumbled in. Now he was locked in a car and it was happening again. Breathe slowly—it’s okay. Breathe!


  Jake was glaring at him. “If you don’t—if you ever try to contact Jenny again—I’ll come looking for you. Understand?”


  Darren nodded as the blood drained from his head. Jake fired up the engine. “Now,” he said. “Tell me where you live. I’ll take you home.”


  ***


  Jenny was frantic. “He’s not answering his phone! He’s going to kill him, I’m telling you!”


  Robert Adams knew it wasn’t the best time to start siding with his future son-in-law. “He won’t do anything stupid, babe. Stop worrying.”


  “Yeah, like you care!”


  “I care about you, Jen. You! Not Darren Pascoe.”


  “Then you have to accept that he’s my brother. Even if I didn’t want him in my life, I still wouldn’t want him beaten up!”


  They both turned as Jake walked through the door. Jenny stood, eyes blazing. “What the hell have you done?”


  Jake shrugged and gave them a smile. “Nothing.”


  “You’ve been to see Darren, haven’t you? What did you do to him? Scrawl all over his face with indelible ink?”


  Jake’s smile faded. “What?”


  Jenny felt the tears welling in her eyes. “Your father told me what you did to that lad!”


  “That was ages ago!” he protested “I was angry—I couldn’t deal with it!”


  “And you can’t deal with this, either,” she accused, her voice breaking. “This isn’t your fight, Jay. It’s mine. He’s my brother, my flesh and blood.”


  “He’s bad news, Jen. He’s screwing with your head,” Jake roared.


  “Exactly. My head. Not yours. You have to let me deal with this on my own,” Jenny screamed, the tears rolling freely down her cheeks. “And if you’re any kind of man, you’ll support me.”


  “I was supporting you!”


  “What? By kicking him half to death? It’s my mother who died, my sister—not yours. If I can ever learn to forgive him fully, then so can you.”


  Jake looked over at Rob, who watched the exchange in silence. “I didn’t touch him! Honestly!”


  Jenny frowned, wiping the tears with the back of her hand. “Then what did you do?”


  “I warned him. I told him to stay away from you.”


  “Or what?”


  Jake didn’t answer.


  Jenny shook her head, stepping up and jabbing his chest with her finger. “No, Jake. It’s you who will be staying away from him. And if you don’t—if you lay a finger on him—I’ll pack my bags and you can tell your father to put his money back in his pocket cos the wedding will be off! Is that clear?”


  Jenny didn’t wait for an answer. She stormed out of the room, grabbing the car keys from the table in the hallway. She heard her father call after her but it was too late. There was nothing more to say.


  Cocooned in her car, she found freedom, taking to the country lanes with the window down. After ten minutes, Jenny pulled over and breathed in the fresh air. Maybe she had been a bit hard on Jake. He was looking out for her, after all, but he needed reigning in sometimes. She checked her phone and was relieved to find that he had left a message.


   


  Jen – sorry. Just worried. With all this grave shit and that woman getting murdered! Love you, babe, always xx


   


  Jenny began to cry. He was right. Okay, she would have bet her life that Darren hadn’t been involved in the grave thing, but maybe this wasn’t the right time to be getting involved with someone she didn’t really know. Maybe she should have waited till all this had blown over. It was time to sit and think, and time was something she had. The light was beginning to fade but it would be another hour before dark.


  She shuddered. The temperature in the car dropped suddenly. Ice cold. The fresh air had become stale, like water—stagnant water. Jenny caught sight of something in the rear view mirror. She turned to look; there was nothing on the back seat but a coat. But there was something…something eerily familiar. She closed her eyes and counted to ten before opening them again, glancing back up into the mirror. Amelia was there, looking back at her, smiling sadly as a single tear tripped down her marble smooth skin. Jenny gasped. This wasn’t a dream. Amelia’s face was not clouded by the swirling steam. Her face was clear and youthful, almost childlike.


  “You’re beautiful,” Jenny whispered breathlessly.


  Amelia smiled. No words left her lips.


  And you, my child, are strong. The words drifted through Jenny’s mind.


  “I don’t feel strong,” she replied. “I feel confused and frightened.”


  Do you fear me?


  “No—I only fear the reason you’re here.”


  You must embrace those you love. You must look after each other.


  Jenny looked down at her hands, the ring that Jake had given her. “I know. I hate it when we fall out.”


  When she looked up into the rear-view mirror, Amelia had gone.


  Chapter Forty-Five


  Jenny found Jake lying across the sofa, flicking through the Freeview channels on the TV.


  He looked up and smiled nervously. “You okay, babe?”


  She managed a weak smile. It would be so easy to re-ignite the argument but there was nothing more to be said. Jake was stubborn, and she was never going to change him, yet no one was going to tell her how she should feel. It was much better to say nothing and sleep on it.


  Jake jumped up. “Want a coffee or something?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “I’m sorry, babe,” he said suddenly.


  Jenny couldn’t help but noticed how tired he looked, as if the whole world were resting upon his shoulders and he couldn’t find a place to unload.


  “Me too,” she replied softly. “Can we just have a ceasefire—just for a while?”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  “And you promise not to do anything stupid?”


  Jake grinned like a chastised schoolboy. “I promise, Miss Adams!”


  Jenny shook her head. “It’s not funny.”


  “I know. I just want us to be happy. No more fighting over Darren.”


  The words echoed in her head. Embrace those you love.


  “It’s not him,” she said suddenly


  Jake turned. “Who?”


  “It’s not Darren trashing the graves.”


  “I didn’t really think it was,” he replied. He looked concerned, and Jenny began to regret getting so angry. “But it’s not about what he might be doing, is it? It’s about what he’s done.”


  Maybe this wasn’t the right time to repeat Amelia’s words. An embrace might lead to other things, and while she didn’t want to fight, she wasn’t up to making love, either. “Fancy watching one of those weepy movies?” she suggested, picking up the remote.


  Jake shrugged. “Sure. Let’s cry over someone else’s misfortune.”


  Jenny flicked through the channels. All the familiar titles were there, but after a couple of minutes she realised that maybe the late night news programme was sad enough. There were kids with bellies like balloons drinking water from ditches, young people holed up in cities that looked like bombsites, wondering if the next explosion might blow them out of their miserable existence.


  Jake returned and handed her a mug of coffee. He rolled his eyes. “Can we watch something else? This shit just makes me angry.”


  Jenny continued flicking through the channels. “There’s a documentary about a family moving to Australia—fancy that?”


  Jake nodded. “Yeah, why not. I wouldn’t mind a couple of years down under.”


  Right then, the idea appealed to Jenny too. She leaned back, sipping her coffee, as familiar images of Sidney Harbour, the opera house and the Blue Mountains flashed up on the screen. They could always dream that they were there, just for a few weeks. She glanced at her phone, wondering what Darren was up to. Probably licking his wounds or drowning his sorrows. She would message him tomorrow and put his mind at rest. But tonight, they were with the Jackson family, settling down to a new life by the harbour.


  ***


  Darren pulled on a work top, catching his reflection in the bedroom mirror. A pale complexion and bloodshot eyes. It wasn’t a good look, but was the best he could manage after only an hour’s sleep. He would have loved to have given Jake what’s-his-name a good smack and tell him to stay the fuck out of his business. What right did that prick have to come threatening him? He had found the message from her last night: My fiancé is meeting you! Abort! He appreciated the warning, but why had Jenny hooked up with a guy like that in the first place?


  Harry handed him a mug of coffee. “Holy shit, lad. You look dog rough! What happened?”


  Darren wasn’t up to sharing. “Rough night. Must be coming down with something,” he grunted, taking a sip of boiling liquid that burned his lips.


  “So who was this mate? The one you were meeting last night?”


  Darren shrugged. “An arsehole, basically.”


  Harry raised his eyebrows. “Oh really? Why?”


  “He was just a bit weird.” Darren looked up at his uncle. “Not being funny or anything, I just don’t wanna talk about it.”


  His uncle shrugged. “Okay, but I’m here if you do want to tell me something.”


  “Like what?”


  “This was a bloke you met? Right?”


  “I’m not gay, if that’s what you’re getting at!”


  “Hey! I couldn’t give a shit. I’m broad minded. I went out with a girl who turned out to be scissor sister—she just liked blokes too!”


  “A scissor sister?”


  A mischievous smile crept across his uncle’s face. “Look it up!” He took a swig of lukewarm coffee. “Anyway, we had a threesome once, me and her mate—”


  “Okay!” Darren interrupted, “I get it. No need to paint a picture! But I like girls. Just girls!”


  Harry looked like he was still lost in his thoughts. “Never forgotten that night,” he mused, draining his mug. “But those days are long gone. Too old, too fat.” He shrugged. “Couldn’t pull a muscle, these days!” He stared at Darren. “But you—you could get any girl you wanted, so get yourself out there!”


  His uncle was certainly nothing like his father. Uncouth and with little ambition. But Darren found himself feeling brighter. He was young, and yes, he could probably get himself a girl eventually, providing he didn’t mention what he’d been up to for the past couple of years. Not on the first date, at least. But all he wanted right then was a sister; he wanted Jenny. And now some thug called Jake was casting a dark shadow over his dreams.


  By the time he reached the back street garage he’d decided to message Jake and make some kind of deal. He’d just have to work out what he was going to say during the day. His phone buzzed ten minutes into the first oil change. It was a notification. Jenny Helen. His heart quickened.


   


  Darren. Jake is only trying to protect me! He’s a good man, and we talked. All cool. I’ll message you tonight.


   


  A kiss would have been good, but that wasn’t important. He felt elated. Jenny wasn’t done with him. She still wanted to give him a chance. Darren punched the air and then tapped onto her profile picture. I have a sister, he thought. And she is as fit as— He stopped himself. There was a line to be drawn, right there, and he knew he had to draw it now.


  Chapter Forty-Six


  “Best if I drive.” Penny Blakely shot her husband a look that told him she hadn’t forgotten how they’d ended up in the hospital in the first place. She waited for him to buckle up and then started the engine. “You feeling okay? No dizziness or anything?”


  Dennis Blakely shook his head. “I’m good, thanks. Just a bit sore.” He glanced at his wife, whose gaze was fixed on the road ahead, both hands gripping the wheel in the standard ten–to-two position, a habit that had remained with her since the day she’d passed her driving test. “You got my phone?” he asked. “I need to call my father.”


  Penny winced visibly. “You can have it when we get back. I’ve deleted all the pictures of Kim, just in case you go looking for them.”


  Blakely turned cold at the mention of her name. “I won’t.”


  “And the fanny video’s gone, too.”


  “Okay.”


  Penny pulled up at the first set of traffic lights and turned. “I can wipe them off your phone, Dennis, but I can’t wipe them from up here.” She tapped her temple. “I can still see you with your head between her legs, I can still hear her giggling as she videoed it all on the phone that I bought you—”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “But are you? Really? Would you have stopped if she hadn’t died?”


  Blakely nodded. “I made a mistake. I wanted you!”


  “Yes, but could you have given her up? She had a hold on you, Dennis, and the moment she dropped her knickers you would have folded again!”


  “I wouldn’t!”


  Penny swung the car right, heading back to The Lakeside. “You say that, but I’ll never know, will I? So I’ll just have to trust you. It’s going to take some time. That’s why I’m going to rent a place in Tabwell. You can give up that hotel room.”


  “What?”


  “I’ve spoken to your father. There’s a place two miles out of town. He’s agreed to charge it to the company.”


  “What about our house?”


  “My sister said she’ll look after it.”


  Blakely nodded. Everything was changing. He was married, and his wife wasn’t going to let him forget. Kim was his first mistake—and his last.


  “That’s great,” he said, patting his wife’s leg.


  Penny still stared, unblinking, at the road ahead. “I wish I’d never seen all that shit on your phone, Dennis, but I have, and this is the only way I can deal with it. I need commitment.” Blakely heard the crack in her voice. “I should make you pay—make you sleep on the floor. But I can’t!” A tear ran down her cheek. “I want you to want me—the way you wanted her.”


  “I do! I do want you!” The lump rose in his throat again.


  Penny turned, taking her eyes off the road ahead. “I hope so, Dennis. Because all this crap has just made me realise that I can’t live without you.”


  Blakely felt the weight of his guilt. His wife, normally so strong, looked frightened and vulnerable, a broken woman fighting to keep her head above the murky waters he had stirred. Her trust had been shattered, and there was nothing he could do but become the man she had always believed him to be.


  They pulled up at The Lakeside. Penny killed the engine and turned to face him. “I’m sorry about your head,” she said with a weary smile.


  Blakely shrugged. “I deserved it. But I don’t deserve you. I don’t deserve a second chance, and from now on, we stick together. No more living apart. I promise.”


  Penny’s eyes flooded. “How about we go to our room and make some new videos?” she suggested without the merest trace of a smile.


  Blakely wondered if he was hearing things. “What? Is that what you want? I mean really want?”


  His wife fixed him with a look. “It’s exactly what I want!”


  She reached for his hand as they walked through the hotel lounge. “You can call your father later,” she whispered. “Tell him you’re busy making babies!”


  ***


  Jenny found Jake sitting in the lounge in his work clothes sifting through the morning mail drop. “More junk?” she asked, breezing past. Jake didn’t answer. He was too busy studying a letter.


  “Anything interesting?”


  He looked up. “It’s a letter from some Cottage Homes magazine. They’re interested in doing a feature on us.”


  Jenny peered over his shoulder. Cottage Homes. A Green Emblem of three leaves decorated the left hand corner of the page. “A feature on us?”


  “Well, it’s the cottage they’re interested in, obviously. They come round and interview us, take some photos, that kind of thing.”


  Jenny fancied a slice of recognition. “Hey, this could be our fifteen minutes of fame. Not that I’m bothered about stuff like that, but if it’s there on a plate…”


  Jake grinned. “Hell yeah! Lord and Lady of the manor!”


  Jenny took a can from the fridge and snapped the ring pull. “How did they find out about us?”


  “Dunno. It wouldn’t be difficult—probably got a couple of researchers on the staff. They’ve just addressed it to The Occupiers.”


  “So what do we have to do?”


  Jake glanced back at the letter. “I’ve got to call their office and they arrange for someone to call for an initial interview.”


  Jenny pictured herself in a new outfit, posing in front of the cottage. Jake read her thoughts. “Don’t get too excited. That’s when they decide if they want to go ahead.”


  “But why wouldn’t they?” Jenny asked, looking around the room.


  Jake gave her one of those condescending looks she hated. “Because they’ve never seen the inside—it mightn’t be what they’re looking for.”


  Jenny shrugged. “It’s a formality. They’re gonna absolutely love it.”


  “I’m only on a half day today—you want me to call them?”


  “Yeah, sure. But I want a new dress.” Jenny ruffled Jake’s hair. “And if they send a girl round, you could do your topless stuff.”


  She ducked his playful side swipe. “Maybe you could get your boobs out, then. Make us some real cash.”


  Jenny giggled. The possibility of appearing in a glossy monthly cheered her up. “You definitely gonna ring them today?”


  Jake nodded. “Yeah, definitely. I’ll see if they can do a weekend.”


  Jenny wondered if she should go for the country look or just splash the cash on a figure-hugging black number. She’d buy a few copies, maybe place one or two in the college rest room for her mates to find.


  “Don’t go bragging to anyone,” Jake warned her as she grabbed her portfolio from the hallway. “Just in case they decide not to run with it.”


  Jenny grinned. No one was going to rain on her parade—not today. “Hey, we’re young, I’m good-looking, and the place is perfect!”


  Jake laughed. “Okay, I admit, I think they’ll love it too. Just keep it under your hat, for now. Let’s surprise everyone.”


  That suited Jenny. Of course, she would have to tell her dad, although she guessed that this would be something Gordon Huxley was going to enjoy a whole lot more than him.


  ***


  Jake waited patiently on the end of the line listening to a piece of light classical music. He’d been on hold for just over a minute when a very well-spoken gentleman answered. “Hello, Mark Travis speaking.”


  Jake thought how typically British he sounded and imagined him sitting in his brogues and a dicky bow. “Hi, my name’s Jake Huxley,” he began. “We have a letter from you—you might be interested in featuring our cottage.”


  “Oh yes? Could you give me the reference? It’s in the top left.”


  “It’s CPF48GTH.”


  “Excellent. Just give me a moment.”


  Jake listened to the tapping sound over the hum of office conversations in the background.


  “Ah, yes. Eighteen Holland House Lane. A lovely looking property. You’re very lucky, Mr. Huxley.”


  The conversation was brief. The magazine would send someone round on Saturday morning at 11:30 a.m. Jake slipped the phone back in his pocket and glanced around the lounge, wondering if there was anything he could do to improve it. A picture on the far wall, perhaps? A vase of fresh flowers on the hearth?


  He slung his work bag over his shoulder and closed the front door behind him. The front lawn could do with a cut, and they’d have to lock the dogs up. Jake took one last look at the cottage before he drove off. It was perfect, Jenny was right. They were going to be in a magazine—not bad for a labouring lad from a council estate. Maybe he’d hit the gym hard for a couple of weeks. There was nothing wrong with making an effort.


  It was the first thing he told his father, who was busy debating the position of light switches with a flustered electrician. “Hey, kid! That’s great news. I could pop in, you know? When they do the piece?”


  Jake hesitated. He wasn’t keen on sharing the limelight.


  Gordon Huxley laughed. “Just joking, son. Enjoy your moment of fame. You deserve it. You both do.” The smile faded from his face. “Listen,” he said, lowering his voice. “Jenny told me about this thing with Darren.”


  Jake always felt uneasy when his father got serious. “What do you mean?”


  “Jenny’s a good kid. You won’t find a better girl. Just don’t fuck the whole thing up!”


  “It’s okay, Dad. I just warned him.”


  Gordon Huxley frowned. “Warned him?”


  “Yeah. I told him to stay away from Jenny.”


  His father looked horrified. “You did what?”


  “It’s okay. Jen and I have sorted it. I’ve agreed to back off, so don’t start preaching, okay?”


  Jake took a step back, but Gordon Huxley took his son’s wrist in a grip like a vice. “Listen, son, I’ve thought about this long and hard. I can’t stand that kid, and I wouldn’t care if he walked under a bus tomorrow, but if that girl of yours can find it in her heart to forgive him, then I’d say that makes her a saint! So a bit of support wouldn’t go amiss, or else you’re gonna find yourself rattling around that fancy cottage on your own.”


  Jake pulled his arm away angrily. “You were on my side the other day!”


  His father nodded. “I was. But, like I said, I’ve given it some thought. It’s not about how we feel—it’s how Jenny feels. Don’t fight her, Jake. You’ve got too much to lose.”


  Chapter Forty-Seven


  Darren Pascoe sat in the corner of the café waiting for his phone to vibrate. The doubts were creeping in again. Jenny was sure to cancel. She’d back out at the last minute with some lame excuse, and he’d never set eyes on her again. His uncle was as wily as he was untidy and had caught him scrolling through the pictures on Jenny’s home page.


  Maybe if he hadn’t got so defensive, Harry wouldn’t have suspected anything, but it was too late now. “Listen, lad,” he said, “she’s an attractive girl, but if you’re starting to get the hots for her, you’d best back off now, cos it’s gonna get real messy. I’m warning you!”


  “Don’t be disgusting. She’s my sister!”


  “That don’t mean nuthin’, lad. Not when you haven’t grown up together!”


  “She’s my own flesh and blood!”


  Harry shook his head. “Be honest, Daz. If that girl walked in butt-naked, you’re tellin’ me you wouldn’t get a hard-on?”


  Now he was wondering if Jenny was going to see what his uncle had seen. That look in his eyes. Girls picked up on stuff like that. Maybe he should play it cool—make sure he didn’t pay her any compliments. That’s if she turned up at all.


  His thoughts were interrupted. “Darren?”


  He looked up. It was her. Jenny, the fit sister. She was wearing a skirt; it wasn’t exactly a mini but it was short enough to make him blink and look away quickly.


  “Hi!” he said, feeling the heat in his face. “Are you okay?”


  Jenny slid into the seat opposite. “Look, I’m sorry about Jake. He’s just overprotective.”


  “It’s okay. I understand. I’d feel the same if I was him.” Darren’s face was burning so fiercely he could have heated the whole café.


  “Are you okay?” Jenny asked, frowning. “You look kind of—well, hot.”


  Darren forced a weak smile. “I’m fine. Just…”


  “Worried?”


  “Kind of.”


  Jenny leaned forward. “Look, I’m taking this really slow, okay? It’s not going to be easy, and providing you don’t push things, then I figure we just might be able to rub along.”


  Darren’s heart was racing. He wanted to lean over and kiss her. He wanted to feel those lips touch his own. His uncle was right. This was too hard, and the words fell out of his mouth before he had a chance to stop them. “Maybe it’s not such a good idea.”


  Jenny stared at him, confusion in her eyes. “What? Why?”


  “Because you’re beautiful!” he said with a gasp that he knew would reveal more than the words he uttered.


  Jenny looked uneasy. “Well, thanks…but—what?”


  Darren stood, draining the last mouthful from his glass of fresh orange. “You’re too fit. It’s weird. I’m sorry!”


  Jenny’s mouth fell open. “What? You fancy me?”


  Darren winced. “I have to go. This is freaking me out!”


  He burst out of the café door and ran down the street, bumping shoulders with passing shoppers. At any moment, his phone would go and there would be a message from Jenny. She would be disgusted. She would tell him what a pervert he was. Why had he told her? Why couldn’t he have just given it a chance? He’d spent two years in that place; that would screw anyone up.


  He found a bench in the local park and sat, his heart still pounding. The locals jogged along there—they brought their kids and walked their dogs. No one knew him. He was safe. There was plenty of time to cool down before facing his uncle, although God only knew what Harry the slob would say. Darren took out his phone. Maybe he’d check out a game and try to take his mind off things. Eight-ball pool looked good.


  He was three games in when he sensed someone standing in front of him. Darren glanced up, expecting to find an old lady looking for a seat. But it was Jenny. She stood, staring down at him. A gentle smile formed as he squirmed under her gaze.


  “Why are you sitting here? Don’t you have a home or something?”


  “I needed time to think,” he replied, avoiding eye contact and wondering if he was dreaming the whole encounter.


  “Why did you run away?” she asked with genuine concern that took him by surprise. Did she really need to ask?


  “You know why!”


  Jenny sat down beside him, her hands folded on her lap. There was a ring on her finger—Jake’s ring.


  “It’s too hard,” he said. “I wanted to kiss you and it’s just not right!”


  Jenny turned. “No, it’s not right. And yes, I was shocked at first.”


  “At first?”


  “Yeah, but then I got thinking. How many lads would be so honest? I know how much you want me in your life, yet you were willing to walk away because of the way you felt.”


  “It isn’t fair. You were being kind—giving me a chance—and I was having these thoughts…”


  “Yes, I know, and you admitted it. I spent years thinking you were a thug with no heart. But actually, I really think you are a pretty decent person, and you’re honest, too.”


  “But these feelings?”


  Jenny shrugged. “We can’t help the way we feel, and I’m guessing you’re not the first to have feelings for a family member. These things happen. It’s how you deal with it—that’s the difference between right and wrong.”


  “That’s why I walked away.”


  Jenny smiled. “But I don’t want you to walk away. Not now.”


  Darren shook his head, the hope rising. “But isn’t it going to be a bit weird?”


  “Only if we let it. Okay, I admit, I’m giving you a chance because I’m flattered, and I know in a few months, those feelings will fade. You’ll find a girl.”


  “And what if the feelings don’t fade?”


  Jenny smiled. “Then that will be your problem, not mine.” She reached over and stroked his cheek. “I’m going to give you something.”


  Darren stared at her as she moved closer. His heart pounded so hard he felt as if his ribs were going to fracture. Then her lips touched his cheek, and electricity coursed the length of his spine.


  Jenny backed off with a smile. “I want you to know that everything’s cool. Everything’s okay. I want you to be my brother. I want you in my life.”


  Chapter Forty-Eight


  “So how did the meeting with Darren go?” Jake asked without looking up from his phone.


  “I’m just taking things slowly,” she replied, trying to sound casual. It was probably best not to mention their discussion, although Jenny couldn’t erase it from her mind. The voice inside her head was clear, and as her lips had touched his cheek, she felt a warmth that thrilled her.


  Jake looked troubled. “How slow?”


  Jenny hated lying. She recalled the conversations they had. Their relationship had to be built on trust, and she knew Jake loved her.


  “I’m just sussing him out. It will take time.” Was it a lie? Or was she withholding information?


  Jake nodded. “Okay. No probs.”


  “I’m sorry,” Jenny said with a sigh.


  “Sorry? About what?”


  “Because I know how you feel. You don’t want him in our lives—”


  Jake didn’t allow her to finish the sentence. “He’s not in our lives, Jen. He’s in yours.”


  Jenny felt a physical pain in her chest. “I know. I know how you feel.”


  Jake shook his head. “No, you don’t, babe. But if it makes you happy—if he makes you happy—then I’ll stand aside, because I don’t want to lose you.”


  Jenny fought back the tears. “You won’t. I won’t let that happen.”


  Jake didn’t look convinced. “You couldn’t wait to meet up again, though. As soon as I backed down, you were in there—messaging him.”


  Jenny stared, trying to find the words.


  Jake shrugged. “I don’t know how you feel about him. He’s your brother, and maybe that’s what you see when you look at him, but I just see a thug. I can never forgive him. Can you?”


  There was a genuine sadness in his eyes. “It might be best if we keep off the subject. Let’s just concentrate on getting the cottage spruced up for this magazine guy.”


  Jenny forced a smile. She wanted to tell Jake the truth. She wanted to tell him what had happened that afternoon. She wanted to tell him how honest her half-brother was, and how she had chased after him when he’d run away to the park. But most of all, she wanted to tell him how, in that moment, any traces of resentment had drained away.


  ***


  Darren lay on his bed, staring up at the ceiling, recalling the moment. What was it about a girl’s lips? What was the big deal? Why did he feel as if the Earth had spun off its axis? She didn’t love him—not the way he loved her, anyway. But he had almost danced home, and even Uncle Harry, who wasn’t the most observant person in the world, had noticed.


  “Hey, someone’s in a good mood,” he joked.


  Darren had told him about the meeting with Jenny. “We’re getting on really well,” he said eagerly, unable to contain his excitement. “I even got a goodbye kiss.”


  Harry had played it down. “A goodbye kiss, eh? Don’t read too much into that, lad!”


  Darren had taken an ice cream out of the freezer and headed up to his room. He didn’t feel like tackling one of his uncle’s microwaved meals, even though they looked a hell of a lot better than the greasy breakfasts he cooked up every morning. He would play some music and chill for a while. Maybe catch a movie on Netflix if he could stop thinking about Jenny for more than a couple of minutes. Of course, she would have forgotten the kiss by now and so should he. He was just the brother—the half-brother—who hung around in the background, watching his sister get married and have a couple of kids. He would watch her make a life with him—Jake. The tough guy who liked to throw his weight around. Maybe he should never have stopped running. You can’t help who you love. Yeah, but that was just something people said. No one really believed it. Not when it came to having the hots for someone you were related to. That was just a bit too weird. It was wrong.


  Darren sighed and pulled his headphones from his ears. He wasn’t up to listening to love songs, and the heavy metal stuff reminded him of Kevin Taylor. He checked his phone for messages. Nothing. Nothing from Jenny. He wanted to let her know how much what she’d said meant to him, but he guessed she already knew. Snap out of it! You have a sister! Just be happy!


  Darren remembered how the kids at school had talked about his mother. Sure he knew she was good-looking, but he still hated it when they called her a MILF. Okay, they fancied her—but at least they weren’t related. Kevin Taylor teased him constantly about it, asking if he’d ever seen her naked. It was no big deal to a kid from the Kirkland Estate—Incest Central.


  There were stories of aunties sleeping with nephews, fathers with stepdaughters, and uncles with nephews, too. Taylor seemed to revel in the notoriety of the area where there was a street fight nearly every day. He wondered what Taylor would make of his situation. Ya know me, Daz—if it has a hole… Darren winced. He was better than that. Jenny had found forgiveness in her heart. She believed in him. Whatever it took, and however hard it was going to be, he was going to be the kind of brother she deserved.


  ***


  Jenny had hoped Jake would understand or, at least, appreciate her honesty. But he looked like a cornered cat—every hackle had risen. Sometimes it’s better to stand and fight, Jenny thought. At least you can make up and move on. Brooding had never been her way, but Jake was different.


  “You’ve totally forgiven him? And you told him?” he hissed. “Already?”


  Jenny nodded and watched as Jake shoved his phone into his back pocket and stormed out of the room, slamming the door so hard that the whole cottage seemed to shake. Ten minutes later, his car engine fired up. She wanted to run out, plead with him to stay and talk, but there was not much to discuss. She’d told him that the road to forgiveness would be a long and difficult one, and Jake was probably thinking that if they had children of their own, Darren would be forgotten.


  Jenny tried his phone, but Jake wasn’t picking up. Perhaps a message would be better.


   


  We talked about being honest! Be back by 10 or I’m gone!!!!


   


  She pressed send and lay back across the sofa, praying for a reply. Either Jake was on his way back or he was going to call her bluff. Her father was a ten-minute drive away and her own bed—the one in which she had slept since childhood—remained empty. But if she returned, even for a night, there would be questions, and her father would not like the answers.


  She closed her eyes, and within a few minutes the familiar scent of Mosswood filled the room. Jenny shivered, feeling a presence. The table lamp flickered and died, leaving the room illuminated only by the light from the TV screen. Branches crept across the ceiling before her eyes as the roots from the trees that bore them snaked along the floor. Within seconds, the cottage had been consumed by nature’s voracious appetite. But this could never be a dream, could it? She had barely closed her eyes. She still clasped the phone to her chest.


  The darkness of the woodland was broken only by shafts of moonlight breaking through the canopy of green above her. The lone figure of a girl in a bloodstained nightgown peered down at the ground. Amelia seemed transfixed, unaware that there was anyone else there. Jenny called her name but the sound was swallowed by the eerie silence.


  She stepped forward and called out again. This time, Amelia looked up. I’m here, she whispered. Her lips didn’t move, but the words echoed through the woodland. Suddenly, the trees withered, withdrawing their branches and roots. Jenny found herself in the familiar surroundings of the cottage lounge, still clutching her phone. She looked down to discover that while the wood floor was unmarked, her feet were scarred with tiny scratches. The smell of the forest faded slowly as she sat upright. Jake was standing behind her.


  “I’m sorry,” he said softly. Jenny didn’t have time to react before he sat beside her. “I’ll try to understand. I promise.”


  She looked up at him and nodded distractedly. Amelia was at the forefront of her mind—had it been a dream or had she been hallucinating? She would spend tonight building bridges and tell Jake about her visit to Mosswood in the morning, no matter how foolish it sounded.


  Chapter Forty-Nine


  Robert Adams sat in the corner of The Keys flicking through the newsfeed on his phone while Josie polished a long line of wine glasses behind the bar. Lou had called the cleaners in early after the hen night which had, in Josie’s words, gotten well out of hand.


  A small middle-aged woman with a blue pinafore and greasy jet-black hair tied back into a ponytail was shaking her head. “Women! They’re worse than men sometimes!” She looked over at Rob. “You should see the state of them fucking toilets! Friggin’ puke all over the show. Dirty bitches!”


  Lou smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry, Norma!”


  Norma sprayed the nearest table with disinfectant. “Yeah, well, sorry don’t pay no bills. We should be getting a bonus for this. There’s used condoms in there, too! You guys should be keepin’ an eye on that—kids having sex in the toilets. It’s disgustin’.”


  Josie looked up. “Hey, Norma, they’d have been having sex in the bar if we hadn’t kept our eye on things. I said I’d never have any more stag or hen parties after the last one. They’re all as bad as each other, so I mean it this time. No more pissed-up gangs, and no more strippers—male or female.”


  Norma nodded her approval. “The place stinks. Needs fumigating, if you ask me.”


  Josie laughed. “Okay, Norma. I get the message. You get this place looking spick and span by eleven and I’ll put an extra few quid in your wage packet.”


  Norma nodded and managed a half-smile. Josie winked at Rob, who thought he might try to hold his water until the toilets were clean. A few of the hens had managed to find their way into the gents’ and attempted to take a pee standing over the urinals before vomiting on the floor.


  He wondered how the troop of partying girls felt right now. They would probably be nursing sore heads and wondering what they’d got up to. There would be plenty of photographs on social media and messages flying back and forth. Thinking of it made Rob glad he’d ditched the bottle. It was hard sometimes. That malt whisky on the bar still looked like nectar, but he liked waking with a clear head these days.


  Rob slid the phone into his pocket and picked up a copy of a TV magazine and checked out the cover. There was a Photoshopped picture of a super-slim soap star with the caption: How I Lost three stone in three months! Rob yawned. Maybe if someone offered him enough money he’d manage to drop a couple of stone as well. He was in the middle of an article about an autistic film producer when there was a loud rapping on the front door.


  “Probably the bride-to-be panicking because she’s lost her engagement ring,” Lou quipped as Norma made her way to the entrance. She returned thirty seconds later, looking directly at Rob. “It’s some girl,” she said. “Looking for Mr. Adams. Is that you?”


  “It’ll be Jenny,” Josie said without bothering to look up from the glass she was polishing. “Just let her through.”


  Norma beckoned to the girl. “Come on, sweetie. We won’t bite.”


  Rob’s stomach knotted. Jenny knew The Keys and would never have hesitated.


  The girl stepped through the doorway and stopped. She looked at him through tired eyes, her hair tidied tightly back into a ponytail.


  “Kayla!” he gasped, standing suddenly, knocking the cup of coffee across the table. “What? Why didn’t you—”


  “Ring?” she interrupted. “I thought you might have been in touch with me by now.”


  Josie looked on, studying the girl who seemed anxious to keep her distance. “Why don’t you two talk in private?” she suggested. “You can use the room upstairs.”


  Rob patted the chair next to him. “Here’s fine,” he said as Kayla made her way across the room. She slid into the seat beside him. Her sweat top smelled musty and her hair looked as if it hadn’t been washed in days. “I’m sorry. You know, just turning up like this. But you’re still my dad and this is important.” Kayla sounded tense.


  Rob thought she might have been crying. “Look, if you’re in some kind of trouble—”


  Kayla didn’t wait for him to finish. “It’s not me. It’s this lad I’ve been seeing.”


  Rob saw the fear in her eyes. “So your boyfriend’s in trouble?”


  Kayla shook her head. “I don’t know. That’s the problem.”


  She looked away, clearly uncomfortable. “I thought he might have been to see you already. That’s why I was so worried!”


  Rob shook his head. “Well, he hasn’t. Why would he?”


  Kayla managed a weak smile. “He was mad cos you didn’t want to know me. He said he was gonna sort it.”


  “Sort it?”


  Kayla shrugged. “That’s all he said. I figured he’d find you and—”


  Rob couldn’t disguise his anger. “And what? It’s none of his business!”


  Fresh tears formed in Kayla’s eyes. “I’m sorry.”


  “Well, you can tell him from me to stay away!”


  “I would, but I haven’t seen him for nearly two months. He’s not answering my calls.” Kayla began to sob. “That’s why I came to see you. I don’t know where he is.”


  Rob frowned. “Two months?”


  Kayla averted her eyes, running her fingers nervously around the edge of a cardboard beer mat. “He seemed okay, at first. I thought he was just protective, but then he’d go into these really strange moods. He’d disappear for days.”


  Norma was hovering nearby, so Rob lowered his voice. “Well, he hasn’t been to see me, but someone has been vandalising my wife’s grave. An old friend of mine took a hell of a beating after he cleaned it up, and a young woman who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time ended up dead. You reckon that could have been your boyfriend?”


  Kayla looked stunned. “Oh my god! That’s terrible!”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  “Jesus! No! Oh my god!”


  “Listen, Kayla. I think you need to start at the beginning. Where did you meet this bloke?”


  Rob saw the fear in her eyes. “Caden—his name’s Caden. He’s five years older than me. He seemed…kind.”


  “Okay. Where did you meet this Caden?”


  Kayla lowered her head. She had reduced the cardboard beer mat to a jigsaw. “The last time I saw you,” she said, her voice trembling, “I didn’t tell you the truth. Not the whole truth, anyway…” She paused, composing herself. “We moved to Ireland when I was twelve. I was made up to get out of London, and my mum did well with the hairdressing over there. But then she met this guy called Sean Kaplan. It was at a festival, and he said he was something to do with one of the bands. My mum believed him, but by the time she found out the truth, she was hooked.”


  “So she did meet someone,” Rob muttered.


  Kayla nodded.


  “So what happened?”


  “Turns out he supplied the drugs and cheap booze—not exactly what Mum was expecting.”


  “He was a dealer?”


  Kayla nodded. “But he lived over here, on the outskirts of London, not far from where we used to live. I came home one day to find Mum packing our suitcases. We were moving back.”


  “And you didn’t want to?”


  “No. I loved it in Ireland, and I definitely didn’t want to move in with him.”


  Rob saw the anger in her eyes. “You obviously didn’t like him.”


  “I hated him. My mum was always strong. She was independent. But he broke her. She loved him, and he broke her!” Kayla wiped away another tear from her cheek. “And he broke me too. He was evil! Pure evil!”


  “And that letter you gave me?”


  Kayla blushed and looked down. “I faked it. I thought if you knew the truth, you wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”


  Rob frowned. “So she didn’t die?”


  “Oh, yes, she died. Breast cancer. But he wouldn’t let her get a mastectomy. He told her he wasn’t shagging a tart with no tits.”


  Rob stared at his daughter—a girl he had never known. “For fuck’s sake! What?”


  Kayla shrugged. “Like I said, she was hooked. Hooked on him and cocaine. She just buried her head in the sand and told herself everything would be okay.”


  The Melissa he remembered would never have been ensnared by a man. “Didn’t you try and persuade her?”


  Kayla nodded. “Of course I tried. I begged her. But she said she’d rather go with her body intact. He really got to her—totally messed with her head.”


  Rob sighed. “So where does this boyfriend of yours fit in?”


  Kayla shot him a half-smile. “He was like a rock. Kaplan didn’t grieve for Mum. It was like he wasn’t arsed. Took up with some other woman who used to drink at the pub where he took Mum. Caden knew Kaplan. I think he felt sorry for me.”


  “So Caden didn’t like Kaplan either?”


  “Everyone knew him. He was the local bad guy, but he was smart and no one wanted to mess with him.”


  “Is that when you took up with Caden?”


  Kayla nodded. “I wasn’t sure about him at first, but he looked after me and I didn’t have many friends. I went to live with my mum’s sister, and she seemed to like Caden, so it just kind of happened.”


  “And what does he do? This bloke of yours?”


  “Computers. He’s a tech nerd. Works freelance for several companies.”


  “And you haven’t seen him for two months?”


  Kayla shook her head. “I’m worried about him. Like I said, he’s gone missing before—just not for this long.”


  “And the last time? Where was he?”


  Kayla smiled sadly. “He hibernates. Switches his phone off. He lives alone and seems to like it that way.”


  “And you’ve been round to his place?”


  Kayla shook her head. “Nah. I don’t even know where it is. He won’t tell me. Caden’s one of those blokes who likes to hide from the world sometimes.”


  Rob tensed. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but he doesn’t sound like a great catch to me. I’d be keeping my distance, if I were you.”


  The term of endearment brought a flicker of light to her eyes. “Maybe, but we’re all a bit screwed up, aren’t we? Just in different ways.”


  Rob shook his head. “No, I’m not buying that. You were worried—you were worried in case he’d come talking with his fists.”


  Kayla looked horrified. “No! Honestly, I was just worried in case anything had happened to him. He’s never been violent. He’s never hit me. I thought he’d just come and have a bit of a rant!”


  Rob exhaled. “Well, someone has it in for us.”


  “It can’t be him. It can’t be!” Kayla protested.


  Rob leaned forward “Well, I’d still rather know what this bloke of yours looks like. Have you got a photograph?”


  Kayla shook her head.


  Rob stared at her in disbelief. “What? Are you serious? You haven’t got a single picture of a man you’ve been dating for…how long?”


  “He just doesn’t like having his picture taken. He doesn’t like the way he looks, that’s all.”


  “And how does he look?”


  Kayla thought for a moment. “He’s okay—about five-nine tall, got mousy-brown hair. A beard—well, stubble really. He’s casual. Likes denims. Looks a bit scruffy sometimes. I have a go at him about it, you know, when we eat out somewhere.”


  Rob pulled out his phone. “Okay, give me his number. I’ll message him.”


  “He’s not answering, I’ve told you that,” Kayla shot back.


  “Or maybe he’s just not answering to you,” Rob snapped. “You said he’d come looking for me? Well, here I am! Bring it on!”


  Chapter Fifty


  Jenny sipped her coffee. “Amelia was just staring at the ground,” she said, gazing at the blank TV screen. “I think it must have been where that girl died.”


  Jake dropped his work bag on the floor, slumping into the nearest chair. “Are you sure it wasn’t a dream? You could have just passed out for a few seconds.”


  Jenny shook her head. “I was awake. I knew where I was.”


  “Like a hallucination,” Jake mused.


  Jenny still stared blankly at the TV. “I guess.”


  “And she spoke?”


  “Yep. She said, ‘I’m here.’”


  Jake thought for a moment. “Maybe I should stay with you. I can call Dad and tell him I won’t be in.”


  Jenny turned. It was the reassurance she needed. He believed her. “No. I’m okay. Best if you go in. I’ve got an assignment to finish. I’ll do it at the college.”


  Jake looked worried. “Are you sure?”


  Jenny nodded. “We’ve got the guy from the magazine coming tomorrow. Why don’t we go and pick up a couple of pictures for that wall? We could go tonight.”


  Jake smiled. “Sure. I’ll be finished early, anyway,” he said, slinging the canvas work bag over his shoulder. “See you later, babe. Have a good day!”


  “You too.”


  Jenny listened as his car backed down the driveway. She shivered. Something wasn’t right. Maybe it was time to get away. It wouldn’t take them long to find a cheap deal—a couple of weeks on the Mediterranean. She rinsed out her coffee mug and placed it in the cupboard. Why the sudden impulse to run? The feeling unnerved her, and she found herself leaving the house early and turning up the car radio in an attempt to drown out the voices in her head. Jenny glanced up at the rear-view mirror and breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God! There was no one looking back at her.


  ***


  Darren didn’t mind the car valets. At least it got him out of the garage, and although the plot of land at the rear of Tony’s oil pit wasn’t exactly a park, it was still outdoors. Compared to the putrid smell of fuel and spray paint that he endured most days, the air was fresh, and apart from that, Darren loved the peace and quiet.


  He checked his phone for the second time in five minutes. There were still no notifications. Maybe he should ask Jenny for her number, but then he wondered why she hadn’t offered it in the first place. Surely it wouldn’t do any harm to ask?


  He had been so engrossed in his thoughts that Darren hadn’t heard the sound of footsteps behind him.


  “Mr. Pascoe, I presume!”


  Darren spun around to see the familiar figure of the man who had gotten him through two years in the youth offenders centre.


  “Mr. Alvarez!” Darren exclaimed, feeling a warmth that took him by surprise. “What are you doing here?”


  Alvarez smiled. “Thought I’d call by and see how you’re doing.”


  Darren shrugged. “Well, it ain’t the best job in the world but it’s better than nothing.”


  “And how’s life with your uncle?”


  “Okay, if you keep away from his cooking!”


  Alvarez laughed. “Hey, you’re looking well on whatever it is you’re on!”


  Darren nodded. “I’ve been in touch with Jenny.”


  “Jenny?”


  “Yeah, Jenny Adams, the girl who—”


  His mentor’s smile faded. “Yes, I remember. Jenny’s your half-sister, isn’t she? What happened?”


  Darren was sorry he’d mentioned it. Mr. Alvarez looked concerned.


  “I wrote her a letter, telling her how sorry I was.”


  “Okay, that’s not so bad,” he replied, nodding slowly.


  Darren relaxed. “She got in touch, and we met up.”


  “And now?”


  “Things are good,” Darren replied with an air of triumph.


  Alvarez frowned. “Well, it was risky, but if it’s paid off then I have to applaud you. But you do remember how we asked the family if they wanted to meet with you?”


  Darren nodded. Of course he remembered. They wanted nothing to do with him.


  “So what about Jenny’s father?”


  “I don’t know. I’m guessing he still hates me.”


  Alvarez smiled warily. “Look, Darren, I’m pleased for you, I really am. Just be careful, that’s all.” He leaned forward and patted Darren’s shoulder. “I just wish Kevin Taylor was making as much effort.”


  Darren frowned. “Kevin? He’s still inside, isn’t he?”


  Alvarez shook his head. “No. He got out just after you.”


  Darren froze. The very name made him shudder. “But I thought—”


  “He appealed. That fight was started by the other lad.”


  Darren felt as if someone had punched him in the gut. “But I went round to the Taylors’ house—they said he was still inside.”


  Alvarez looked stunned. “You did what?”


  “Okay, I know it was stupid. I get that. I just hate Taylor and I hate that family—fuckin’ idiots, they are. I wanted to tell them what I thought.”


  “Darren, that could have landed you back inside! Don’t you ever do anything like that again!”


  “I know, I know, but why lie about Kevin?”


  Alvarez sighed. “I shouldn’t really be discussing the situation with you. The Taylors seem to have got their lives in order, but you already know that. You’ve been there.”


  Darren nodded. “Yeah, it’s like a totally different place.”


  “But Kevin Taylor is still Kevin Taylor. He moved out after two days. He hated his new home. He’s living with a couple of mates in a bedsit. Still got no job, as far as I know.”


  Darren shook his head. “I can’t believe they let him out.”


  Alvarez grimaced. “Nor me,” he said, placing a fatherly hand back on Darren’s shoulder. “Look, son, if that lad tries to hook up with you, walk away. Don’t be getting into any fights. Just stay clear, okay?”


  Darren nodded.


  “You made a mistake,” he continued. “But you’ve got a whole lifetime to make up for it. Just do your best. That’s all anyone can ask.”


  Darren watched his mentor walk away. Maybe one day, if he worked hard enough, he could be like him—helping troubled kids. He turned on the vacuum and climbed back in the car. Jenny still hadn’t left a message, but there were other things on his mind now. Alvarez had told him not to get into any fights with Taylor, but if they ever met up, he would make sure his first punch was a good one. So good that the bastard wouldn’t come back for a second helping.


  ***


  Josie shot Rob one of those looks. This isn’t good, he thought. She stood behind the bar, polishing lipstick off the wine glasses. It was the first time Jo had set eyes on Kayla, the result of his past indiscretion and a reminder that he had an eye for a pretty girl. They’d had it out. The Kayla thing had nearly split them up, and there she was, sitting in her pub. He knew what she was thinking. He knew how hard this would be for her. Kayla promised to keep in touch and left, pausing at the door to wave. Two minutes later, Josie placed the last glass on the shelf and made her way over.


  “Okay. What’s the story?” she asked sourly.


  Rob told her everything his daughter had told him. Jo listened intently, her face showing no emotion.


  “You think it’s him? This bloke of hers?”


  “Kayla doesn’t think he’s capable of murder.”


  Josie lowered her eyes. “So what’s happening? With you and her?”


  “We’re going to keep in touch.”


  “And you’re going to tell Jenny?”


  Rob didn’t answer. He wasn’t. Not yet.


  Josie seemed to read his mind. “You’ll have to. What if this guy is some kind of psycho? The boyfriend of a sister she knew nothing about?”


  “Look, I know you’re right, but the time isn’t,” Rob protested.


  “It’s never going to be the right time,” she snarled.


  “Jenny will flip! She’s only just come to terms with the fact that I’m not her biological father. How do you think this is going to affect her?”


  Josie rolled her eyes and walked away.


  Kayla was always going to be there in the background. Jenny would have to know, but Rob couldn’t imagine how he was going to find the words.


  Although Josie managed a cursory nod as he left, Rob sensed the weight of her disapproval. Maybe he’d pay Sebastian a visit. The old man was always good for a chat, and he never seemed to judge. Talking to Sebastian Tint was like talking to God, except with the old guy, you got an immediate answer.


  Chapter Fifty-One


  Jake hung the picture on the wall. It was a lakeside scene—one that reminded Jenny of caravan holidays in Cumbria as a carefree seven-year-old. It had to be straight. Everything had to be right. He’d called in at a local art shop on the way home and spent a small fortune on an original by some Lakeland artist who had developed something of a reputation over the years. The guy from the magazine would be here in less than eighteen hours, and they weren’t going to leave anything to chance.


  Jake stood back, tilting his head to one side and then the other. One tiny adjustment—slightly up on the left hand side—and it was done.


  “What do you think, babe?” he asked, admiring the landscape as if he had actually painted it himself.


  “Perfect!” Jenny nodded and gave Jake a smile of approval.


  “If he doesn’t feature the cottage, the guy’s crazy!” He took a mouthful from a can of beer and slumped back into the chair.


  “Don’t be drinking tonight, babe,” Jenny said. “Can’t be having a hangover tomorrow.”


  Jake smiled, rolling his eyes. “Last one. I promise.”


  Jenny’s phone vibrated. It was a Facebook notification from Darren.


   


  Hi! How are you? I found out that Taylor got released just after me! Really pissed off. He’s dangerous!


   


  Despite the hatred she had felt for both boys, Jenny had always known Taylor was the real villain. Nothing good came out of the Kirkland Estate, and his reputation preceded him into the courtroom. She stared at the phone. Taylor was feral with no morals whatsoever. He was dangerous, but why was Darren telling her? He knew nothing about the graves or the murder.


  She looked up. Jake was standing over her. “Is that him?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “What does he want?”


  “He said Taylor is out.”


  Jake looked puzzled. “Well I guessed he would be. Darren’s out. Why wouldn’t the other little shit be freed at the same time?”


  The anger rose inside her. Jenny didn’t want a confrontation—not today—but she couldn’t let it go. “There’s no comparison, Jake!” she hissed. “Taylor is an animal!”


  “They were both in that car, Jen! That makes them both as guilty as each other, in my book.”


  Jenny flung her phone across the floor. “Are you really that fucking stupid? Taylor is the reason I lost my mother and sister! Taylor! Not Darren.” Jake stared at her, open-mouthed. “And I’m telling you now, Jake, if you ever—ever—compare Darren to that piece of human scum again…”


  Jake held up his hands. “Okay! My god. You really are flying the flag for Pascoe, aren’t you.”


  “I’m just saying. I don’t want a fight, but if you’re going to—”


  “I’m not,” Jake interjected. “Look, I’m sorry. Let’s just drop it.”


  Jenny buried her head in her hands. “What if it’s him? What if it’s Taylor—doing the graves? What if he’s blaming us for getting him locked up?”


  Jake was about to take another mouthful of beer but stopped short, the tin just inches from his mouth. “You think he’s capable of murder?”


  “I wouldn’t have thought so. But let’s face it, he didn’t care about my mum or Hanna, did he? It may not have been murder, but—”


  “Then we should tell the police.”


  “We’ve got no evidence,” Jenny said, shrugging her shoulders.


  “It’s circumstantial, but it’s worth bringing to their attention.” Jake finally got to drinking his beer.


  Jenny sighed. He had a point. “Okay. After the guy from the magazine’s been down, we can call in. Drop Taylor’s name into the mix. At least they’ll be keeping their eye on him.”


  Jake smiled. It was a minor victory. At least they weren’t fighting over Darren. “Come on, babe,” he said, placing the empty tin on the floor. “Let’s forget all this for tonight. Fancy sharing a bottle of wine?”


  Jenny nodded. Maybe alcohol wasn’t such a bad idea after all.


  Chapter Fifty-Two


  Jenny paced the floor, glancing occasionally at the guy on TV cooking up a dish for a group of celebrity guests. Her heart was racing and she couldn’t work out why. Okay, they were inviting a stranger into their home, and yes, he would be asking questions and poking around. But what if they didn’t meet with his approval? Did it really matter if the cottage wasn’t featured in some monthly magazine?


  “Hey, babe. Chill out. Sit down.”


  Jake was taking the whole thing in his stride. She’d asked him three times to shave, and those denims had a stain on the leg which she’d managed somehow to remove with a damp cloth after he’d refused point blank to change them.


  “He’ll be here any minute,” she said, staring out of the window.


  “And I’ll let him in,” Jake replied impatiently, “so take a seat and, for God’s sake, relax!”


  Jenny smiled weakly and perched herself on the arm of the chair. At least she could still see the road from that position.


  Jake shook his head. “He’s just some guy, babe. Probably a rookie. He’ll be just as nervous as you, wondering if we’re a couple of inbreeding hillbillies!”


  Jenny turned. “Inbreeding?”


  “I’m joking. But he’ll be some city kid who hadn’t even seen a cow till he got the job. You know how they think—we all chew straw and shag sheep.”


  Jenny didn’t answer. A bright-red Ford Focus had pulled up outside. “He’s here,” she said breathlessly. Jake moved towards the window. She guessed that beneath the façade this was making him nervous too.


  “Well, that’s a typical company car,” he said, trying to sound casual.


  They both watched the door open, and the guy from the magazine got out, glancing up at the cottage as he pulled a black leather briefcase across his chest. He was average height, with black hair gelled back into a fifties rock-star style and black-rimmed spectacles.


  “He looks like Hank Marvin from The Shadows,” Jenny observed.


  Jake laughed. “You are older than you look!”


  “It was Mum who loved them,” she protested. “She had all their stuff.”


  Jake didn’t answer. He was already at the front door.


  ***


  Sebastian Tint turned in his bed, glancing at the alarm clock, a small silver travel piece that had caught his eye several years ago. Even though his travelling days were over, he had treated himself. But now, it was telling him that he’d slept late for the first time in a long time. He’d been caught up in a dream—one that troubled him. A dream about Jenny.


  She had been lying in a pool of blood, and he’d watched helplessly as her spirit left her body, rising slowly like a white mist. He had fought to resuscitate her as the ethereal form hovered over him, waiting to see if it should remain or move on to the next world. He had fought so hard but lost her. She had gone. Sebastian had pulled the blade from her chest and wept, his hand covered in blood, resting on her body—a body still warm but lifeless.


  The old man rose and pulled back the curtains. It was Saturday. He liked weekends, despite them no longer being a two-day respite from a busy week. Jack Norris was out washing his car again—a Saturday morning routine which was only broken by driving rain or hurricane force winds. But today was perfect for the Norrises of this world. The sun was shining and the neighbours were out. Mrs. Carroll was ushering the twins into the car for their weekly tennis lesson at the local leisure centre; the woman had high hopes for those boys. Wimbledon one day, maybe.


  Sebastian turned. He felt cold but the radiator in the hall was hot to the touch. It was harder to keep warm when you got older, he knew that. Even in the summer, the house felt frosty as the sun rose. But this morning, there was ice in his veins. It was too early for brandy but he no longer cared. The dream had unnerved him. He could still see Jenny’s lifeless form, still taste the blood on his lips as he’d tried to breathe life into her body. He smelled something. He smelled death.


  ***


  Peter Aston flashed his badge proudly, introducing himself as the man who was going to make them famous. Not that an appearance in a glossy monthly was going to turn them into celebrities, but it was an introduction that put them both at ease. Jenny watched him closely as he glanced around the room. He nodded approvingly.


  “Very nice!” he said, giving Jake a thumbs up. “Mind if I take a look around?”


  They had both agreed that Jake would accompany their guest on his tour of the property while Jenny made the coffee. “Let’s be traditional,” he had joked. “You do the kitchen thing.”


  She poked him playfully. “Sexist!”


  “Guilty as hell!” he replied, holding up his hands.


  It suited Jenny. She liked being a homemaker. She liked having Jake’s tea on the table and making sure his clothes were washed and ironed. Maybe things would change if her dream job came along, but until then, she was quite happy playing mum in a very expensive Wendy house.


  Peter Aston looked impressed. “It’s a nice place you’ve got here. A really nice place!”


  Jenny couldn’t wait. “So, do you think we’ll make it?”


  Aston nodded. “It’s definitely the kind of thing we’re looking for.”


  Jake looked pleased—as if it were all his own handiwork. “And what about us? Should we be looking for some posh clothes?”


  A smile crossed Aston’s lips. “Well, I don’t see why not. Do you mind if I record our little chat?”


  Jake shook his head. “Feel free. I take it you’ll be taking some test shots, too?”


  “Yeah. Just with my phone. The final decision lies with the editor, of course, but it’s looking good. We’re trying to get away from the middle-aged image, so a young couple like yourselves would be ideal.”


  He pulled out a small Dictaphone and placed it on the arm of the chair. “Thank God for these things,” he said with a grin. “My handwriting is pretty dire.” He pressed record, cleared his throat, and began. “I’m with Jake Huxley and Jenny Adams.”


  Jake shot Jenny a here we go look.


  “So, Jake—what do you do for a living?”


  “I work for my father—I’m a shopfitter. I’m guessing that would make me a joiner.”


  Aston nodded. “And you, Jenny?”


  “I’m at college studying art.”


  “Oh, really. An artist, eh? And I noticed a guitar in your bedroom—who’s the musician?”


  Jenny found herself half raising her hand. Old school habits die hard. “That would be me.”


  Aston seemed impressed. “I love guitar. I wish I was musical. What kind of stuff do you play?”


  “Classical stuff, mainly.”


  “Really? Hey, that’s great. Can’t say it’s my scene, to be honest, but I take my hat off to anyone who can play that stuff. It’s hardly your three-chord rock, is it!”


  Jake patted her arm. “She’s good, too!”


  Aston nodded, but it was obvious he wanted to move on. “How did you come by this place?” he asked. “It’s hardly the kind of area a young couple would choose. I mean, it’s very quiet.”


  “My father bought it as an investment, and when I met Jenny he—”


  “So you’re renting it?” Aston asked.


  Jake bristled. “Kind of. Does that make a difference?”


  Aston thought for a moment. “I suppose not. We aren’t deceiving the readers—you do actually live here.”


  Jake told the story of how his father had found the cottage, but Jenny was no longer listening. She was staring around the room, struggling to focus and trying desperately to fight the sudden feeling of nausea. There were voices in her head, the sound of rushing water in her ears.


  “Babe? Are you okay?” Jake stopped talking mid-sentence and stared at her.


  Jenny shook her head. She wasn’t. “I feel kind of…faint.”


  “Maybe you need some water,” Aston suggested.


  “I’m sorry. I need to go to the bathroom.”


  Jenny found herself climbing the stairs, gripping the handrail and praying that she made it to the toilet before throwing up. The walls moved, closing in, and the bathroom floor rose to meet her as she fell forward. The world spun out of control. Is this how death feels? Is this how it happens? Nothing made sense. Had Jake poisoned her coffee? Had he slipped something in to the cup while she wasn’t looking?


  Jenny felt a hand on her shoulder. “Jake?” she whispered.


  But there was an energy in the touch. A heat that started in her arm and coursed through her veins. The voice in her head echoed like a cry in a cavern: You must give me the power. You must give me your body. Jenny opened her eyes, prostrate on the tiles. The feeling of nausea faded as suddenly as it had come. She rolled onto her back and sat up, wondering what had happened.


  Jenny returned downstairs. It had been Amelia’s hand—Amelia’s voice—but what did she mean by you must give me your body? Her timing was well off. She was in the middle of an interview, for God’s sake! Jake stood as she walked back into the room. “Are you okay, babe?”


  Jenny nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine, thanks.”


  Aston studied her. “We just need to ask a few more questions, then I’ll take some photos.” He smiled. “Then there’s a form to sign—to say that I’ve had your permission to take them. It protects you as well. We promise we won’t publish them on social media.”


  Jenny took her seat next to Jake. “That’s fine. What else do you want to know?”


  Aston smiled. “I just need to get as much information as possible, then one of our journalists turns it into an article. I’m only the messenger boy, really.”


  Jake grasped Jenny’s hand suddenly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  She turned. There was a look of concern in his eyes. “I think so. Why?”


  “You look like a ghost, and your hands are freezing!”


  Aston frowned. “He’s right,” he added. “You look like a corpse!”


  ***


  Rob took the call from Sebastian in the kitchen. Kayla stared at him anxiously. Her arrival had taken him by surprise. “Robert!” the old man cried. “Thank God! Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah! Why?”


  “I had a dream last night and—”


  “Seb, I’m sorry,” Rob interrupted, “Kayla’s just called in. I’ll ring back, I promise!”


  Rob replaced the receiver. Seb was the only one who called him on the landline, and Kayla looked as if she had never seen anyone use such a contraption.


  “I was worried,” she said. “I’ve had a message from Caden.” She pushed her phone into Rob’s hand. “Look. Read it.”


  Rob peered at the screen.


   


  Hi sweetie x Everything will be sorted today. Everything you wanted! Xxx Big hugs for my girl.


   


  “What the hell does that mean?” Rob hissed, glaring at Kayla. She took several steps back, fear in her eyes. “Hey! I’m not going to touch you! I’m just asking!”


  “I don’t know,” she gasped. “I tried to call him but he’s still not answering.”


  Josie stood in the background. “Well, he’s not been here.”


  Rob looked at the message again. “There’s still time, I guess.”


  Kayla looked pale and tired.


  “If he thinks he’s coming around here shouting the odds and I’m just going to roll over and do what he tells me, then he—”


  Kayla shook her head. “But that’s just not like him—”


  “Look,” Rob interrupted. “Maybe you’d better stay for a while. If he hasn’t shown up by tonight…”


  She nodded enthusiastically. “Thank you.”


  Josie followed Rob into the kitchen. “Has it occurred to you,” she whispered, “that this might just be a ruse? She obviously wants to spend time with you!”


  Rob took a Coke from the fridge. “What? She sent herself those messages?”


  Josie sighed. “Rob, as much as that girl reminds me that you’re quite capable of cheating, she’s still your daughter. You can’t shut her out of your life forever. She shouldn’t have to trick her way into your heart.”


  Chapter Fifty-Three


  Peter Aston pushed the Dictaphone into his briefcase and pulled out a form. “Right, I think that’s everything. I’ve got all the photos I need, so if you just read through that and sign.”


  Jenny wasn’t up to going through the small print in detail. Something didn’t feel right, but Jake seemed oblivious and snatched the contract from her.


  “I’ll do it,” he said.


  Aston shifted awkwardly, holding the briefcase on his knee as if he was guarding a bag full of diamonds.


  Jake was a fast reader. “You got a pen?” he asked.


  Aston handed him a cheap plastic biro—the kind you would find in a pack of twenty in the supermarket. Jake took it but Jenny saw his expression change.


  “What’s this?” he asked, pointing to something at the bottom of the page.


  “It says ‘C’est Pas fini’.” Aston smiled. “It means that it is not the end.”


  “I know what it means,” he said. “But why is it on this document?”


  “Because it’s not the end of the document—it means that you need to turn over. It’s not a problem, is it?”


  Jenny shivered. The cold hit her like an icy blast. “It’s what was written on the grave!” she said, staring at Aston.


  “It’s just a coincidence, babe,” Jake said, turning the page. But he stopped suddenly. “There’s nothing here. It’s blank.”


  Aston removed his glasses. “Oh dear. I was mistaken. Maybe it was the end. Maybe this is the end. For you.”


  Jenny froze as he pulled a gun from his briefcase, pointing it at their heads. “It’s all been good fun,” Aston said with a wry grin. “I’m almost sorry that the game is over.”


  “For fuck’s sake! Who the hell are you?” Jake cried.


  Aston looked triumphant. “My name’s Caden Reece,” he said, removing the hairpiece and revealing a mop of mousy-brown hair. “And I’ve been watching you for quite some time.”


  “It was you!” Jenny gasped. “You did the graves!”


  Reece nodded. “Yes, it was me. It was a shame about the old guy and the girl, but I had a plan and they threatened to ruin it.”


  “Oh my god!” Jake gasped, grabbing Jenny’s hand. “But why?”


  Reece scowled, his eyes darting from one to the other. “No moves,” he said. “Either of you.”


  “Just tell us why,” Jake repeated.


  “Justice,” he said. “I’m going to reunite the woman I love with her father. The father who rejected her.”


  “But what’s that got to do with us?” Jenny asked.


  Reece stared at her. “Her father is Robert Adams.”


  Jenny glared. “You’re lying!” she hissed “Robert Adams is my dad.”


  “No, he isn’t,” Reece replied angrily. “Your father is dead!”


  “Oh my god!” she screamed, “You’re sick!” Tears welled in her eyes. “Whatever this girl of yours has told you, it’s a lie!”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know who her mother is?” Reece snarled. “The name might ring a few bells, presuming he told you about his sordid little affair with the local hairdresser?”


  Jenny felt as if her heart was about to fail her. “Melissa Ingram! It’s Melissa Ingram!”


  A cruel grin crept across his face. “Mr. Adams obviously wasn’t into using condoms, was he? Naughty! Very naughty!”


  Jenny thought she might pass out again. “She had a daughter?”


  Reece nodded slowly. “And she is just as pretty as you!”


  “Does my dad know?”


  “Yes, of course he knows. Her name is Kayla. She found her father two years ago, but he didn’t want to know. He’s never even bothered to get in touch. What kind of man would do that?”


  Jake groaned, closing his eyes.


  “He chose you, Jennifer. He rejected Kayla because you are just a pathetic, selfish little bitch, and he thought he’d lose you if you knew.”


  For a moment, Jake seemed to forget about the gun. “You fucking sick bastard! Don’t you ever—”


  Caden Reece raised his arm, pointing the barrel directly at Jake’s forehead. “Shut up, fuckwit, or I’ll blow your fucking brains out, just like I did with that girl.” He paused, looking back at Jenny. “So, my dear, you have a sister. But her father—the man who brought you up—kept her a secret. I figured it was time you were out of the way.”


  “What? You’re going to kill me? Us?”


  “It’s the only way, I’m afraid.”


  Bile rose at the back of Jenny’s throat. The fear was like a weight in her chest. “But why? Why didn’t you just go and talk to my dad—to me? We could have sorted it out! I would have accepted Kayla!”


  Reece raised his eyebrows. “Of course you would. That’s easy to say when death is the only alternative. But the truth is, your father obviously thought you wouldn’t accept Kayla, and he knows you best.”


  “He was worried, that’s all.”


  “Sorry, but it’s too late now. It’s going to be so much easier for Kayla’s father if you’re not around. He can devote himself to his real daughter and give her the attention she deserves.”


  “You’re crazy!” Jake snarled. “You won’t get away with this.”


  “Oh, but I will,” he sneered, handing Jenny six black cable ties. “Now, be a good girl and strap his hands behind his back.”


  Jenny shook her head. “No. I won’t.”


  Reece raised his gun. “Do it.”


  Jake nodded, sitting forward. “It’s okay, babe. You don’t have a choice.”


  Jenny could barely control her trembling hands as she pulled the straps around Jake’s wrists.


  “Now his ankles, and make sure they’re tight.”


  Jenny stooped, wishing she was quick enough to take this psychopath by surprise. She pulled the straps tight and sat up.


  “Now, take off your clothes!” he ordered.


  A silent scream rose in her throat.


  “Take off your clothes!” he yelled.


  “You fucking sick animal!” Jake screamed. “I’m gonna kill you!”


  Reece shrugged. “Really? Don’t you want to watch your girlfriend having sex with another man—a real man with a proper dick?”


  Jenny began to sob, but somewhere in the back of her head she heard a voice. Take him to the bedroom. The voice was clear. She looked up. He was waiting, the gun pointing at her head. “I’ll let you,” she said. “But not in front of him. Let’s go upstairs.”


  Jake stared at her. “What? You’re gonna just let him?”


  Reece looked bemused. “Really? You want me in your bed?”


  Jenny nodded.


  Reece looked at Jake. “Sorry. You’ll have to wait down here. I’ll leave the door open. You can listen.”


  Jenny stood, unable to look back as she climbed the stairs. Reece followed, and his footsteps seemed to echo in her head.


  It was the bed which welcomed her tired body each night, the bed she shared with Jake. The bed in which they had made love so many times would now be defiled by this man. This screwed-up piece of human scum.


  “Take off your clothes,” he barked, waving the gun. “Just leave your knickers on…”


  Jenny wanted to tell him what a twisted fucker he was, but fear stopped her. Slowly she undressed down to her underwear.


  “Now, lie on the bed!” he growled, undoing his belt.


  Jenny’s heartbeat slowed. She felt so cold inside, yet her skin was warm to the touch. I am with you—with you. Again, the voice in her head was clear. Trust me, my child. You must trust me!


  Jenny lay back on the bed. “You can’t do this with a gun in your hand,” she muttered.


  Reece looked perturbed by her calmness. “You’re not putting up a fight?”


  “What? And end up dead?”


  “You’re gonna end up dead anyway. Might as well go out with a fight.”


  Jenny found herself smiling. It seemed to alarm more than confuse her assailant. “I presume you can’t get an erection unless there’s a struggle?” she goaded.


  “I can get an erection anytime I want, bitch,” he snapped. “You’ll know what a real man feels like when I’m done with you.”


  Jenny sighed. Ice ran in her veins. “Well, if you are having problems in that area then you could always shoot me first, like you did with that girl. Shagging corpses is obviously something you’re good at.”


  Reece raised the gun. She saw the crazed look in his eyes. “Shut up, slag!” he roared. “Maybe I’ll just kill your boyfriend right now! Let’s see how you deal with that!”


  Jenny listened to his footsteps on the stairs. Was he really going to kill Jake? She looked down at her arms; the skin was so pale her fingertips were almost turning blue.


  “What’s happening?” she whispered.


  You’re dying, said the voice. I am stronger than you.


  Suddenly, she was drifting, gloriously, blissfully unaware of the single gunshot that rang throughout the cottage.


  ***


  Kayla sat rocking, perched precariously on the edge of the chair. She was chewing her thumbnail so hard that it was making Rob feel sick. She must be down to the skin by now, he thought, resisting the urge to say something. There was a single pinging sound, like a microwave. It was Kayla’s phone.


  “I’ve got a message,” she said, looking anxiously at the screen. “It’s Caden!”


  Rob read the expression on her face. “What’s he said? What’s wrong?”


  Kayla shook her head. “I don’t understand. He says that I will be your only daughter!”


  Josie looked horrified. “What? Where is he? Where are Jenny and Jake?”


  Rob froze. “They’re at home. Some guy from a country magazine is going round today.”


  “Ring her—ring her now!” Josie yelled, jabbing her index finger in the direction of Rob’s phone. He punched the name and waited, his hands shaking. Josie watched on anxiously, but there was no answer. “We need to get round there!” She grabbed her jacket from the chair. “Come on!”


  Kayla stood, and her face crumpled as the tears ran down her cheeks. “Oh God! I hope he’s not going to do something stupid!”


  “Is he capable?” Rob asked. “You know him! Just tell me the truth. Is he capable of harming my daughter?”


  Kayla shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she sobbed. “But I just don’t know,”


  Josie climbed behind the wheel of the car, her face showing little emotion. “Best if I drive,” she said. “You’ll end up killing us.”


  Kayla crouched in the back seat, still sobbing.


  “Will you shut up?” Rob snapped as Josie accelerated down the road. “Crying isn’t helping anyone!”


  “Rob! Leave her. We don’t know what that message means, yet.”


  “It’s fucking obvious what it means! He said that Kayla would be my only daughter! So where’s Jenny going? What’s he going to do with her?”


  “Okay, but it might be just hot air—and besides, he won’t try anything if the magazine guy is there.”


  “I’ve got a feeling,” Rob muttered. “Sebastian told us we were in danger—he sensed it. And he sounded really stressed out this morning. I should have called him back.”


  Josie swung the car left at the junction. “Shit!” she screamed, slamming the wheel with her fist. A tractor towing a trailer had shed its load. Bales of hay lay strewn across the width of the lane while two farm hands stood surveying the scene.


  Rob climbed out and headed towards the hapless figures. “Are you gonna move these or just stand gawping all day?”


  Josie groaned. “Oh my god, they’ll deck him if he doesn’t back off.”


  “Sorry, mate,” the younger of the two blonde, tousle-haired men replied with a shrug of his shoulders. “It’s going to take us over an hour, at least.”


  Rob decided against further confrontation. There wasn’t time. “I don’t even know a different route,” he groaned, returning to the car and pulling his seat belt across his chest.


  Josie spun the car around. She tapped the address into the sat nav. “If we head off in the opposite direction it should give us a new route,” she said.


  “It’s meant to happen. We can’t do anything about it,” Rob snapped.


  Kayla, who had managed to pull herself together, began to cry again.


  “Oh, for God’s sake, will you stop whinging!”


  “I’m sorry, Dad,” she sobbed. “But it’s all my fault!”


  “I know it is! You’ve bought this psycho into our lives. And if anything has happened to Jenny—anything—then it’s over. I’ll never want to see your face again! Ever!”


  Josie shook her head. “You know what, Robert? Sometimes you can be such an arsehole!”


  ***


  Jenny heard him entering the room. She even remembered watching him undress, clambering out of his trousers. Something had given him the erection he needed, but Reece looked uneasy. Jenny closed her eyes and felt him hovering over her, his breath on her neck. His hand moved slowly across her thigh. She felt his fingers inside her as he kissed her breasts, then her stomach. Suddenly, there was steel in her veins. She reached down, running her fingers through his hair. His head was now between her parted legs.


  Jenny waited, her eyes closed. Any moment now. What felt like a bolt of electricity surged through her body as she grasped a clump of hair and pulled his head back with a violent jerk. She heard him gasp, and then she heard him scream. Jenny opened her eyes. He was staring in horror. She had never seen such terror in anyone’s eyes. But it wasn’t her hands that were gripping him. They weren’t her arms, either. They belonged to a dead girl, a girl who had been rotting beneath the stagnant depths of a woodland lake. Putrid blue flesh hung from the bones as she gripped his face and began to squeeze. Caden Reece yelled in pain as his cheekbone snapped.


  Jenny was floating, rising easily from the bed and taking her assailant with her as if he were no heavier than a feather.


  “Jesus Christ!” he screamed.


  “No! And you won’t be seeing him anytime soon,” she rasped. The voice wasn’t hers either.


  Jenny flung him like a rag doll and watched him crash against the wall.


  “Stay away!” he yelled, sliding to the floor. “Leave me alone! Who are you? What are you?”


  Reece sat, looking up, his eyes wide with fear as Jenny stretched out a rotting arm, pulling his head forward and slamming it back against the wall. She smiled at the naked frame of a man stripped of any dignity. But it was a dignity he had never earned. She turned, glimpsing her reflection in the bedroom mirror. The face that stared back was not hers. It was nothing more than a skull draped in slivers of flesh, the remains of an eye protruding from its decaying socket.


  Jenny drifted into an unconscious state. It was beautiful. It was easy. The room began to spin. Reece lay motionless. She felt the gun in her hand as everything turned from grey to black.


  ***


  They found Jake lying in a pool of blood, his hands tied behind his back. Kayla screamed. Jake opened his eyes. “It’s okay,” he said weakly. “He hit my shoulder.”


  “Where’s Jenny?” Rob cried. “What has he done to her?”


  “Upstairs,” Jake gasped, wincing in pain.


  Rob bounded upstairs, three steps at a time, crashing through the bedroom door to find Jenny sitting on the floor with her eyes closed, propped up against the bed and wrapped in a duvet. Caden Reece lay naked, slumped against the wall.


  Jenny opened her eyes slowly. “Hi, Dad,” she mumbled sleepily. “Is Jake okay?”


  Rob stared at her, scarcely able to believe what he was seeing. “What the hell happened?”


  “I caught him by surprise, that’s all. But I need to get dressed, and you need to call the police.”


  Rob took the gun from Jenny’s side and returned downstairs. Kayla and Josie waited with Jake, who was now propped up in a chair, holding a napkin against his shoulder. They were all looking at him.


  “Please tell me she’s okay?” Jake said anxiously. Rob nodded. Jake closed his eyes “I thought he was going to kill her! I thought I’d lost her!” Josie flung her arms around him. “Oh my god!” he groaned. “I just can’t believe this is happening. Did he rape her? I must have passed out with the pain.”


  Rob shook his head. “I don’t know what the hell happened up there, but that bastard came off worse. He’s out for the count.”


  Kayla was holding back the tears. Rob glanced over at her, wondering how he felt about the girl who had brought all this upon them. “Don’t worry. Your boyfriend’s still alive,” he said with a sneer.


  “He’s not my boyfriend!” she snapped. “I don’t want anything more to do with him.”


  Josie shook her head. “Just leave it, Rob. Please?”


  Jenny walked into the room, her face pale and drawn. She gasped when she saw Jake. “Oh my god. He shot you?”


  “He’s okay, it’s just his shoulder,” Kayla said.


  Jenny shot her a look. “Who are you?”


  She watched the girl recoil. “I’m…I’m your sister.”


  Jenny’s eyes widened. “Kayla?”


  The girl nodded as if she were expecting a slap.


  Rob looked around the room. “Where’s the bloke from the magazine?”


  Jenny flopped back into the chair. “That was him. It was him all along.”


  Josie looked totally confused. “What?”


  “It was all a setup,” Jenny said wearily. “An elaborate one, too.”


  “I’m so sorry. I had no idea,” Kayla sobbed.


  Rob opened his mouth to say something, but Josie stopped him in his tracks with a single look.


  Jake closed his eyes, still gripping his shoulder. “Shit, this hurts. I’m really not up to talking to the cops—just give me some painkillers, please.”


  Jenny stared out the window at the four police officers heading along the path. “I think this is going to take some explaining,” she said. “But at least we’re still alive.”


  Rob pictured the naked man slumped against the bedroom wall and smiled. Jenny was the only person who knew what really happened up there. It was more than a lucky punch. This was something to do with Amelia. Maybe, one day, she would tell him the truth.


  Chapter Fifty-Four


  The following week passed quickly. It were as if they had pressed the fast forward button on life’s remote control and the days ran into each other. Jake had the bullet removed and was discharged with prescription painkillers. The police had a hundred questions, of course, but Caden Reece confessed to everything, including his thwarted attempt to rape and murder Jennifer Adams in her own home.


  His story suited Jenny. Yes, she had simply taken him by surprise. The knee in the groin had sent him crashing against the wall and she had followed it with a kick that smashed his cheekbone. She had got lucky, seizing the moment, and it had saved her life. Reece admitted that he had intended to shoot them both and set fire to the house. He also confessed to killing Sean Kaplan, the drug-dealing scum who had made Kayla’s life such a misery.


  Kaplan had met Reece in a disused barn thinking he’d bagged himself a new client. But Reece had bound and gagged him and spent the next hour explaining to his victim exactly what he had planned. Kaplan knew how he would die for at least an hour before Reece poured petrol over his clothes and watched him burn to death. Maybe Kim had got off lightly. A bullet to the head almost seemed humane, in comparison.


  Sebastian almost wept with relief when Rob called him back with the story. “You were right all along,” he told the old man. But while he had been talking, Kayla had left without a goodbye.


  ***


  “Why didn’t you tell me you had a daughter?” Jenny asked, unwrapping the new bedding she’d bought.


  Rob had known the question was coming. “I didn’t know how you’d react. You had enough on your plate.”


  It sounded weak, but Jenny smiled. The lack of malice in her eyes put him at ease.


  “Do you really think I would have disowned you?” she asked gently.


  “I didn’t want to hurt you. You’d only just found out that…”


  “I wasn’t your biological daughter?” Jenny cut in.


  Rob nodded.


  “I get that, but I wish you’d told me. None of this would have happened if you had.”


  Rob wished he had too.


  “You need to get back in touch, Dad. She thinks you don’t want her.” Jenny looked him in the eye. “You do want her, don’t you?”


  That was the question he’d prayed she wouldn’t ask him. He didn’t know.


  “Dad?” Jenny stared at him. “She’s your daughter!”


  Rob looked away. “I know, but she lied to me. She lied about her mother, and she bought that psychopath into our lives. You and Jake could have died!”


  “But we didn’t,” Jenny replied softly.


  “What if she knew what Reece was like? That guy is a serious nutcase—she must have known something, surely!”


  Josie was hanging around in the background. She had her own theories. “I’m guessing he’s suffering with some kind of disorder,” she said, but even Rob could see that. “He gets a kick out of playing complex games. Why else would he go to all that trouble? But sometimes the people closest to the likes of Reece never suspect anything.”


  Jenny sighed. “Josie’s right. Don’t be too quick to judge, Dad. Give the girl a chance. You two really need to talk.”


  Chapter Fifty-Five


  Kayla had spent the past seven days in a local bed-and-breakfast living out a sports bag. She was set to return to London, where her aunt was waiting, unaware of the drama that had unfolded over the past few days. Rob had called and sent countless messages, but she had ignored them all. There was little point in trying to dress a wound so deep it would only fester, bringing only more pain and misery.


  But that morning, Kayla had climbed behind the wheel of her battered old car wondering if there was enough fuel in the tank for a two-hundred-mile trip when her father called. This time she answered.


  “Honey, we need to talk. Please. You know where I live.”


  She killed the call and threw the phone onto the passenger seat, glancing at her reflection in the rear-view mirror. God! She looked a mess! The shower at the bed and breakfast was cold so she had washed over the sink. It hadn’t been worth applying any make up. Why bother? It was a long drive and she’d shower back at her auntie’s. But it would be good to say goodbye. She fired up the engine. It wouldn’t take long—no longer than it took to swill down a decent cup of coffee, which the proprietors of the bed-and-breakfast seemed incapable of providing. Her heart thumped as she set off—the heart that her father had broken.


  ***


  Kayla hunched in the chair like a schoolgirl summoned to the headteacher’s office. Rob tried to reassure her with a smile, and Jenny attempted small talk but without much success.


  “I didn’t think you’d all be here. I thought it would just be me and Dad,” she said coolly


  “I want you to tell me the truth,” he said. “I need to be able to trust you.”


  Kayla’s eyes shifted from each one to the next. “If I told you the truth, the whole truth, you wouldn’t want to even know me.”


  Rob frowned. Even Jenny looked uneasy.


  “Look,” she said, “No one is here to judge you, but Dad’s right. You need to tell us the truth, no matter how hard it is.”


  Kayla sniffed, rubbing her nose with the back of her hand. Her hair was still tied back in a ponytail and still hadn’t been washed. “I don’t even know where to start,” she said. “It’s horrible.”


  “How about the beginning, sweetheart?” Josie said softly.


  Kayla looked at her and smiled weakly. “I hated it back in London,” she began. “Ireland was cool. I made loads of friends over there, but Mum just wanted to be with him. She didn’t care how I felt.”


  “So it was serious?” Jenny asked.


  “Yeah, pretty quickly. Kaplan had money, too. A nice car. He just wasn’t very interested in clothes, but he bought Mum stuff, and I got a really expensive pair of trainers.” She paused. “But he was buying his way in—I saw that before Mum did.”


  “So when did you find out that he was involved in drugs?” Josie asked.


  “We moved in with him as soon as we got back from Ireland. We had to. He had this place just outside London. It was a big thing for me. New school, new friends. It was all going too fast, but like I said before, Mum was hooked. He had a nice house, though. I guess that helped. But that’s when I found the heroin. Kaplan wasn’t arsed. He just held his hands up and told us that we had to find out where the money came from sometime.”


  Kayla wiped her eyes again. “Mum was shocked. She packed our bags and told me we were leaving that night, but when I got home from school, I found them cuddled up on the sofa watching TV. He’d talked her around, somehow. Drugs was just supply and demand. ‘Sean doesn’t make anyone take drugs, sweetheart. If they didn’t get them from him, they’d just go somewhere else.’ There was no point arguing with her. She was loved up.”


  Rob caught her eye. “So you and your mum fell out?”


  “It was never the same, but that suited him. He liked to be in control. Mum started snorting coke. I was heartbroken. She always hated drugs. I’d come home and she’d be stoned out of her skull. It was horrible.”


  “I can’t imagine what it must have been like for you,” Jenny said.


  Kayla shook her head. “I could have lived with the drug thing,” she replied, “but when I was sixteen… That’s when it started.”


  Rob looked at Jenny and then back at Kayla, who began to cry.


  “What started? What was it, sweetheart?” Josie whispered.


  Kayla choked back the tears. “He said I had to earn my keep.”


  Rob frowned. “He made you sell drugs?”


  “I wish!” she snapped. “I had to sell my body.”


  Jenny’s mouth dropped. Rob looked at Josie, who stared at Kayla in horror. “Oh my god!”


  “See? I told you! You don’t want to know me,” Kayla howled. “I’m a slag, A cheap, nasty little slag,”


  “Sweetheart, no! No, you’re not,” Josie retorted, fighting back her own tears. “Just tell us what happened.”


  Kayla began to rock, staring down at the floor. “I came home one day to find my bedroom had been decorated. Cream walls and a wooden floor. There was a leather backless stool kind of thing. When I asked them why they’d done it, Mum sat me down on the edge of the bed. She told me Kaplan had plans and I should just go along with them. Then she handed me a shot of whisky and told me it would help me feel better about things. I drank it. I didn’t think. When I woke up, I was naked and…”


  Tears streamed down her face as she wiped the mucus from her nose. “They had shaved me—they shaved my pubic hair—and I had a tattoo—a rose—growing out of my…” She looked up with that do I really need to spell it out look in her eyes.


  Rob shook his head. Was she for real? Had this really happened or was his daughter spinning some kind of sick yarn?


  “Kaplan had contacts,” Kayla continued. “Every night there was some guy. Some of them were solicitors, and there was a judge once. A couple of women, too. All paying for sex with a sixteen-year-old girl.” Kayla wiped her eyes. “Some of them were gross. Big fat sweaty men all wanting blow jobs. And I found out why they’d bought the leather stool.”


  Rob looked at Jenny. She was crying too. Josie was managing to hold it together, but only just.


  “That went on for over a year,” she continued. “Then Mum found a lump. I hated Mum for what she’d done to me—what she let him do!”


  Josie couldn’t hide her disgust. “Did Kaplan ever have sex with you?”


  Kayla nodded. “Plenty of times, but Mum never knew. He said if I told her, he’d kill me. I thought things might change when Mum got cancer, but it didn’t. He had sex with me on the day of her funeral.”


  Jenny gasped.


  “I met Caden a few weeks later.”


  “At the pub, wasn’t it?” Rob asked.


  Kayla nodded. “He knew about Kaplan. Like I told you, he had a reputation. I told him everything I’ve told you, and two weeks later, Kaplan was dead.”


  “Did you know that Caden had killed him?” Josie asked.


  Kayla shook her head. “I never thought he was capable—not even for a minute.”


  “And that’s when you came to see me?” Rob questioned.


  “Yes. Caden was really good at researching stuff. It didn’t take him long to find out where you lived. He seemed to take it personally when it didn’t work out for me.”


  Jenny frowned. “But you were going out with him for two years, and there were never any signs?”


  Kayla shook her head. “He would go missing sometimes. And he’d have mood swings.” She thought for a moment. “He liked hoaxes. You know, those TV programmes where they set people up? When he was a teenager, his mum was trying to lose weight. She bought this dress for a party—a size twelve. She was dead chuffed when it fitted. Caden went out and bought an identical dress a size smaller and swapped them just to freak her out.”


  “That’s just mean!” Jenny snapped.


  Kayla didn’t even smile. “Yeah. He went to a lot of trouble, and some of the tricks he played on people… Well, they were a bit cruel.”


  Rob shook his head. “I guess he enjoyed trashing the graves, then.”


  Kayla nodded. “When you told me about the graves, I panicked. I thought that was typical of the kind of stuff he does, but I didn’t think he was capable of hurting anyone.”


  “And you had a physical relationship?” Josie asked.


  Kayla looked uncomfortable. “Yes, but he was gentle. Not like all the other men. I thought he loved me.” She suddenly broke into loud sobs. “I can’t believe he did those things. That poor girl. It’s like—”


  “Jekyll and Hyde?” Jenny interrupted.


  Kayla nodded. “Yeah, exactly like Jekyll and Hyde.”


  Josie walked over and perched herself on the arm of the chair and placed a reassuring arm around Kayla’s shoulder.


  “So now you all know,” Kayla said, her voice cracking with emotion. “I’m just a whore. I’m not even twenty-one yet and I’ve probably had more sex than all of you lot put together.”


  Rob lowered his eyes. If Reece hadn’t had set Kaplan on fire, he would have done the job himself.


  “You had no choice,” Josie said softly, “and it must be difficult reliving it all.”


  Kayla nodded. “Well, I’m going back down south. My auntie knows nothing about all that’s gone on. It would kill her if she found out what her sister did.”


  “You’re still living with your aunt?” Rob asked.


  “Yeah. I can’t afford a place of my own.”


  Jenny and Josie both looked in his direction, and Rob knew they were waiting for him to find his courage. “Kayla,” he began. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything. I should have kept in touch.”


  “It’s okay. I understand,” she said bleakly.


  “No, it’s not okay. So I want you to go back to your auntie’s tonight—”


  Jenny gasped, shooting her father a look that was intended to kill. Kayla looked up, her eyes red and sore.


  Rob smiled. “I want you to pack up your stuff and come back here. This is your home now.”


  Kayla stared in disbelief. “You mean…to live?”


  Rob nodded. It had been easier than he’d thought. “Yes, to live.”


  Kayla looked up at Josie, who nodded enthusiastically.


  Jenny smiled too. “Hey, we can go shopping for some new stuff, if you want.”


  Kayla began to cry, laughing at the same time.


  “Come here!” Rob ordered.


  Kayla stood obediently and walked over to her father, falling into his arms. He held her the way he remembered holding Jenny in her times of deepest distress. He held her until the tears dried. Jenny sat watching, and he caught that look in her eyes. The look that told him that this wasn’t going to be easy—there were going to be difficult times. But this, he knew, was the right thing to do.


  Chapter Fifty-Six


  Dennis Blakely breathed a sigh of relief. The police had gone at last. The woodland was open again, and Penny was looking for an apartment on the outskirts of Tabwell. Some bloke had been arrested for Kim’s murder, which meant the cops wouldn’t be around asking any more questions, and although a dead body made big news locally, the national press had not shown as much interest.


  He thought about contacting Robert Adams but killed the call before the first ring. Had Kim’s killer caught up with Jenny? They hadn’t released the name of the man they’d arrested—not yet. But the name hardly mattered, anyway; as long as they had the right guy.


  Penny was making an effort, but he knew it had been hard to forget the images she’d found on his phone. Each night, she had replaced those deleted photographs with explicit pictures of her own. She was struggling to come to terms with his infidelity, and there were days when he arrived back at the hotel to find her crying. Other times, she just parked herself in the bar with a bottle of wine.


  But his wife was a fighter. She would get through this in her own way, in her own time. When the park opened, she was going to work in the reception. Blakely hoped that there would be a manager’s post for her, but Penny wanted to take things slowly, checking that she could get through a day without slapping a stroppy customer or pouring a strawberry milkshake over the head of a screaming kid.


  He glanced at the photos on his phone—the ones he’d sent his father. The woods, the lake and the house, which was looking more like a hotel every day. But there were the ones of Penny playing the role of a porn star. He felt a heaviness in his chest. This wasn’t right. He flicked through the images, his thumb hovering over the delete button. This was his wife, not some prostitute he’d picked up for an hour of meaningless sex.


  Where’re the photos? Don’t I turn you on? Aren’t I as good as Kim?


  He could almost hear her voice. Perhaps he should just leave them until she tired of playing games. The old Penny would resurface, and then he might wish he had some pictures of her in the throes of passion. Sometimes he wondered what the hell was wrong with her. Penny was a head-turner. She could have any man she wanted. But she wanted him. Why? He smiled to himself, slid the phone into his jacket pocket, and made his way across the site towards the house.


  ***


  It was Sunday dinner at the Huxley cottage. Jake bought three bottles of champagne, and Jenny made lasagne, the signature dish she liked to serve instead of the traditional British roast.


  Kayla wandered through the cottage, her eyes wide. “This is awesome!” she said over and over again. “Oh my god, I would love a place like this. Imagine—a whore in a cottage!”


  Jenny turned. “Listen, girl, if you’re going to be part of this family then you have to stop talking bullshit, okay?”


  Kayla was taken aback by the anger in Jenny’s eyes. “I’m—I’m sorry. I was joking!”


  “No, you weren’t. You’re not a whore, you were abused. It’s totally different.”


  Kayla nodded. “I know,” she said in a whisper.


  Rob was standing behind her. “She’s right, sweetheart.” He paused, placing a hand on Kayla’s shoulder. “How about you get cleaned up before dinner.”


  Kayla’s face lit up. “What? Here?”


  Jenny laughed. “Yeah, we have running water here in the wild. There’s fresh towels in the cupboard, and I’ll throw those clothes in the wash. You can use my dressing gown while you wait.”


  Kayla looked as if she was about to cry again but managed to hold back the tears. “Thank you,” she said, leaning forward and kissing Jenny on the cheek.


  Jake put on some music while Josie popped the cork on the second bottle of champagne. Rob listened to the sound of the spray hitting the glass panels. His daughter. The seed of his loins. His real daughter. He felt guilty, looking at Jenny, wishing he had never stumbled upon the truth. They all needed this time. Time together. Time to get just a little drunk and try to put the past few days behind them.


  “Jenny?” Kayla was calling from the bathroom.


  Jake turned down the music, and Rob stood. “Should I go?”


  Josie shook her head. “I wouldn’t. It’s obviously a girl thing.”


  ***


  Jenny arrived upstairs to find Kayla standing outside the bathroom door in a white robe.


  “Is everything okay?”


  Kayla nodded. “I need to show you something.”


  Jenny beckoned her through to the bedroom.


  “Those things I told you,” she began. “I hope you believe me.”


  “I do!” Jenny said. “Of course I do.”


  Kayla smiled. “But I need you to know.”


  Jenny frowned as Kayla closed the door behind her, slowly peeling the robe from her shoulders and allowing it to drop. She stood, naked, her skin as pale as marble. “You see the scars?”


  Jenny caressed every curve with her eyes, the tiny red blotches on Kayla’s breasts and stomach, the traces of the rose tattoo still visible beneath the wisps of pubic hair. “Oh my god,” she gasped. “Who did that to you?”


  “One of the clients paid extra to smoke after sex—as long as he was allowed to stub his cigarettes out on my body.”


  Tears welled in Jenny’s eyes. She suddenly understood why Kayla had needed to do this. The burns, the tattoo. It was all so painfully real.


  “You’ll tell them, won’t you? If anyone ever doubts me, I want you to tell them what you’ve seen.”


  Jenny was transfixed. “I’m glad you’ve shown me,” she said softly.


  Kayla smiled. “I feel like I can trust you.” She sighed. “I think we’re going to get on.”


  Jenny nodded. They were a similar size, she thought. Most of her clothes would fit, and it wasn’t the time to get possessive of her best denims or expensive tops. Besides, that was what sisters did, wasn’t it? Shared clothes?


  “Have a look through my wardrobe,” she told Kayla. “You can borrow anything you want.”


  Kayla let out a gasp and sprang forward, wrapping her arms around Jenny’s neck. “Really? Honestly? You really mean it?”


  “Of course I do! You’re the bravest girl I’ve ever known,” Jenny said, recalling the first time Jake had held her. She remembered the excitement, the way her heart had begun to pound—the way it was pounding now. Her hand remained, resting on the small of Kayla’s back. This can’t be happening! It isn’t right. Kayla would know. She would feel the rhythm, the tension.


  “Get dressed.” Jenny pushed her away.


  Kayla stumbled backwards, confusion in her eyes. “What? What’s wrong? What have I done?”


  Jenny’s face was burning. “Nothing. You haven’t done anything. Just get dressed.”


  It’s the stress, she thought, running down the stairs. That’s all it is. Jenny stood motionless and waited at the lounge door for a moment, taking several deep breaths. The conversation stopped when she walked back in the room. They sat, staring at her, suspended like mannequins.


  “What did she want?” Rob whispered.


  “Just wanted to borrow some clothes,” Jenny said, “while hers are in the wash.”


  She walked over to Jake, placing her arms around his waist.


  “Hey, what’s this for?”


  Jenny rested her head against his chest. “Because you’re my man, and I love you.” Her heart had slowed, but in her mind she could still see Kayla. “I’m going to have a husband and a sister! What more could I ask for?”


  Josie let out a loud whooping sound, raising her glass. “To sisters!” she cried.


  “To sisters!” Rob replied, downing the last mouthful. He smiled uneasily.


  Does he know? Has he seen something in my eyes? Jenny planted a kiss on Jake’s cheek, as if the simple display of affection might reassure the man who had been at her side since the day she was born. The man who believed he really knew her, but didn’t.


  Chapter Fifty-Seven


  They had run out of champagne before Jenny got around to serving the lasagne. Kayla had appeared in a white top and black denims and everyone told her how good she looked.


  Jake tucked into his plate of pasta like a man who hadn’t eaten for a week, while Josie picked and pecked the way she always did. Jenny watched her father, who appeared to have engaged with Jake in a race to clear their plates.


  Kayla watched everyone, her eyes shifting from one to the next. “Is it okay if I drive back tomorrow?” she asked suddenly, addressing the table rather than her father. They answered in unison that of course it was. Josie said she’d put fresh bedding in the room which was to be hers from now on, and Kayla couldn’t hide her delight.


  “Thank you! Thank you so much!” she said, looking as if she was about to punch the air.


  Jake disappeared, returning with two bottles of red wine. “Sorry it’s not champagne,” he said with a chuckle, “but it all goes down the same way.”


  Kayla had hardly touched her glass, and Jenny wondered if maybe she wasn’t a drinker. “Would you rather have an orange juice or something?”


  Kayla shook her head. “I’m okay with this. I just drink kind of slow.”


  “I wish I did,” Jenny laughed, looking at her empty glass.


  Kayla grinned. “I’m hardly going to be the boozy sister you have to carry home from the pub, am I!”


  Jenny giggled, holding up her flute as Jake leaned across and filled it to the brim. “No, it might be the other way round,” she replied and raised her glass. “Hope you’ve got strong arms.”


  Kayla finally took a sip of her champagne. “Not really. You’ll need a brother for that job,” she replied. “Would you have liked a brother?”


  Jenny looked up. “I have a brother,” she said curtly.


  Jake and her father both stopped dead and were looking at each other.


  “Well, that’s a story for another day,” Josie added, looking as if she wanted to crawl under the table.


  “Why?” Jenny replied, trying to hide the feeling of resentment rising inside her. “Darren’s my brother.” She looked over at her father. “Just as Kayla is your daughter and my sister.”


  “Okay, babe,” Jake said. “Can we just discuss this another time?”


  “Discuss what? Kayla asked if I’d like a brother. I just told her the truth. What did you want me to say?”


  “Look, I’m so sorry,” Kayla said, her eyes filling. “I’ve caused trouble. I didn’t mean to—”


  “Don’t apologise,” Jenny grunted. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”


  Jake shot Jenny a look to kill. “Yeah, it’s not your fault.”


  Jenny held up her hands. “Okay, Kayla’s part of our family now. She should know.”


  Kayla looked perplexed.


  The room fell into silence as Jenny related the whole story. How they had uncovered the truth about their mother’s affair with Benjamin Pascoe. How his son had come looking for the woman who had destroyed his family, and the tragedy that followed.


  “So you see the problem we have,” Rob finished. “Jenny’s brother killed my wife and five-year-old girl, and now he says he’s sorry.”


  Kayla’s eyes shifted from her father to Jenny. “I don’t know what to say,” she said in barely more than a whisper. “It’s just so sad.”


  Jake poured himself another glass. “So what do you think? Does he deserve to walk back into the family he virtually destroyed?”


  Josie’s eyes flashed. “Jake! That’s hardly fair.” She turned to Kayla, who looked shell-shocked. “Take no notice, sweetheart.”


  Jenny pushed her glass away. “I’m done with that, otherwise I’ll end up saying something I’ll regret.”


  That was enough. Kayla burst into tears. “It’s all my fault,” she sobbed. “Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut? Why?”


  Josie placed a comforting arm around her shoulder as Jenny stood suddenly.


  “I’m going to go upstairs,” she muttered. “I’ll sort some more clothes out for Kayla.” She turned at the door. “And tomorrow, I’ll be travelling back to London with her. I need a break from you lot!”


  ***


  After a quick glance over Kayla’s car, Jenny decided it might be better if they took the trip in her the Mini Clubman. She wasn’t quite sure if the old Ford would make it that far south.


  “I think it only just managed to scrape through its last MOT,” Kayla said, looking relieved as she climbed into the passenger seat.


  Jenny fired up the engine and keyed in the address on the sat nav.


  The journey was going to be long—miles of motorway broken by several coffee stops and, unless they were lucky, a few hours stuck in traffic jams, too. She pressed the play button on her car sound system and moved off as the first chords of an Ed Sheeran song cut through the silence.


  Jenny wondered if this had been such a good idea. She could still see those scars, the tattoo. She could still feel everything. They made small talk, mostly about music. But it was only five minutes in, just as they hit town, when Kayla leaned across and lowered the music.


  “Can we talk?” she asked, sounding apologetic at having taken control of the volume. “It’s just that this is…distracting.”


  Jenny nodded. It sounded serious. Ed Sheeran was only there to keep them company, in case the conversation dried up. “Sure. About anything in particular?”


  Kayla nodded. “Family stuff.”


  “Go on.”


  “I don’t want this to get messy. I’m worried that you might end up resenting me.” Kayla paused, trying to find the words. “You have a bond with your father. It will always be there, and I can’t compete with that.”


  Jenny stared out at the road ahead, listening in silence.


  “I don’t even know him. Not really. It’s gonna take a long, long time, and he’ll probably never feel the same way about me. Not the way he feels about you, anyway.”


  Jenny wished she could feel sorry for Kayla, but it was good to hear those words, even though the feelings of relief tumbled in on a wave of guilt.


  “It’s going to be hard for me, too. I just want us to be able to talk—starting now.”


  “Me too,” Jenny replied.


  “And I’m sorry about yesterday, as well,” Kayla continued.


  “Yesterday?”


  “Yeah, I kinda caused a bit of a ruckus, didn’t I?”


  Jenny laughed. “It’s not your fault. Jake and Dad just can’t come to terms with the whole Darren thing.”


  “It must hurt.”


  “It does.”


  Kayla closed her eyes. “I can’t imagine how it must have felt—finding out that he was your brother. After what he did.”


  Jenny’s defences rose. “It was an accident, and he’s sorry.”


  Kayla smiled and nodded. “I know. We all make mistakes.”


  Now Jenny wanted to hug her. “Exactly. Why can’t Dad see that? Why can’t Jake?”


  Kayla looked thoughtful. “Maybe two voices are better than one.”


  “What?”


  “Well, to be honest, I’d quite like a brother. Maybe I could just let that slip, sometime.”


  The music was still low, and a silence fell between them. Kayla obviously had something else on her mind, and as they pulled off the motorway, she looked across at Jenny. “All those men and women…” she began. “I hated it! Even the better looking ones—I hated all them all. Except for one.”


  Jenny spun round. “You actually liked a client?”


  Kayla looked pensive. “Her name was Brenda. She was an accountant. Quite posh. But she seemed to care. Sure, she wanted sex, but she was gentle and kind and…”


  Jenny waited, suddenly wishing she’d stayed at home.


  “I was always relieved when she walked through the door. We would talk for a while. She’d tell me about her day—about her husband. That’s why she came to me. She wanted to stay married, but she had needs.”


  “And you enjoyed having sex with her?”


  “I can’t explain it. I just felt comfortable with her.”


  “How comfortable?”


  Kayla blushed. “I felt something—you know—sexually.”


  Jenny kept her eyes fixed on the road, relieved that she hadn’t had to make eye contact. “Why are you telling me this?” she asked.


  “Because I saw it in your eyes last night. I saw the way you looked at me.”


  Beads of perspiration formed on Jenny’s neck. “I felt sorry for you,” Jenny lied. “I care, that’s all.”


  “It wasn’t pity,” Kayla said fondly. “But it doesn’t matter. You love Jake, and you make an awesome couple. But sometimes we feel things we can’t explain and we get mega stressed. But it’s cool, honestly. Nothing needs to change.”


  Jenny pulled up at the traffic lights and leaned over, turning up the music. She thought about Jake. They had promised to be truthful. They had promised to tell each other everything. But some things, she would take with her to the grave.


  Chapter Fifty-Eight


  Jenny’s heart sank as she stood in the paved square looking up at the rows of apartments rising above her. The concrete walls, decaying window frames and balconies that served as nothing more than a place to drape the weekly wash. She tried to sound upbeat. “You live here? This is, well…nice.”


  Kayla gave her a weary grin. “Don’t lie. It’s a shit hole. This is where I ended up because of mum. You should have seen the place we had in Ireland. It was only small but the views were awesome.”


  “What are the neighbour’s like?” Jenny asked, watching a woman on the third balcony hanging out a faded old towel.


  “You keep yourself to yourself here. Best not get involved with any of them. My aunt has lived here for ten years and she’s still alive so I think that’s the best you can hope for.”


  The two women passed a couple of kids, no more than six years old, who were sitting on the stone steps leading up to the second balcony with iPhone’s in their hands. Jenny smiled, looking back at Kayla. “Is your aunt expecting you?” she asked,


  “Yeah—I messaged her this morning.”


  “Have you got a suitcase?”


  Kayla didn’t look up. She had pretty much kept her head down since stepping on to the square. “Suitcase? Are you serious. I’d only need a couple of Asda bags for my stuff!”


  Jenny thought that maybe Kayla was holding out for another slice of her wardrobe so she didn’t reply. They passed an open window and the smell of stale cooking fat drifted under their noses.


  “They’ve cleaned this place up a bit these past couple of months.” Kayla added, grimacing. “You couldn’t go two yards without stepping in dog shit. The druggies used to shoot up and just throw the needles anywhere and the kids used to pick them up. Then we got this new MP. Dead keen, she was. They rounded up all the stray animals and they come sweep the place up every week.”


  Jenny gazed out across the square. A square that still looked as if it was about to be demolished. “So why doesn’t your aunt move?” she asked.


  “Oh she’s tried but it’s not easy getting out of this place, I’ll tell you. The families with kids go to the top of the housing list.” Kayla finally looked up, stopping suddenly outside a yellowing UPVC door with a tiny square window. “This is it—this is my home.” She rapped twice on the door, paused and knocked once. “It’s a kind of code we have,” she said gloomily. “Sad really, but you never know who’s calling these days.”


  “Like who?” Jenny asked.


  Kayla shrugged. “Sometimes the gangs come knocking for protection money, and if you don’t give them something they’ll just screw your house over themselves.”


  “Shit! How can you live like that?”


  Jenny heard the dead lock being removed. Then someone called from inside; “That you, Kay?”


  “Sure is!”


  The door opened revealing a woman in her fifties, above average weight and with greying hair tied back off her face. Tiny veins gave her a ruddy complexion, and if her eyes were anything to go by, she was no stranger to the bottle. Melissa’s sister, Jenny thought. The beauty who had caught her father’s eye and set off a chain of events that had led her here.


  “Hiya, my lovely, you must be—”


  “Jenny.”


  “Ah, yes, Jenny. Sorry, Kay did tell me but I’m a bugger for names.”


  Kayla grinned. “You ain’t kiddin’ there, Aunt Jean,” she said with an affection in her tone that suggested that as far as this woman was concerned, you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.


  The flat was small and untidy, but it wasn’t dirty. That may have been down to Kayla, Jenny thought. “Would you like a cuppa?” Jean asked, pulling up her denims which were a shade too tight. “I need to lose a few pounds,” she said. “I’m too fond of the takeaways.”


  “Plus, you’re a shit cook!” Kayla added, laughing.


  Jenny refused the tea. “We stopped three times on the way,” she lied. “I’m pretty much okay for liquid.”


  There was a half-bottle of whisky on the ring-stained wooden coffee table. So I was right—this lady really does like a drink.


  Kayla noticed the bottle too and stepped forward into Jenny’s line of sight, but realised it was too late and smiled with a shrug of her shoulders.


  “I’ve packed your stuff, sweetie,” Aunt Jean said, picking up two supermarket bags from the side of an old cream sofa which was coming to the end of its life.


  “You see?” Kayla said, turning to Jenny. “I wasn’t kidding.”


  Jenny looked at the two bags. Bags for life. Bags that were ready to expire. Was that really it?


  “Are you sure you girls don’t want to stop for a bit longer?”


  They both shook their heads.


  “Well, looks like this is goodbye, then?”


  Kayla nodded and gave her aunt a one-armed hug. “Thanks for everything. You’ve been amazing!”


  Aunt Jean pulled away; a tear rolled down her cheek. “I’m so pleased things have worked out, sweetie. You deserve it.”


  The girls walked back down the stone steps and onto the square, each with a bag of clothes. They looked back up to where Jean was standing, waving. Kayla blew her a kiss. “I’ll come and visit!” she shouted.


  Jenny smiled. They both knew she would never see this place again.


  ***


  Over the following two weeks, Jenny and her father helped Kayla turn the bedroom into her own. They walked with her through the DIY stores, buying paint, choosing mirrors and the new carpet she really didn’t need. Now he had a daughter he could spend money on, Gordon Huxley wasn’t going to muscle in on this girl. But Jenny found herself watching them together. She’d catch them laughing over something and her heart would ache.


  Kayla of course, was going to be the chief bridesmaid at the forthcoming wedding, which was going to be, according to Jake’s father, the event of the century.


  They had found plenty to talk about too. Kayla had wanted to know all about the dreams, and Jenny had plenty of questions about her life in Ireland. Things had been good. Kayla had accompanied her mother to the studios where she had become the chief hairdresser to the celebrities. The pair had a good circle of friends too, until Kaplan came along.


  Jenny found herself spending more and more time at her father’s house, and Jake started to get edgy about the whole thing.


  “It’s like you’ve got to be there all the time,” he said angrily.


  Jenny had flown into a rage. “How do you think it feels?” she yelled. “Them! Together! My father—my father and his daughter? They’re a family. A proper family! And I’m stuck here with you!”


  Jake looked as if he’s just been punched in the gut. “Is that how you feel? You’d rather be there—with your father?”


  Jenny sank back into the chair. “I’m sorry. I just feel torn.”


  “Look, babe,” Jake said peaceably. “You always knew this was going to be difficult, and I get that. But don’t throw this away. Don’t throw us away.”


  Jenny began to cry just as her phone rang. It was her father. His timing had never been that good. She picked up, clearing her throat. The last thing he needed right now was this. “Hi, Dad.” Yeah, she thought. The word Dad. It came so naturally.


  But Rob Adams had some news. There was a letter addressed to Miss Kayla Ingram. “It’s handwritten,” he said. “And I think it’s from Caden Reece.”


  ***


  Jenny opened the letter and studied it for several seconds before handing it to Kayla. “Dad’s right. It’s from him.”


  Rob looked at Josie, who pressed a finger to her lips. Let her alone.


  It was written on lined notebook paper. The writing was large and untidy but easily readable even from a distance. Kayla sat down and placed the letter on the coffee table in front of her. “You can all read it with me if you want,” she said. “There’s nothing he has to say that I’ll want to hide.”


  Rob could see her hands shaking as they gathered around. This was the man who had murdered an innocent girl and was intent on taking another two lives.


   


  Dearest Kayla,


  I hope you will read this to the end because this will give you some kind of closure. God, I hate that word, but you probably wonder why I did what I did. The thing is, I am possessed by demons. Yes, you’re probably laughing right now. You’re probably thinking I’m after a cushy ride in a hospital wing while some shrink in a white coat tries to get inside my head.


  They said I needed a lawyer, but I just asked them for a priest. They sent me one too! Fat lot of good he was. He nearly shit himself when I told him about the demons. He said I needed psychiatric help and just read me a passage from the Bible and said some weird prayer in Latin.


  I told him how it all started when I was a boy. I was bullied at school like lots of kids but it was really bad. My parents never knew anything about it. I was timid but stubborn. I wasn’t going to look like a wimp, hiding behind my mother, so I put up with the names and the beatings, but it was two of the older lads. They used to drag me onto some wasteland at the back of the school and they’d rape me behind the bushes.


  I had nightmares, and even though I was thirteen, I’d wet the bed at least twice a week. But there was this really weird lad called Lucas. He never really mixed with anyone, and we started hanging out together. At first, he never said too much. He wasn’t interested in music or sport and I don’t think he watched TV either. I told him about the bullying. He would listen and not say anything, even when I told him about the rape. He would just look down at the floor. Then one day, during the school break, Lucas invited me round for tea. It was strange because I don’t think anyone had ever been invited to his house before.


  It was one of those big old places with far too many rooms and a bit cold too. Lucas’s parents didn’t even asked who I was. We had beans on toast with an ice cream and juice. I figured most of their money went on keeping the house.


  It was only after we’d been hanging round for a few months Lucas asked if I would like the bullying to stop. I said that yeah, of course I would. He told me there were forces that could help. I thought he meant the police. Maybe he knew someone. Lucas just laughed and told me to follow him. He took me down some concrete steps into the basement. God, it stank! It was really musty, and there was another smell. A really bad one.


  Lucas lit a candle and I found myself in this room with dark cloaks hanging from black painted brick walls. There was a table in the centre, stained with red. Lucas told me this was where they summoned the powers. I asked him how, and that was when he told me they worshipped Lucifer.


  I suppose you’re wondering why I didn’t run, but when you’ve had two boys bend you over with your pants around your ankles, Lucifer doesn’t sound like such a bad dude. The Tullochs had practised their own brand of Satan worship for generations—the old house had always been in the family. When Lucas realised I was interested, he told his parents. They held the ceremony at the weekend. Just Lucas, me and two other women along with Mr. and Mrs. Tulloch. They all wore black robes. I was stripped naked while they did these strange chants. Then they produced a cat. They told me it belonged to one of the lads who raped me.


  I didn’t give jack shit about the cat. It was almost as if all my hatred for its owner was concentrated on that animal. They called upon Lucifer to give me his strength and avenge my oppressors—then they slit the cat’s throat and drained the blood into a silver cup, and I had to drink it. The next day, they delivered the dead cat back to its owner’s doorstep.


  That priest asked me how it made me feel, but I told him that in the following days I just felt numb. It was almost as though I had been drained of every emotion. Like I was dead inside. I never went back to the house, although I still hung out with Lucas, and he was watching me, waiting for those lads to drag me away. When they did, there were three blokes in hoods waiting for them. I watched as they stripped those lads and poured acid over their dicks. I can still hear the screams and I remember laughing like crazy. I don’t know what happened to them. Never heard anything on the news and never saw the cops hanging round asking questions.


  I should have been horrified at the sight, but it made me feel good. There was this thing inside me, boiling up like a rising evil. I don’t think I remember being able to love anyone until I met you, Kayla. I couldn’t empathise with others, no matter what they were going through. I only cared about myself. The priest told me that was a sign of psychopathy. The thing is, no one believes in demons these days. They always have some fancy explanation, but I know better.


  When your father rejected you, that was the first time I’d actually cared. My own father rejected me. When he moved out to live with another woman, I begged him to take me with him, but he didn’t want me. So you see, I know how you felt and I wanted to put things right. It was all I could think about. I would lie in bed, planning the whole thing. It didn’t take me long to find that article in the Tabwell Herald—all that stuff about Amelia Root—and it didn’t take much digging to find out about the two lads killing Mrs. Adams and the little girl. It’s all online these days.


  I found out where Jenny studied and it was so easy getting into that college. I shadowed her for a few days, waiting until she took her eye of the ball. It took seconds to sneak that phone and put a trace on it. I knew where she was every second of the day. I knew when they were lying in wait for me at the adventure park.


  It was like a game. I knew the pig’s blood would be more effective than spray paint, and I didn’t want anyone thinking it was just kids. When that old guy started cleaning up my handiwork, it really pissed me off. I remember kicking him and I didn’t care if I’d killed him. I could just hear the demons screaming inside.


  Then there was the girl. I was leaving a noose with a message on the tree and she saw me. She was on the phone to someone, but that wasn’t going to be a problem. I wasn’t going to let anyone ruin all my plans, so I shot her. She was just lying on the ground with her skirt around her waist, and I remember thinking how sexy she looked. I got really aroused, and that’s when the demons told me it was okay. I might as well enjoy her. I pulled off her jacket and threw it over her head, and then I pulled her legs apart. If anyone had caught me, I would have shot them too.


  I hadn’t been unfaithful to you. It was just sex. I remember using the girl’s phone and speaking to her lover. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say but the words came from the pit of my belly. The demons were goading him.


  It was them, Kayla. It was the demons. It was them inside me, driving me on. I knew when I hired that car and changed the plates that it wouldn’t fool Jenny for long, but I didn’t care. I wanted to scare that little bitch before I finally killed her and that boyfriend of hers. It was a game. A beautiful game. But now it’s over and I’m in here, it no longer matters. Satan and his legions have been pretty quiet since this lot put me on medication. They wanted me to kill myself. I guess I’m not much use to them in here. Anyway, the meds are making me pretty sleepy so I might stop them for a few days. Just hope this letter helps you understand.


  All my love. Caden. xxx


   


  “You look like a ghost!” Jenny commented, hoping to raise something resembling a smile.


  “I feel sick,” Kayla replied. “How come I didn’t see it?”


  Jenny tried to lighten the mood. “Perhaps they’re very clever demons.”


  Kayla wasn’t biting. “It’s not funny.”


  Jenny turned down the sound on the TV. “Maybe he did love you! In his own weird kind of way. People like him—they’re psychopaths. They can live in neighbourhoods for years and no one suspects a thing—until it all comes out in the news.”


  Kayla nodded. “I know, and I always wonder how the hell no one has rumbled them. Surely there’s something odd.”


  “Like we said, Jekyll and Hyde,” Josie added.


  “And what about that demon story?” Kayla asked. “Do you believe that?”


  Jenny shrugged. “Who knows? He’s had plenty of time to make it up.”


  Kayla looked around. “Well, Caden was my first boyfriend, and the way I’m feeling at the moment, he’s gonna be my last.”


  Josie laughed. “Relationships are hard work, hun. It’s not about demons, it’s about human nature. We’re all flawed in some way or another. Every one of us.”


  Kayla never asked Jenny about that afternoon when Caden had paid them a visit disguised as a journalist. She never asked what had happened in the bedroom or how Jenny had managed to break his cheekbone. Reece was a part of her past—a past that she wanted to forget.


  It was agreed that his name would never be mentioned until the trial. But Jenny found herself confiding more and more in Darren. The phone calls after Jake had gone to bed. The text messages that she had taken every morning before he started work in the garage. Sometimes it felt like a secret affair. Jake seemed suspicious. Was there more to this relationship? He would never have dared to ask, but Jenny knew.


  She flashed up Darren’s profile picture on her phone and showed it to Kayla one afternoon in her father’s kitchen. The visits had become less frequent and shorter; Jake had calmed down but he was watching everything out of the corner of his eye.


  “He’s quite fit isn’t he!” Kayla exclaimed with a mischievous cackle.


  Jenny nodded. “What? You fancy him?”


  Kayla shook her head. “It would be nice to have him around. If Dad and Jake accepted him—you know, if he became part of the family—”


  Jenny smiled and placed an arm around Kayla’s shoulder. Things seemed okay recently although she’d never understand what had happened that Sunday afternoon when Kayla had dropped her robe and set her heart pounding.


  “I like you better every day,” Jenny said.


  Kayla laughed. She had that mischievous look in her eyes. “That’s good, cos I’ve got my eye on another one of your tops.”


  ***


  “Where is he?” Jenny screeched, sitting bolt upright in her bed.


  “Hey, cool it, babe. You’ve been dreaming again!” Jake said, studying her. “Holy shit. You look like you’ve wet yourself!”


  Jenny looked down at her nightgown, which was soaked in perspiration. “It was terrible,” she gasped, still trembling. “I was at the lake—it was so still. I was just watching, listening to the sounds of the forest. It was like I’d stumbled into a painting. It was so eerily beautiful, I was drawn towards it.”


  Jake was listening intently. “So what happened?”


  “I saw a hooded figure standing in the shallows. It turned as if it knew I was there. It turned and beckoned. I didn’t know if it was male or female…or even human. But the air was sweet, and cool. It smelled like a spring meadow. I had to find out who or what it was. That’s when I stopped, just a few feet from the lakeside. The figure turned and pulled down its hood. That was when I saw his face. It was Darren!”


  Jake frowned. “Darren?”


  Jenny nodded. “I called his name. My voice seemed to echo through the woodland, returning over and over, repeating in my head. He smiled and took off his jacket and shoes.


  “I screamed at him, asking what the hell he was doing. He didn’t answer and moved forward. I saw the ripples across the surface of the water. I called again—‘Darren, please!’


  “He didn’t take any notice. I watched helplessly as he waded further in. Then, quite suddenly the water seemed to swallow him. He just disappeared! There was no sign of any struggle and seconds later, the lake was still again.”


  Jenny stopped, catching her breath. “I was praying that he would surface, but the waters were so dark. I had to save him so I stripped off and waded out towards the place where Darren had disappeared. I had all these voices in my head. Where was he? Why had he surrendered so easily? Then I felt it, an ice-cold hand gripping my ankle. Suddenly I was falling through the depths. It was too late.


  There was nothing beneath me but the murky water and the light was fading as I sank. I was falling further—almost as if it had been air. And then there was the mud. The mud that had covered Amelia’s bones.”


  Jenny paused again. Her heartbeat was slowing. “I felt myself pass through the bed of black sludge. It was like a plane passing through a cloud, and I found myself surrounded by crystal waters. The most colourful, exotic fish I’ve ever seen, all diving amongst the coral. And the rocks…they seemed to glow. Darren was waiting. His eyes were wide and he took my hand and told me that we were dying.”


  Jenny closed her eyes for a moment. “I told him I couldn’t die. I couldn’t leave you. Darren looked so sad and told me to take his hand. ‘We still have time but we must be quick,’ he said. I knew. His fingers locked around my wrist as he pushed himself upwards. He said we had to fight and I asked him who had brought us here.”


  Jenny shivered. “It was horrible. Darren didn’t answer. His eyes were fixed on something beneath us. I remember the panic in his voice. There was no time. We had to be quick.”


  Jake took hold of Jenny’s hand. “What happened? You looked so frightened.”


  “That’s when I saw him,” she replied. “Caden Reece. His eyes were lifeless, like white marbles, and this thing—a rotting arm—came out of his mouth. There was a claw on the end of it, like a scaly hand. It grabbed my ankle. I remember screaming as this grotesque-looking head broke through Reece’s stomach. It was like some kind of demon and it broke free. It just shed Caden’s body like a skin. ‘If you die in your dreams,’ it shrieked, ‘then you die in your bed!’”


  Jenny took a deep breath. “I told the thing it wasn’t real and this was just a dream. Darren was pulling at my arm but I couldn’t free myself. I kept repeating, ‘It’s just a dream! It’s just a dream!’


  But the demon kept screaming, telling me I was dying. It was awful! I saw the terror in Darren’s eyes and I cried out for help.


  “Then suddenly, the hand slipped from my ankle. Darren was pulling—pulling. I looked down, but it wasn’t Reece’s demon I saw. It was my father. He called out, telling us to get away—time was running out.”


  Jake pulled a face. “I thought your dad would have been happy to feed Darren to the demon.”


  Jenny ignored the comment. “The creature was distracted for just a moment, but it was long enough. I was free, out of reach. I screamed at Dad, telling him to come with us. But then I saw that he was trapped by the hand that had pulled me beneath the surface. I was rising up through the waters and then the cloud of mud.” Jenny shrugged. “Before I knew it we were back in the lake—me and Darren. But it was just the two of us. That was when I woke up—screaming for Dad.”


  Jake pulled back the duvet. “Well, it was just a dream so why not get a shower? I’ll make us some breakfast.”


  Jenny threw her sweat-soaked nightdress into the laundry basket and walked naked to the bathroom. Her heart began to race again as she stepped under the shower. She could still see the face of Caden Reece and still feel his demon’s icy grip. Had she escaped death in that dream? Those beautiful crystal waters…those colours. Was that some kind of heaven?


  When she arrived downstairs, Jake was on his second coffee. Breakfast was cereal and toast. Nothing fancy, but Jenny was hungry.


  “So how do you think your dad will feel about saving Pascoe’s life?”


  Jenny gave him a look. “It’s not funny,” she muttered, pouring herself an orange juice. That’s when her phone rang. It was Josie.


  “Babe! Thank God you’re up.” Jo sounded on the verge of tears. “It’s your father.”


  Jenny froze. “Oh my god! What’s wrong?”


  “I’m with him at the hospital, Jen. He’s had a heart attack.”


  Chapter Fifty-Nine


  “We need to keep him in for a few days.” The doctor addressed Jenny with a sympathetic smile. “But he’s stable.”


  At least he’s alive, she thought, gazing at tubes and wires they were using to monitor everything that was going on inside her father’s body. He was awake. That was a good thing. And he was smiling, too. But a heart attack? Her father? There had been no warning. No pains, no periods of breathlessness. Just—bang!


  “He woke up, moaning and groaning,” Josie told her. “I thought he’d just twisted something in his sleep!”


  “I felt like I’d been kicked in the chest,” Rob interrupted. “It’s a good job I wasn’t driving…”


  Jake stood at the end of the bed, his hands pushed deep into his jeans pockets. “You’ll be up and about in no time, Mr. Adams. Don’t forget, you have to walk my fiancée down the aisle.”


  Jenny smiled. “Yeah, so don’t be going anywhere, okay?” She caught that look in her father’s eye. The one that said ‘I love you’.


  She swore that Kayla saw it too. “It’s gonna be a great day!” she said. “I can’t wait!”


  Jenny thought how easily it could have all gone wrong. I’m sorry, he’s gone. She was cold. The lonely walk down that aisle, on whose arm? It would hardly matter. No one could replace her father. No one.


  “You need to look after yourself, Dad,” she said. “Start eating healthy.”


  Rob nodded. He wasn’t into salads and vegetables—or fruit, for that matter. But if it was going to help keep him alive then he’d have to cut out the sugar and starch. He wasn’t going to let that Gordon Huxley take her arm on the big day; Jenny knew he’d be there, even if they had to carry him.


  They sat talking about the wedding for a while. It would be good if they had something they could all focus on, but Jenny could tell her father’s mind was elsewhere.


  “What’s up, Dad?” she asked. The conversation stopped.


  “I had a dream last night,” he said, staring into space.


  Jake, who was scrolling through his phone, looked up.


  “I dreamed you were drowning.”


  Jenny let out a gasp. Jake’s mouth dropped open.


  “Reece was there. Some kind of creature had pulled Darren under the water. You went in to rescue him.”


  “Holy shit!” Jake gasped, staring at Jenny.


  “And he pulled me under too.”


  Jenny shuddered. It was all happening again. “Oh my god! What happened?”


  “I went to save you, and beneath the mud at the bottom, there was this beautiful reef. That thing had hold of your leg, and Darren was trying to pull you free.”


  “But he couldn’t, could he?” Jenny said, wondering if she was still dreaming.


  Her father shook his head. “No. I picked up a rock and smashed it against the thing’s skull. I had this strength, the water was like air.” He paused. “He let go, and I called to you.”


  “I know, Dad. You said, ‘Quickly, time is running out. Both of you!’”


  Her father looked stunned. “How…how did you know that?”


  “Because I had the same dream.”


  Josie and Kayla stared in disbelief.


  “I woke up this morning,” Jenny said, “and I was soaked in sweat. In my dream, I thought you’d died!”


  Jenny’s father rested his hand on her arm. “I nearly did, sweetheart. I was fighting my way through the mud, the water filling my lungs—the pain, I felt the pain. That’s when I woke up.”


  Josie looked as if she were about to collapse. “And you were having a heart attack.”


  Jake shook his head. “I’m sorry, this shit is freaking me out.”


  Jenny nodded, pleased she’d not mentioned what had really happened to Reece when he tried to rape her. She kept her eyes on her father. A tear trickled down his cheek.


  “What is it, Dad?”


  He squeezed her arm. “Darren was trying to save you,” he said. “It may have been a dream, but it meant something. I knew I had to save him too—the both of you.” Another tear escaped. “It’s hard for me, but I have to accept that he’s your brother, sweetheart. It doesn’t matter how I feel about him. He’s your brother.”


  A lump rose in Jenny’s throat. “What are you trying to say, Dad?”


  “When I get out of here, we should all have a meal. To celebrate. And maybe you should ask that boy if he’d like to join us.”


  ***


  Sebastian studied the letter. He had read it through several times without a word.


  “What do you think, Uncle Seb?” Jenny asked.


  He was wearing his ‘professor face’, considering his words carefully. “We had this debate often during my time at the university. Does evil exist within all of us?” He paused and turned over a page. “We have no record of Caden’s life before his father rejected him. We don’t really even know why he was rejected. Perhaps he was a difficult child.”


  Jenny shrugged. “We’ll never know, I guess.”


  Sebastian took a sip of brandy and glanced back at the letter. “Then, of course, there was the rape. I imagine, having been rejected by both his parents, he’d have had no one to confide in.”


  “So you think that’s why he turned out the way he did?”


  Sebastian nodded. “Yes. Yes, I do.”


  “You don’t think he was possessed?”


  The old man smiled warmly. “No, dear. We are shaped by our past, and many disorders can stem from trauma, particularly in our childhood. Psychologists are generally unwilling to accept that evil exists. It is considered to be a religious term, and they argue that it is antiquated. They believe that people can commit acts of evil without actually being evil.”


  “But what do you believe?”


  Sebastian shrugged. “I think Reece has a personality disorder with psychopathic tendencies. He talks about the evil rising within him, almost as it were a tangible experience, and, of course, it was real to him. But the brush with the Satanists will have left him believing that he was possessed and everything he did subsequently was down to his demons.”


  “But you believed that the spirit of Amelia was controlling me.”


  Sebastian smiled. “Yes, I did. But Reece is different. Amelia was a restless spirit, and although there are spirits that we would generally refer to as being evil—in other words, spirits of the dead who practised evil—demons are considered by many Christians to be the servants of Lucifer. I’m afraid I can’t accept that. Reece admits he was unable to empathise with anyone and that allowed him to behave in the way he did.”


  Jenny nodded. “But if he couldn’t empathise with people, how could he have had feelings for Kayla?


  Sebastian shook his head. “I don’t think it was love—it was a connection. A powerful connection. Reece knew that Kayla had been rejected by her father, just as he had been rejected. He knew she had been abused the way he had been abused. It also meant that the revenge he sought on her behalf was his revenge also.”


  The old professor handed the letter to Jenny. “And before you ask, no, I don’t believe in Satan—not as an entity, anyway.”


  “I don’t know what I believe anymore.” She sighed.


  Sebastian reached over and took her hand in his. “Does it matter?” he asked softly. “Does it matter if Reece was a victim of a demon or just mentally ill? The fact is, you’re alive. You survived.”


  Jenny smiled. “Yes,” she said defiantly. “I did, didn’t I!”


  Six Months Later


  Jake insisted that they all sat around the table at least once a month for a family meal, but Josie and Kayla had noticed he was fussing more than usual today. “Do you think he seems a bit…on edge?” she asked Rob. He nodded just as Jake reappeared from the kitchen with a tray of ice cream sundaes.


  “Hope you like these,” he said. “They’re Jenny’s favourite!”


  “Hey, I love any ice cream,” Darren replied, sounding like an excited schoolboy.


  Jake grinned. He had taken a new role in the kitchen recently and had amassed a library of cookbooks by just about every celebrity chef on TV.


  Sebastian patted his lips with a crisp white napkin. “So, tell me about the honeymoon.”


  “It rained,” Darren interrupted. “It always does in Blackpool!”


  Jenny laughed. “Smart arse! Cancun was beautiful, Mr. Tint. Two weeks of sea, sand and—”


  “Sex!” Darren muttered under his breath.


  Jenny gave her brother a playful slap. “Hey! No more wine for you!”


  Kayla went to grab his champagne glass, but Darren was too quick. “Not in a million years, girly!” he joked.


  Kayla poked him hard in the ribs, and soon they were engaged in a one-armed wrestle as Sebastian watched them with a smile. He viewed all of the young adults in the family with a transparent affection, particularly Darren, who had worked hard for acceptance. So hard, in fact, that even Jake had learned to respect him a long time before he actually grew to like the boy.


  Gordon Huxley had taken Darren on as an apprentice, and he made the fifty-mile trip to Tabwell each day, working with Jake on the cabins at the adventure park. He was quick to learn, and Jake reluctantly began to enjoy his company. Plus, he worked hard and had managed to find himself a flat less than a mile away. Kayla liked him too, although she insisted it was just a brother-and-sister thing.


  Jenny spent as much time as possible with her brother but had decided she needed to concentrate on her life with Jake. Besides, they were married now. The wedding had gone by without a hitch, and as expected, Gordon had thought of everything but the weather. Thankfully, while the sun failed to make an appearance, it hadn’t rained either.


  Jake had proven himself to be a family man, although Jenny guessed that her husband only called these communal meals to show off his cooking skills. Whatever the motive, it was a chance to spend time together, and that was important, particularly when two of the family members had arrived in their late-teens.


  As for Sebastian, everyone loved the old guy. Darren had developed a genuine fondness for the old professor and would arrive on his doorstep unannounced at least twice a week. They got on well, although things hadn’t always been so easy around the house. Sometimes Rob snapped at Darren, and Jenny knew her father would never forget how Elizabeth and Hanna had died.


  Rob looked at his daughters. His two girls. Kayla had her mother’s free spirit, and he admired her. She had lived through a traumatic experience, and few girls would have come through the other side so well-balanced and level-headed. He had caught sight of Kayla walking from the bathroom naked early one morning; he’d seen the marks and the tattoo and had wept openly that night.


  Josie sometimes found him in a reflective mood and knew he wished he could have been there for the daughter he’d known nothing about. But one day, she would meet someone who would let the past go and love her for the girl she had become.


  Kayla had accepted she could not have known what Caden Reece was up to. The letter had indeed brought her a kind of closure, for which she was grateful, because Reece had taken his own life that very night. His demons, real or imagined, had returned. It was only four hours after his death that Jenny had seen those demons breaking free of their host beneath the waters of Mosswood Lake.


  Josie poured herself another glass while Jake fussed. Kayla and Darren were still behaving like children, and Sebastian was still watching like an old king surveying his subjects. But Rob had noticed that Jenny seemed distracted. She’d not touched her champagne.


  “That’s not like you,” he mouthed across the table.


  Jenny blushed. “I’m going to tell you now,” she said, tapping her glass with a fork. “Quiet, please!”


  Everyone stopped talking. Darren released Kayla’s arm as Rob studied his daughter. Please don’t tell us you’re moving to Australia or something.


  Jenny caught his eye. “I have an announcement to make. I want to say thank you to my dad for being the best dad any girl could ever want or need.”


  “Hear, hear!” Kayla whispered under her breath.


  “And I know,” Jenny continued, “that you’re going to be a brilliant grandfather too!”


  Rob Adams stared at his daughter. “What?”


  Jake laughed. “We’re having a baby, Mr. Adams!”


  Josie and Kayla let out ear-piercing squeals, while Rob punched the air. Sebastian Tint watched from his seat at the top of the table, a gentle smile crossing his face.


  “I’m eight weeks,” Jenny continued, “and no, we are not going to ask if it’s a boy or a girl. It’s going to be a surprise.” She turned to Josie. “Would you be godmother?”


  Josie clasped her hand over her mouth and stifled another squeal.


  Jake held up his hand. “Okay, that’s a yes, then.”


  They all laughed as Jenny rapped on the table. They fell silent once more. “But every child needs a godfather, and I don’t think there’s any doubt who that should be.”


  Everyone turned to look at Sebastian.


  “Who? Me?” The old man looked slightly bewildered by the vote of confidence.


  Jenny nodded. “Who else? You would be perfect. Will you accept?”


  Sebastian nodded. “Of course,” he said, his voice, cracking. “I’d be honoured!”


  “Well, that’s sorted, then,” Jake said. “And, of course, Darren and Kayla will be our chief babysitters.”


  Darren laughed. “Yeah, right! You can’t afford us.”


  Rob glanced over at Jenny. She had never looked more radiant or beautiful.


  “Are you happy, sweetheart?” he asked softly.


  Jenny nodded. “I’ve never been happier, Dad.”


  Sebastian Tint took a sip of his champagne as tears welled up in his eyes. He was at home here. It may not have been his house, but these were his people. They were his family, and he loved them with all his heart.


  Jenny saw the tear trickle down the old man’s cheek and, for a few seconds, their eyes met.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  He read her lips and smiled. It was one of those moments the old professor would remember for the rest of his days.


   


  C’EST PAS FINI.


  Mosswood


  [image: Mosswood]


  About Mosswood


  On the edge of Tabwell lies a forest where the dark secrets of the past wait to be uncovered…


  It all began when Jenny Adams first dreamed of a young girl imprisoned in a dark attic. Now, over six years later, she’s back where the nightmares started.


  Mosswood has been transformed into a successful adventure park, and it is there Jenny meets troubled, flame-haired teen Bailey Rosales, and Cody Nelson, a seven-year-old who has some very special friends. Dead friends.


  Why is Dennis Blakely, the park manager, tormented by visions of his own horrific demise, and why is an ex-councillor warning them to stay out of the forest at all costs?


  Once again, Jenny finds herself calling on the spirit of Amelia Root in the search for answers, but it is a search that leads the whole family into a terrifying confrontation with Tabwell’s past and the secrets that lurk beyond the dark waters of Mosswood’s lake.


  Prologue


  Cody Nelson looked younger than his seven and a quarter years. He still possessed something of a baby face with piercing blue eyes that peered out from under a mop of crazy blonde hair. Laura and Peter Nelson had often considered taking their doll-like boy along to one of those child-modelling agencies, but Cody wasn’t keen on the idea. He wasn’t interested in anything beyond his sketchpad and his special friends.


  The Nelsons had never been religious, but they had started attending church. Maybe, if they got Cody baptised, or whatever it was you did with kids these days, then it would all stop. His friends would drift away, out of his head and out of their lives forever.


  Reverend Francis, incumbent at the church for the past six years, seemed pleased to see them, particularly as they had become regulars. He knew only too well that a minister needed to keep hold of his congregation, even in a place like Tabwell, where so many locals still regarded Sundays as sacred.


  Cody didn’t mind the sermons, which impressed many of the parishioners who thought it quite unusual for a young boy to sit quietly anywhere, let alone in church. A pencil and a sketchpad kept him happy throughout the service, sitting on the back pew. He drew faces, although they were often faces his parents were anxious to keep away from the prying eyes of others, particularly a man of God.


  The reverend glanced down at the little blonde-haired boy. “I believe you’re a bit of an artist, young man!”


  Cody nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah,” he replied, waving the sketchpad in the air.


  Francis patted his head. “That’s great. You might be famous, one day. Like those people who paint portraits of the queen.”


  Cody smiled politely. He wasn’t sure if he really wanted to paint the queen. Everyone could see the queen. There was nothing special about her.


  Laura Nelson grabbed the sketchpad from her son’s hands and thrust it into her handbag. Cody didn’t flinch. He was used to his mother doing that kind of thing. No, he had something more important on his mind.


  “Do you believe in heaven?” he asked the minister, his blue eyes peering up innocently from beneath the curtain fringe.


  Francis seemed taken aback. “Well, of course I do,” he answered with a nervous smile. “Don’t you?”


  “No, I don’t,” Cody replied emphatically.


  Peter Nelson grabbed his son’s shoulder. “That’s enough, young man. Let’s get going.”


  Francis raised his eyebrows as Cody pushed his father’s hand aside. “You don’t? Why ever not?”


  The little boy looked offended by the question. “Because dead people always look so miserable.”


  “Cody!” his mother interrupted, pulling at his arm. “That’s enough!”


  “But I’m just telling the—”


  Peter Nelson swept his son up into his arms. “I’m so sorry, Reverend. He just comes out with this stuff. He has a vivid imagination.”


  The couple turned without a handshake, and Francis watched in bemusement as they made a hasty retreat down the path, exiting through the stone archway.


  Cody waved. “Bye-bye, Mr. Francis. See you next Sunday.”


  Peter Nelson strapped his son into the child seat in the back of the car. “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.”


  Cody looked glum. “I was only going to tell him about our holidays, but you wouldn’t let me.”


  “Because you were going to start talking about your imaginary friends,” his mother said. “And you know how Mummy and Daddy feel about that, don’t you?”


  Cody scowled. “They’re not imaginary.”


  “Well, we’ve never seen any of them.” His father fired up the engine. “So they can’t be real.”


  “It’s because you have to have special eyes,” Cody replied wearily. “I’ve told you all this before.”


  “Stop giving cheek,” Laura Nelson snapped, fastening her seat belt. “You should start mixing with some friends from school. Real people. What about Jamie? He seems like a nice boy.”


  “Jamie’s a dork!” Cody shot back.


  “That’s a horrible thing to say about anyone,” his father retorted angrily. “You’ll never have any proper friends if you talk like that.”


  “I do have proper friends. I’m meeting one of them at the adventure park.”


  Laura turned. Cody was smiling back at her. “Hey, that’s good, Dee. Is it someone from school?”


  Cody shook his head.


  Peter Nelson had that familiar sinking feeling. “It’s one of your imaginary kids, I suppose?”


  Cody slammed his fist against the window. “He’s not imaginary, and he’s not a kid!”


  “We should be talking to the reverend about this stuff. It’s getting well out of hand.”


  Cody went on. “He’s a grown-up, and he said he’d meet me there.”


  “Cody, will you stop this? I’ve had enough!”


  “I’m telling you the truth. He’s real, honestly. He was sitting at the back of the church last week.”


  “Okay.” His mother sighed, flashing her husband a look that told him to back off. “How old is this man, then?”


  Cody looked out of the window. “I dunno…Dad’s age. I’ve got a picture of him in my book.”


  Laura felt a chill. She didn’t want to see any more of her son’s drawings. “What does this man do?”


  Cody was still staring out of the window, momentarily distracted by the ice cream parlour on the corner of the road. “He’s a gardener.”


  “And where does he work?” his father asked, suppressing his frustration.


  “He used to work at the adventure park, I think. When it was just somebody’s house. That’s why he’s meeting me there.”


  Laura glanced at her husband, rolling her eyes. “So does this man have a name?”


  Cody frowned. “Of course,” he replied impatiently. “His name is Jacob. Jacob Root.”


  Part One


  Chapter One


  There was an ethereal beauty about the forest at night. Mosswood’s visitors had taken to their beds, and a familiar silence fell across the park, but Dennis Blakely couldn’t sleep. Something—someone—drew him from his room once more. He stopped, spotting a familiar wooden structure up ahead. On clear days in high summer, a shaft of sunlight broke through the canopy of leaves, bathing the cycle bay in a ghostly glow, as if nature itself sought to illuminate the scene of his indiscretion. Tonight, it was lit only by the moon.


  Blakely moved on, each tentative step taking him closer. The whole forest echoed with the sound of snapping bracken beneath his feet as the branches overhead swayed lazily in the breeze. He arrived at the cycle bay to find it was empty. No bikes, no trikes. Blakely stepped under the wooden shelter to find there was nothing but a concrete floor.


  Something was wrong; it felt wrong. No one could have removed the metal stands without disturbing the floor. Yet there were no holes; not even the faintest sign of a crack. Blakely shuddered. He wanted to run, but then he heard a faint rumbling sound as the ground beneath him began to tremble. He tried to move, but his feet were fixed to the floor.


  The concrete began to crumble, slowly disintegrating into rubble. He looked down in horror as three prongs broke through the surface between his legs. He let out a scream that echoed through the forest as the prongs ripped through his bowels and stomach, smashing his ribs like fine china.


  The pain catapulted him forward, and Dennis Blakely sat up in his bed, soaked with perspiration, fighting for every breath.


  Penny turned, wakened once again by her husband’s cry. She reached over, turning on the bedside lamp. “Hey, honey, are you okay?”


  He nodded, holding his stomach.


  “You need to get this sorted,” she added sleepily. “I mean, just look at you. You’re a mess!”


  Dennis Blakely was too busy fighting the pain. His whole chest was on fire. Penny knew nothing about the pitchfork or the cycle bay. As far as she was concerned, her husband had just been chased by Kim’s killer. That’s what he’d told her, and it sounded logical enough after what happened three years ago.


  “This is the second nightmare in a week.” She swung her legs from underneath the duvet. “I know it must have been horrible finding that girl’s body, but if it’s still haunting you…”


  Blakely flopped back onto the pillow. The migraine had kicked in again, and Penny was already on her way to the kitchen looking for a couple of pills from the first-aid box. Maybe he should get some help, but that might mean telling the truth. This wasn’t about Kim. This was about the body of Amelia Root’s father, which lay beneath the concrete. The cycle bay was his grave, and it was a shallow one at that. The grave his killers had given him over a century ago.


  The guilt had kicked in long before Mosswood Adventure Park had opened. He should have given the man a decent burial, but he’d been too afraid of his father. Another body would have slowed everything down and brought the ghoul hunters out in force. It seemed easier just to throw concrete over the remains and forget all about it. But he couldn’t. Jacob Root had haunted his dreams for the past six months, and the pain was getting worse each time. Blakely feared that one day he would not wake and the gardener’s fork would take his life.


  Chapter Two


  When Alex Keller lost his girl, they told him that his heart would heal. They told him that there were plenty more women out there and he would be over Danielle Stevens before the year was out. Alex was eighteen, too young to be thinking of settling down anyway. But Danni was his first love, and when she’d walked out, he had fallen apart.


  At first, his friends and family had been there, listening as he poured out his heart over a beer at the local pub, but after three months, they had pretty much run out of sympathy. Alex was off everyone’s guest list. He was the one to avoid—the one they dodged in the supermarket and whose messages they conveniently forgot to return.


  After fifteen months, he was still following Danni’s friends on social media, still checking her home page, and even though she’d unfriended him six weeks after the break-up, he could still pick up links and look at her latest profile pictures. His father had provided a shoulder to cry on, with several pep talks about love and relationships in general, but nothing seemed to work.


  Alex had never made love, not with Danni nor with anyone else, and that, his father believed, was at the root of the problem. He had never known intimacy. She hadn’t been ready so Alex had waited. But three months after the break-up, she’d updated her profile picture. Danni had a new love. Lazy day in bed with my babe.


  Alex had stared at the photograph for several minutes. His heart raced, thumping like a bass drum, guessing that beneath the sheets they were naked. The image had received thirty-six likes and twenty-eight comments. Everyone was so happy for Danni. Everyone was pleased that she’d found a decent bloke. But that night, Alex raided his father’s drinks cabinet and finished off a half-bottle of whisky along with a handful of pain killers.


  It hadn’t been enough to kill him, but the cocktail had taken the lining off his stomach, and it was over a month before he could eat a full meal without vomiting. His mother hadn’t helped by telling him he needed to grow some balls because no woman would want to hook up with a needy man.


  But Alex was broken. Each time he took a peek at Danni’s photographs on social media, or checked out her friends, he knew. To love someone so totally, so completely, was surely a testament to the finer things of which the human heart is capable, but this? This was obsession. “If you love her, let her go,” they said. How he hated that cliché. How easy it fell from the lips of his tired, well-meaning friends.


  Thankfully, stalking was not his scene. He hadn’t messaged her since the break-up, hadn’t waited silently in the shadows watching her house or threatened to kick the shit out of the new guy. But in his mind, Alex had pursued her relentlessly. It was foolish, yes, but how was he supposed to let go? How? There was no switch to flick, no flame to extinguish. Danielle Stevens had her hand around his heart, her fingers like icy tentacles gripping so tightly that sometimes he would wake exhausted, feeling the life draining from his very soul.


  It was one of those mornings, and Alex woke with palpitations, wondering if Danni’s new man had his tongue down her throat or maybe, with any luck, she had broken his heart too. He brushed his teeth for a few seconds and spat out the blood and the paste. The dentist told him he had gum disease; he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything much these days. Danni played on his mind every second of every waking moment. If only they had slept together. If only he had something to recall apart from those kisses and the feel of her arms around his neck.


  It was his mother who cracked first. She’d had enough of her son moping around the house, calling in sick and threatening to quit his job. She presented him with an ultimatum: he either got himself together or got the hell out of her house. They had offered to pay for therapy, hoping a professional might be able to help, but Alex didn’t want a shrink. He wanted Danni. Besides, he could never tell a total stranger what was really going on in his head.


  He lay awake at night, recalling the time Danni had bent forward and he had caught sight of her underwear above the line of her denims. It tormented him, but how could he tell anyone such a thing? He’d sound like some kind of sad, sex-starved teenager or worse still, a pervert. So maybe leaving home wasn’t such a bad idea.


  Mosswood Adventure Park had built several chalets for staff members. They were small, with a single bedroom, a tiny kitchen and a toilet with a shower, but the rent was low and the money came straight out of their wages. So Alex Keller moved out six weeks later with a broken heart and his possessions packed neatly into a brown leather suitcase.


  ***


  Cody Nelson hated school. He never thought twice about letting his teachers know how he felt about their attempts to educate him, either. Of course, this prompted the usual questions from the staff on parents’ evening. Laura Nelson insisted that her son merely required a little time and understanding. They never mentioned Cody’s invisible friends, but his antisocial behaviour concerned them.


  A mother always protected her offspring, but Laura was running out of excuses. Cody was, quite frankly, rude to his classmates and they avoided him like the plague. Maybe he just thought he was telling it like it was. Maybe he really did think they were stupid, obsessing about things that didn’t interest him. Maybe—just maybe—he really was somewhere on the autism spectrum.


  They thought the week at an adventure park might give them all a break, but someone called Jacob Root had arrived on the scene. Who the hell was he supposed to be? Laura could understand why a boy who seemed unable to make real friends might cook up a few imaginary kids to keep him company, but why invent a grown man? And why would he be sitting at the back of the church on a Sunday morning?


  Cody was excited about his holiday at the adventure park, and his parents looked forward to getting him out on his bike. He might even meet a few kids his own age away from the school environment he hated so much.


  “He’ll relax there,” Peter Nelson assured his wife. “You wait and see. Give that little boy two wheels and a forest and he’ll be off. No voices. No imaginary friends.”


  They had checked the website, showing their son photographs of the park: the crazy golf, the archery and the climbing wall, along with one of the largest soft-play areas in the country. Cody loved swimming too, so he’d keep himself occupied in the newly opened, state-of-the-art pool with its waterfalls, fountains and slides. They would be able to keep him busy from the moment he got up to the time he went to bed, and a week might just be long enough to make a difference. But the Nelsons could never have known what awaited them at Mosswood. It would be a week they would never forget.


  Chapter Three


  Alex threw his case on the bed and kicked off his trainers. His boss had given him the afternoon off. Blakely seemed a decent bloke and didn’t hassle his staff too much as long as they did their job. Alex had always managed to keep himself together during the working day, although there were times he could have happily strangled some of those little brats. Sometimes the parents tested his patience too, but he had always managed to smile and act like a professional.


  Alex pulled his iPad from the side pocket of the suitcase and keyed in the wi-fi code before clicking onto Facebook. He just wanted to take a quick look at Danni’s page to see if she’d updated her profile picture. Then he’d check out the friends she hung out with, in case there’d been any parties. Nothing had changed, but he still stopped to scroll through the old photos from the days they were together—the photographs that made his heart ache.


  He guessed Danni, like most in his age group, had deserted Facebook for Snapchat and Instagram, but there was one particular picture—a selfie she had taken just after they’d broken up. In his eyes, she’d never looked more like a Disney princess, and he zoomed in on her lips until they were life-size before gently pressing his own to the screen, imagining she was there.


  His friends had assured him that while Danielle Stevens was a pretty girl, she was hardly the town beauty, but to him, there would never be anyone else. She was perfect, but his love for her had brought him here. He was alone in a place he knew neither of his parents would be listening on the other side of the door. As the park rang to the sound of excited children, Alex began to cry.


  Later, when the tears had dried, he checked out the kitchen area. There were a few sachets of coffee, some UHT milk and a loaf. That meant toast for tea and toast for breakfast, if he got himself some butter from the onsite shop. The wall-mounted TV had most of the Freeview channels but he’d not seen a movie since Danni walked out, and the stuff they’d watched together on Netflix no longer interested him.


  His father wouldn’t be impressed with the new place, but it provided a roof over Alex’s head, and that was all he wanted. There was always the restaurant, where he could eat out on a discount ticket, and the pool was open to the staff after eight-thirty. Life at Mosswood was what you made of it. There were only ten other staff who lived on site: seven other lads and two women. They were nice enough but neither could hold a candle to Danielle. No, it would just be him, his bed and a packet of tissues along with a vivid imagination.


  ***


  Jenny Adams worried sometimes. There were doting dads, she knew that, but then there was Jake. He was something else. From the moment she fell pregnant, he had scoured the internet, researching everything to do with a baby’s progress from foetus to delivery. Jenny didn’t need to ask if he wanted to be there at the birth. He was present, loud, and anxious to impart his Google-fuelled knowledge to anyone who would listen.


  On an empty stomach, the three shots of whisky had oiled his tongue. “Did you know,” he’d announced as he’d watched his wife in the final stages of labour, “that a man ejaculates at approximately twenty-eight miles per hour but the semen takes five minutes to travel a mere six inches inside the woman’s vagina?”


  The entire delivery room had fallen into stunned silence. Even the baby, who had been busy negotiating the narrowest of passages, seemed to stop. Hey, Dad, that’s a hell of a lot faster than I’m going at the moment!


  The midwife, looking a little perplexed, ignored that nugget of information and turned back to Jenny. “Okay, sweetie, one final push.”


  Inspired by the desire to get the hell out of the place before her husband recalled something else he had learned during the past nine months, Jenny had pushed hard, and it worked. Isaac Huxley had shot out of the birth canal like a bullet from a gun.


  “Goodness me,” the doctor had joked. “You nearly catapulted the little fella through the wall.” Everyone had laughed except Jake, who had stared at his son in adoration, a tiny bundle of life, lying in her arms. And when Jake held his son for the first time, he’d wept openly, overwhelmed by the love he felt for the helpless baby boy he cradled.


  Jenny never needed to ask her husband to feed or change him, and it had been nearly eight months since Jake had even been near the gym. Most of her friends would have considered him to be the perfect man, but sometimes Jenny wanted to escape. Every sneeze, every cry, every rise in temperature had sent her husband’s mind into overdrive. Every day he researched a new childhood ailment until eventually Jenny had snapped and snatched the phone from his hand, flinging it across the room.


  “It’s too much! You need to back off!”


  Jake was bewildered by the sudden attack. “What the hell’s up with you? I’m just worried about my son.”


  “Our son,” Jenny had corrected. “He’s our son, Jake. But you’ve totally taken over. I’m his mother, not the friggin’ nanny!”


  She had apologised immediately. It was jealousy; all his love was centred on Isaac. She had expected to be the leading lady in this play, not a member of the audience. They had talked it out over a bottle of wine, and Jake had made an effort, buying her flowers and chocolates every other week, but Isaac had stolen his heart, and there was a bond that only death would break. Jenny often wondered if either of them would even notice if she’d packed up and walked out.


  “It won’t always be like this,” her father assured her. “It’s all new to him. Just hang in there.”


  But Jenny wasn’t so sure. Wasn’t it normally the man who felt like the spare part when a baby came along? Was she just a bad mother? Of course she loved Isaac—he was her perfect little prince—but could she have loved him more? Sure, she was tired, especially in those first few months, when she’d been grateful Jake was there, but now, with a flat stomach and a half-decent pair of boobs, Jenny just wanted her man back.


  Chapter Four


  Four days had passed, and Alex was beginning to miss home. One of the staff took him aside, tactfully mentioning that he might need to work on his personal hygiene. That meant washing clothes. It had been easier just to spray his Mosswood ranger polo shirt with deodorant each morning, but it obviously hadn’t worked too well. Alex promised to put on a clean top every day and ordered three new ones from the stores.


  He’d neglected his appearance for some time now, often forgetting to shave, and although he’d attempted to curb the need to check Danielle’s Facebook page, it had been impossible to resist entirely. She had deleted the picture of that day they spent together on the beach, but that had probably been down to the new bloke. Maybe it was time to make a move—a physical effort—and pray that his heart would follow.


  His heart thumped hard as he walked into The Lakeside Hotel. It was just a one-night stand; no-strings sex with a woman he hoped looked something like her profile picture. How had it come to this? A few days ago, he’d have sooner died than hook up with a stranger.


  But now he found himself sitting with a glass of lager, checking the time on his phone every couple of minutes. The room had been booked under his own name. A double bed for him and his fiancée. No one was bothered, these days. There was no need for the Mr. and Mrs. Smith thing.


  When his date arrived, he recognised her immediately. Blonde, a little heavier than her photograph but attractive enough. She looked around the bar, checking the faces. Alex raised his hand tentatively, feeling like a schoolboy asking teacher if he could go to the toilet. She spotted him and smiled. This is it, he thought. No backing out now.


  “Hi there. I presume you’re Alex?”


  He nodded, his face burning.


  “I’m Ellie,” she said, taking a seat opposite and placing an expensive-looking handbag on the table. “Wanna get me a drink?”


  Ellie, it turned out, drank vodka and orange. Alex pulled a couple of notes from his pocket and checked his money, deciding it might be wiser to put the drinks on a tab. His credit card would stand it, even if they managed to drink the bar dry. He returned a few minutes later and slid into the seat opposite. Ellie studied him with a look of bemusement.


  “You’re not the type I’d expect to be using that site,” she said. “So why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself? Did someone break your heart?”


  Alex was taken aback. “What makes you think that?”


  Ellie laughed. She wasn’t old but she wasn’t a teenager either. Probably early thirties, he thought. “Well, you ain’t getting any action or you wouldn’t be hooking up online. So I’m guessing you’ve fallen off that love horse and you’re having problems getting back in the saddle.”


  Alex nodded. “Her name was Danni. We broke up fifteen months ago.”


  Ellie frowned. “Fifteen months? Holy shit! And you’ve not had anyone since?”


  Alex shook his head. “I haven’t even looked.”


  “So you’ve been dry all that time?”


  “Dry?” Alex asked.


  “Yeah, dry. You haven’t had sex.”


  “Danni and I—” The nerves kicked in. “We didn’t—we never slept together. She wanted to wait.”


  Ellie looked stunned. “Wait? What for?”


  “I dunno—”


  “Was she your first girl or something?”


  Again, Alex nodded.


  Ellie grinned, leaning forward. “So, let me get this straight—you’re a virgin?” she whispered after checking no one was within earshot.


  “Well…yes. I know what to do but—”


  “Hey, don’t panic.” Ellie winked. “I think that’s kind of sweet. I can teach you some stuff, believe me.”


  Alex managed a rather awkward laugh that sounded more like a giggle. “So what’s your story, then?”


  “Bored housewife,” she shot back.


  “You’re married?”


  “Hey, don’t get all judgemental. He works away, and I can guarantee he’s screwing everything on two legs. So what’s good for the goose and all that shit.”


  “Works away?” Alex asked. “How far away?”


  “Far enough. He’s in Amsterdam.”


  Alex emptied his glass, wishing he could just get up and go. This was starting to feel like a really bad idea.


  Ellie sensed his nervousness, but she wasn’t going to let him go. “How about we just go up to the room,” she said with an impish grin.


  Alex flinched. “What? Now? Don’t you…I mean…don’t you want another drink?”


  Ellie shook her head. “No time like the present. Now, get your arse up there, and let’s make a man out of you.”


  ***


  Cody was busy packing his Star Wars case when Laura walked into the bedroom. He wasn’t particularly into sci-fi but his father had found it on eBay and thought it might encourage his little boy to take an interest in something he could actually discuss with his classmates.


  “Hey, Dee,” she said breezily, crouching down beside him. Cody looked up briefly, shoving a sponge ball into the case.


  “How’s my little boy? Excited about our holidays?”


  He nodded, determined not to catch her eye.


  Laura stroked his head. “Hey, why the sad face?”


  Cody didn’t answer.


  “You not talking to Mummy?”


  There was still no reply.


  “Dee, it’s very rude to ignore people. I asked you a question.”


  Cody shrugged. “You and Daddy keep getting mad at me.”


  “And is that why you’re sad?”


  “Yep.”


  “Dee, we’re not mad at you—we both love you very much, okay? But Mummy and Daddy are worried. We just want you to be happy.”


  “But you shout, and that makes me feel like shit.”


  “Cody!”


  “What?”


  “I wish you wouldn’t say that word.”


  “But you and Dad say it,” Cody replied with a familiar look of indignation on his face.


  “But you’re just a child.”


  “What difference does that make?”


  Laura knew it was pointless arguing with her son. His pragmatic approach to life was ingrained in his DNA.


  “Can I start swearing when I’m eighteen?” he asked, looking quizzically at his mother. She decided to ignore the sarcasm, of which her son had an uncanny grasp.


  “I just don’t like to hear my little boy using words like that. How about Mummy and Daddy promise to stop using those words too?”


  Cody grinned. It was a minor victory in his eyes. “Cool!”


  Laura waited for a moment, watching him as he packed several loose pencils into their plastic container. “Look, Dee, the teachers at school tell us that you don’t play with the other children. Can you tell me why?”


  Cody shrugged. “It’s cos they’re stupid.”


  “But why? Why are they stupid?”


  “They don’t understand. They call me weirdo.”


  “But that’s only because of your imaginary friends, isn’t it?”


  Cody nodded.


  Laura fought back the tears. It was at times like this that she missed her sister’s wisdom. Okay, Alison had a liberal approach to child-rearing, which had resulted in many heated arguments over the years, but she could connect with kids like no one else, and the local nursery loved her. She exuded a serenity—one which belied the authority she’d exercised so effortlessly. Laura had never heard Alison raise her voice to a child. There had never been any need.


  She tried to imagine how her sister would deal with this. Alison had always avoided confrontation. “But they can’t see them, Dee, so they will think it’s weird.”


  “It’s because they don’t look or listen,” Cody replied with a dismissive snarl. Her kid didn’t suffer fools.


  Laura Nelson sighed. “Look, maybe you shouldn’t talk about these special friends while you’re in school.”


  “That’s what Mrs. Greenhall said.”


  “What? You’ve told the teachers too?” She bit her tongue the moment the words left her mouth.


  Cody shook his head. “Nope, just her. I saw a little boy sitting beside her in the classroom. He told me to tell her he was there, so I did.”


  “And what did she say?”


  “She got real angry. She said that it was cruel and I shouldn’t be talking like that. Then she started to cry.”


  “And do you know who the little boy was?”


  Cody threw a sketchpad into the case along with a packet of coloured crayons. “I think it was her son. The one who got knocked down last year.”


  ***


  Alex sat on the edge of his chalet bed with the memories of his night with Ellie fresh in his mind. So that was it. Sex. He was no longer a virgin. It hadn’t started well. Even when he’d discovered that she shaved everything but her head, he’d been too nervous to manage anything more than a smile.


  Ellie hadn’t given up. “We have all night long,” she told him, kissing his cheek. “We’ll just switch off the light and have a cuddle.”


  Alex had felt her body next to his. “Was Danni thinner than me?” she whispered, her hand sliding down towards his groin.


  “A little,” he answered. “But you’re not fat, not at all. You’re—”


  “Curvy,” Ellie interrupted, pulling him on top of her. “Just imagine I’m her,” she whispered. “Imagine this is Danni.”


  Alex groaned. Something began to stir. Ellie reached down and guided him inside her. “This is how it would have felt,” she purred. “Cos, to be honest, we’re all pretty much the same down there.”


  It had worked, but they hadn’t used a condom. Ellie assured him she was on the pill, but there were other things to consider. She admitted to hooking up regularly while her husband worked and played away, and the last thing Alex needed was a dose of something. He checked Danni’s page on Facebook. There was nothing new. She was still in a relationship and his heart still ached. Maybe the sex thing wasn’t such a big deal after all.


  The plasma-screen TV flashed its images silently. Some early evening game show signalled the start of another long night. A whole five hours of trash. Maybe he should get into reading books. Danni was a reader, so he’d tried, just to impress her. That was all part of the love game; Alex had wanted to get into her world, and he would have read every night if it meant keeping their relationship alive.


  Neither his mother nor his father thought their love would last. It wasn’t that his parents hadn’t liked the girl; they just thought he was too keen. They’d told him not to smother her, but he had continued to message Danni every morning, from the moment he woke, and throughout the working day. Then, of course, there had been the late-night conversations on Snapchat and Messenger. He’d ignored the signs. The snappy, short replies.


   


  I’m tired—need sleep!


  Don’t you want to talk anymore?? Xxx


  I’m too tired! X


  Is everything okay? You seem cool! Xxx


  It’s okay. Just tired x


  You still love me? Xxx


  Yes.


  No kisses???


  Xxnite!


   


  He trawled through all the old messages. If only he’d listened to his parents and backed off. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so quick to walk out on them, but they gave him an ultimatum. That was bang out of order, and he told them as much. He’d never given them any problems, never used drugs, never even smoked. He’d never been a big drinker, either. His school grades had always been good, and the teachers liked him, so maybe they could have been a little more supportive. But no, they called their son’s bluff, and it had backfired.


  Alex’s folks were proud people, and begging wasn’t in their nature. So he had left under a veil of silence, his mother’s tears his only comfort. She cared. They both did. Now Alex just wanted to hear their voices on the end of the phone.


  Chapter Five


  Dennis Blakely stood at the window, staring out across the park. Penny had reminded him that in two days’ time, everything would go crazy. The kids were on a school break and heading straight for Mosswood.


  “You can’t afford to be having any nightmares,” she pointed out, placing a glass of whisky on the table beside him.


  Blakely didn’t answer. The blinding headaches and vomiting that followed the dreams would put him out of action for at least a day, and with the Park full to capacity, that was going to be a problem.


  “And where are we putting the Adams family?” she enquired, mischievously whistling the theme from the seventies TV show.


  “Stop it,” he replied with a chuckle. “That’s mean!”


  “Sorry. I just can’t help thinking of Uncle Fester.”


  “They’ve got one of the four-bed lodges,” he answered, interrupting his wife, who continued to whistle.


  She stopped, taking a sip from a large glass of white wine. “They do well out of you. A free holiday? No wonder they bit your hand off!”


  “They’re friends,” he said, shielding his eyes from the late-evening sun. “And besides that, I want Jenny to check out the doll before we put it on display.”


  Penny rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s tough if she doesn’t like it. You’ve spent nearly fifteen thousand on that thing.”


  Blakely shrugged. “That’s because it was made to order. It had to be lifelike.”


  “Lifelike? It gives me the creeps. That stuff looks like real skin—it feels like real skin—and those eyes!”


  Blakely smiled. He had ordered the doll from a company that specialised in making what they tactfully called companions for men who could afford expensive sex toys. Jenny had provided the only existing photograph of Amelia, along with several detailed drawings.


  Penny shot him a look. “It’s going to freak people out. It’s too real!”


  Blakely shrugged. “It will just be a model, sitting at the desk, reading a book. What’s scary about that?”


  “I just think it’s a bit macabre,” she replied. “Amelia’s dead and buried—we don’t need a life-sized replica of the girl!”


  “I don’t know what you’re worried about. It’s no different from the stuff you see in Madame Tussauds!”


  “They’re wax mannequins Dennis—you can’t twist their legs in the air and have sex with them!”


  Blakely chuckled to himself. “I wasn’t expecting that much detail. I think there was a misunderstanding there.”


  Penny finished the dregs from her glass. “Hasn’t that Jenny girl got a kid now?”


  “Yep. He must be about two and a half.”


  “But you only found out when you offered them a free holiday?”


  Penny didn’t like freeloaders, but she was just watching his back, he knew that. “So how many are they now?”


  Blakely shrugged. “There’s Rob, his partner, Jenny, Jake and the kid…”


  “And?”


  “Turns out Jenny has a brother—Darren. He worked here, fitting out the lodges, remember?”


  Penny shook her head. “Not really.”


  “And then there’s Rob’s other daughter.”


  “Other daughter?”


  “Yeah, he had a girl to another woman—never knew about her till a couple of years ago.”


  Penny was sitting down, the empty glass perched on the arm of the chair. “Was this while he was married to what’s-her-name?”


  “Elizabeth? Yes.” Blakely tried to avoid the subject of married men and their mistresses. It had been over three years since his affair with Kim, but the name still came up every time they fell out.


  “Well, I guess I’ve something to be thankful for,” she muttered. “At least you didn’t get that woman pregnant.”


  The fact that the woman in question had been murdered within half a mile of where they both stood tempered Penny’s anger, but the pain was still there in her eyes.


  Blakely took a sip of malt. It wasn’t really his drink but the alcohol relaxed him, and after a day on site he needed to wind down slowly. Inviting the Adams clan had been an act of kindness, but he really needed to talk to Jenny about the dreams. If anyone understood, it would be her. Maybe his nightmares were just that—nightmares. But Jenny would be someone who knew the fear, someone who might not judge him so harshly if he plucked up the courage and confessed.


  ***


  Reverend Francis had been expecting a visit from the Nelsons since their hasty exit the previous Sunday. They stood at the manse door like chastised children, clearly uncomfortable at calling on the help of the church out of hours. He assured them that God’s house was always open and ushered them through to his study.


  They took him up on the offer of a coffee, and Cody seemed more than happy with a strawberry juice, which he gulped down without drawing breath.


  “So,” Francis said, easing himself into an ornate black leather chair. “How can I help?”


  Laura nodded towards her husband. She obviously didn’t feel comfortable revealing anything about her precious boy, but Peter Nelson had decided to get straight to the point. “We’ve been worried,” he began. “Cody has imaginary friends.”


  The reverend nodded, glancing at the little boy who was already engrossed in his sketchpad. “Well, that in itself isn’t unusual—”


  Peter interrupted. “It’s not just that, Reverend. He sees people in church. In this church.”


  Francis stiffened. “People? Who?”


  Cody looked up from his pad. “There was a man. His name is Mr. Root. He sat at the back.”


  Francis went cold. He had prayed this little boy was the victim of an overactive imagination and had wanted to reassure the young couple that their son was perfectly normal and, of course, would make real friends in time. But now this? Amelia’s father was sitting in his church. Why?


  Laura glanced at her husband, clearly embarrassed. Maybe they should have left Cody with one of the neighbours, but then there probably weren’t that many who actually wanted to mind the kid.


  Francis felt the blood drain from his face. “Mr. Root?”


  Cody nodded happily.


  “Are you okay?” Peter Nelson asked, looking a little concerned.


  Francis nodded. “Yes. I’m fine, thanks.” He turned back to Cody. “And who else have you seen?”


  Laura’s hand tightened around her small, black handbag. “There’s no one else! No one! Is there, Dee?”


  Cody was oblivious to his mother’s concerns. “Yes! Yes, there’s a vicar!”


  Francis shifted uneasily in his chair, leaning forward. “What vicar?”


  “He sits halfway down on that side,” Cody said, signalling to the left. “And he has blood coming from his mouth.”


  Francis winced. It could only have been Allington.


  “I drew him!” Cody continued excitedly. “And Mr. Root too!”


  “Laura grabbed the book from her son’s grasp. “There’s no need for that.”


  “Mrs. Nelson,” Francis said, reaching out his hand, “if you’ve come all this way to talk to me, then you might as well tell me everything.”


  Reluctantly, Laura passed him the pad.


  “They’re on page five,” Cody informed him.


  The pad fell open at the drawing, and Francis stared for a moment, scarcely able to believe the images confronting him. He recognised Jacob Root immediately. He had seen the old photograph in one of Amelia’s diaries, and there was no doubt that the minister with the gaunt look and the blood oozing from his mouth was Allington. But it was the drawings themselves that shocked him. They were not the efforts of a seven-year-old boy—not even a talented one. They were hand-sketched portraits, executed with the skilled hand of a master. Perfect in every detail.


  He looked up. “But how did…”


  “I know,” Laura said. “Now you know why we’re worried. He writes and draws in school—the way you’d expect a seven-year-old to write and draw—but it’s only when he sees these…these people…”


  Cody frowned. “That’s cos Enrico helps me!” he snapped. “I’ve told you that!”


  “Who’s Enrico?” Francis asked.


  “He’s a really awesome artist, and he used to sell lots of pictures, but then he got really sad and jumped off a bridge.”


  The Nelsons looked defeated. Francis guessed they were tired of fighting the ghosts in their son’s life. “Okay,” he began, careful to measure his tone. “So these friends—they’re all dead, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Cody, have you ever seen a movie called Sixth Sense?”


  The little boy shook his head. “Nope. Kids in school have asked me that, too.”


  “Do you know what it’s about?”


  “Yes. It’s about a little boy just like me.”


  “And you’re not scared?” Francis asked.


  Cody shook his head. “No, I’m not. Can I have my book back now, please?”


  Francis smiled. “Of course.” He handed the sketchpad to the boy, who seemed relieved to be holding it again.


  Peter Nelson looked at him anxiously. “What do you think? What can we do?”


  Francis held up his hand. Don’t let the boy see how worried you are.


  “The people Cody has drawn…I know who they are.”


  “They exist?” Laura Nelson asked.


  “Oh, yes, but I think you knew that already. It’s a long story, and I don’t want to say too much right now. I’ll call you tonight if you leave me your number.”


  ***


  Cody listened to them talking but he wasn’t at all curious about what had happened to the vicar or the gardener. He was too busy drawing someone else. A girl with long hair and really big eyes stood next to the window in a white, bloodstained gown.


  ***


  Peter Nelson replaced the phone in its cradle and walked back into the lounge where his wife was waiting expectantly.


  “That was the minister, I presume?”


  “Yeah. It’s quite a story,” he replied, flopping into the chair he’d claimed as his own. “That Allington bloke was a bit of a bastard, by the sound of it.”


  “That’s the one that Cody drew?”


  “Yep. The local saint, apparently. I mean, we only live a fifteen-minute drive from Tabwell but I’d never heard of him.”


  Laura listened as her husband related the whole story from the moment Francis had found a young girl called Jennifer Adams vandalising the church through to the day they buried Amelia Root in the grounds of Mosswood Adventure Park.


  “I’m not sure I really want to go on this holiday now,” she said with a sigh. “But Cody will be gutted if we don’t.”


  Peter nodded. “We’ll just have to keep an eye on him.” He watched helplessly as his wife leaned forward, burying her head in her hands.


  “Hey, are you okay?”


  Laura looked up, and her eyes flashed with anger. “No, Peter! I’m not okay! I can’t believe we’re getting embroiled in all this shit! Why are we even talking like this? I’m actually going to church, for fuck’s sake, as if that’s going to help! We’ve never believed in all that ghost stuff. When you’re dead, you’re dead!”


  “I know,” he replied defensively. “But what about those drawings?”


  “I don’t know, but there has to be a rational explanation—there just has to be. Maybe he is autistic. That’s why he can draw brilliant pictures when he wants to.”


  “What? Brilliant pictures of people he’s never seen?”


  Laura glared at him. “So you actually believe he can see dead people? Get real, Peter!”


  “I’m not saying that, I’m just—”


  “Just what? Okay, I can’t explain it but I’m not buying the whole spirit bullshit. Because that’s what it is Peter. Bullshit.”


  “So what do we do?”


  Laura grabbed her phone. “There must be people out there that can help kids like Cody. Trained people who can find out what’s going on in his head.”


  “You’re looking online?”


  “Why not? I need to organise something because this is doing my head in!”


  Peter groaned inwardly. When Laura flipped, she flipped, and this had been building for some time. Two years, in fact. She was still grieving for her sister. Alison had found a lump in her breast at the age of twenty and had taken the decision to have both removed. Things had been looking good, but six weeks after reconstructive surgery, and with a brand-new pair of pert boobs, she collapsed while out shopping at the local supermarket.


  They found an inoperable brain tumour, and three months later, she died. If ever Laura had wanted to believe in the spirit world, it was then. But she picked herself up and carried on with life. Alison was gone; she wasn’t suffering anymore, and that gave Laura comfort when the going got tough. Church had been Peter’s idea. He had no doubt that his little boy could see the spirits of dead people. He just wasn’t ready to come clean yet.


  Laura had always taken a practical approach to things. If there was an afterlife, then why hadn’t Alison bothered to come back in some form or another? She had a point. Cody would be the first person she’d have visited. Alison loved that kid, yet he had never mentioned her. Not once.


  The TV was on. Peter scrolled through the channels while his wife poured herself a large glass of red wine. That wasn’t a good sign. The alcohol never helped when she was in a foul mood, but he decided it was time to play the supportive husband.


  “As soon as we get back, we’ll take Cody to see someone,” he said.


  Laura took three gulps from her glass and shot him a look “Well, if we go through the NHS, Cody will be drawing his frigging pension before he gets assessed.”


  “Okay, we’ll go private.”


  “We haven’t got the money, Peter.”


  “But you said—”


  “I know what I said. I said that there must be people out there, and there are. But I’ve looked at some of those forums and there are mums who’ve been waiting months—even years—to get help for their kids.”


  Peter shrugged. “Well, we could at least get the ball rolling.”


  Laura shook her head. “I know, but this fucking government doesn’t give a shit about kids like Cody. They don’t give a shit about anyone with mental health problems. One mum said they just closed down her local centre and left her kid swinging. The nearest place was fifteen miles away!”


  “Special needs?”


  Laura nodded. She’d calmed down a little. “The thing is, Cody is a real complicated kid. If he thinks someone doesn’t believe him, he’ll shut up shop.”


  “But we’ll try,” Peter answered.


  Laura was distracted, scrolling through another forum. “We’ve got no choice. And it will do more good than a church.”


  “So, you don’t want to go anymore?”


  “Not really. Look, I’m sorry. That minister seems genuine enough, but if I don’t believe in God, it seems hypocritical to get him baptised just in case I’m wrong. He needs proper help, not some pie-in-the-sky thing.”


  Peter Nelson wasn’t sure his wife’s rather crass dismissal of the Christian faith would have gone down too well at St. Jude’s, but he wasn’t going to argue the point right now. He still wanted to get Cody into God’s family, and that, if he understood it correctly, was what baptism meant. Joining the family. If The Almighty didn’t exist, it wouldn’t matter. But if he did, then the boy would be in good company.


  Chapter Six


  Dennis Blakely watched the steady stream of cars pulling into the park: families at the beginning of an adventure, queuing at the desk to register and pick up their keys while their kids waited excitedly. Porters in electric buggies waited to take their guests to the woodland lodges. His heart raced. There was a buzz about the place on these days, and he loved it. They had opened the doors for the first time twelve months ago, to coincide with the schools’ summer break, and although it had been a success, they would never have been able to compete with the bigger parks without the pool.


  Blakely had watched the huge steel-framed structure slowly morph into a building that resembled a large Victorian mansion with its cream walls and mock sash windows. Inside, under the same roof as the large soft-play area, were three squash courts, a games room and a café bar. The big glass doors led out onto the outdoor pool with its tables, parasols and sun loungers. But it was the indoor Aqua Adventure, with its slides, fountains, wave machine and storm simulator, that had given him the greatest sense of achievement. They had been his plans, roughly sketched, that had passed through the hands of the architects before final approval, and now it was there. Blakely had often wandered around, late at night, scarcely able to believe what he saw.


  It had cost millions, but he’d considered it to be worth every penny. The new soft-play area catered for the toddlers not quite ready for the woodland rides, and the cinema would be opening next spring, showing family films on wet afternoons. Of course, the park provided bright yellow ponchos bearing the Mosswood logo for those families determined to enjoy the outdoors regardless of the weather.


  Most guests brought their own bicycles, usually carried on roof racks, but those who didn’t could hire them. Each lodge had a canopy at the rear, where the cycles could be kept, with a post and padlock. There had been very few negative comments in the visitors’ book, and nearly all of the guests had left a glowing account of their holiday experience, vowing to return.


  A third of the farmland they’d purchased had now been developed, and phase three would begin in the autumn. That would include the public gymnasium they had promised the council, along with a second pool, a health spa and tennis courts. The accountants expected a decent return with a membership fee of fifty pounds a month, well within the means of the locals.


  Blakely had planned a separate entrance from Wood Lane, with a walk through from the adventure park, where the guests would be invited to use the facilities free of charge. His dream was slowly becoming a reality; if only he’d thought twice before leaving Jacob Root’s body in the ground.


  He saw Jenny first, walking hand in hand with Jake, followed closely by Rob and Josie, who pushed little Isaac in a buggy. Rob smiled broadly, and Blakely soon found himself surrounded by the family. A young man stood alongside a girl hovering in the background. Jenny ushered them forward.


  “This is Kayla, my sister, and Darren, my brother,” she said as Kayla stepped up, giving him a one-armed hug and a kiss on the cheek. Darren shook his hand. “I think we’ve met,” he said. “I saw you wandering around the place when I was working on the lodges.”


  Blakely nodded. There had been so many builders and carpenters on site that it was hard to place him. “Well, you won’t be able to complain about the accommodation, then,” he joked.


  Darren laughed. “The party was great.”


  Jenny rolled her eyes. It had been an all-day event, held a few months before the park opened. All the staff and site workers were invited along with any friends and family they wished to bring. All the facilities were open, but Darren had headed straight for the pool and stayed there for most of the day.


  “He was such a child,” she joked.


  “Hey, don’t knock it. That’s where I met Danielle.”


  “Oh my god,” Kayla groaned. “Those two are welded together!”


  “Yeah, you’re just jealous,” Darren shot back.


  “Of you? Get real.”


  Blakely had the urge to take Jenny aside and rush her up to the attic, where the silicone Amelia awaited, but decided it was best to let them settle in first. They were here for the week. There was plenty of time.


  ***


  Darren was missing his girl already, but Danni had decided to stay at home. “It will be a bit awkward,” she confessed. “With Alex working there and all that. I’d be on edge.”


  Alex must have been close by when Darren first spotted Danni hurtling down the loop slide in a yellow bikini. He watched her for over an hour before plucking up the courage to head over and join her at the poolside café where she was sitting with a glass of cola.


  They’d got talking; she’d admitted she was seeing someone at the time but seemed quite happy to chat and he’d given her his number just in case. She’d called him a few weeks later, wondering if they could meet up.


  It had started as a friendship. Danni hadn’t been ready for a physical relationship and wanted to see how things developed, but three months later, she’d called at his flat one evening and, after a few glasses of rosé wine, decided to stay over. The drink had lowered their inhibitions and they’d ended up naked on top of the covers.


  It was a while before she changed her status on Facebook, aware Alex would probably see it, but Danni assumed that her ex would have moved on by then. “Alex was okay,” she’d told Darren, “but he was a bit too intense. It kind of put me off.”


  In response, Darren had kissed her forehead. “Just tell me if I get too clingy, okay?”


  Danni had smiled. “Maybe I don’t mind intense and clingy when it’s the right person.”


  They had been inseparable since, and Darren couldn’t imagine living without her. She possessed a kind of girl-next-door prettiness that he found engaging, and although he was looking forward to the holiday with his family, it wouldn’t be the same without her. “When you get back, we’ll book somewhere hot. Just you, me and my skimpy bikini.” That image of a semi-naked Danni would get him through the next seven days, wherever he was spending them.


  Chapter Seven


  Cody Nelson flung himself on the bottom bunk. “Wow! Dad, can I sleep here?”


  “Of course,” his father replied, parking his son’s case on the floor.


  “Can I sleep on top too?”


  “Not at the same time.”


  The witty reply went over his head. “Can we go swimming?”


  “Yes.”


  “And cycling?”


  “Sure.”


  “Can we go right now?”


  “Which? Swimming or cycling?”


  Cody frowned. “Erm…cycling!”


  Peter Nelson left his son bouncing on the top bunk and threw his own case on the double bed. “Shame Cody’s not in the same room,” he whispered. “It might stop you-know-what.”


  Laura gave him a rueful smile. “I know. Let’s just hope he gets distracted.” There was a weariness in her eyes. “I’ll unpack. You take Dee on his bike.”


  Peter never really liked his wife’s tendency to shorten Cody’s name but it wasn’t worth the hassle of bringing it up in conversation. “You sure?” he asked.


  Laura nodded “Yep. Just wear him out, if you can.”


  The Nelsons had a plan. They would stay up late and have some family time, watch a Disney movie with lemonade and a pizza. Peter had bought a few bottles of Prosecco for Laura and a crate of beer for himself. They’d only put Cody to bed when he’d fallen asleep, hoping that his creepy friends didn’t wake him in the night.


  “Come on, buster! Let’s get going,” he called, pulling on a pair of trainers.


  “Yeahhhhh!” Cody screeched, running past him and heading for the door.


  Peter unchained the two bikes from the roof rack and set them down, placing a bright-yellow helmet on his child’s head and a more sombre blue one on his own. “Okay, son, let’s roll. You keep to the front!”


  Cody set off, pedalling hard. It was good to see him behaving like a typical seven-year-old. Maybe he’d make friends at the pool later. There had to be a kid somewhere that would be happy to play with him for a few days, and with any luck, Cody might just manage to forget about dead people for a while.


  ***


  Jenny Adams looked around the room. “This is a whole lot of wood!” she said with a wry smile.


  “You like it?” Jake asked, unable to hide the pride he felt.


  “Yeah, it’s cool, just very…well, woody!”


  Jake laughed. “That’s the idea, babe. It’s a woodland lodge.”


  “Hey! I’m not criticising. Just saying,” Jenny replied, still taking in her surroundings.


  “Well, I like it,” Rob said. “You’ve done a good job on this, son.”


  “Well, thank you, sir!” Jake replied. “Although I did have some help.”


  “Huxley and Sons made a wad of cash on this place,” Darren added. “Although I think I spent more time making cups of tea than I did cutting up wood.”


  Jake laughed. “You did okay, Daz. Huxleys are a team. Tea’s important.”


  Darren had an affection for Mosswood. It was the contract to fit out the lodges that had allowed Jake’s father to take him on in the first place. If it hadn’t been for him, Darren’s life would have been very different. No job. No girl. He glanced down at his phone. There was no message either. Not yet. Don’t text. Don’t get too intense. Don’t be another Alex, or whatever his name was.


  Josie arrived back from the site shop, huffing and grunting, placing the bags of food on the table. Jake dived in immediately, pulling out the groceries like an impatient child.


  “There’s pizza, bacon and eggs,” Josie said, leaving Jake to unpack. “Just watch those eggs! There’s butter and milk, plus a few ready meals. Oh, and some bread and cereal.”


  Kayla pulled a face. “Are we gonna get some drink? I could murder a pint of cider right now.”


  Josie rolled her eyes. “I couldn’t carry any more, hun. We’ll head over to the mini-market after we’ve unpacked.”


  Jenny stretched and yawned. “Actually, I could do with a glass of wine too. How about we leave the unpacking and go find the bar?”


  “That sounds like a good idea,” Kayla agreed. “Let’s get ourselves a welcome drink!”


  Within five minutes the Adams clan were heading off to the bar with Isaac in his buggy. Jenny hung back as they approached the hotel. It didn’t matter what they did to that place, it was still the Stanwicks’ old home, and that little window, way up there…it was still Amelia’s window. The one from which she had looked out every single day of her wretched life. And that room would always be the little attic room where Allington had raped her. The room where he had snatched the baby from her arms. Jenny stared up, half expecting to see Amelia standing there, watching. But there was nothing. No one.


  “Hey, babe, you okay?” Jake called back.


  Jenny smiled and nodded. “Yeah.” She pulled her eyes away from the house. “Couldn’t be better. Let’s get those drinks.”


  ***


  Alex had swapped his ranger top for the slightly smarter hotel uniform of a white collared shirt and black trousers. The first day was the busiest, as the adults always headed straight for the alcohol, celebrating their freedom, but on the second day, the kids usually took control. Blakely asked him to work in the bar for the day although Alex wasn’t too keen serving drinks to the tables. That was a waiter’s job and he hadn’t signed up for that. But if things weren’t bad enough, they just got worse—a whole lot worse. He had walked over to the table in the corner, with a tray of drinks balanced precariously on one arm, remembering that he was supposed to engage with the customers, so he smiled politely and wished the family a good holiday.


  The lad who was glued to his phone looked up and nodded. That was when Alex caught a glimpse of his screensaver. It was Danni—his Danni. In a fucking bikini. His heart plummeted like a stone; his chest felt as if it were about to collapse under an unbearable weight. It had to be him—the guy who had taken his girl.


  Alex said nothing; he couldn’t risk his job, and fighting with a guest would definitely see him back at the Job Centre. Spitting in that scrawny bastard’s drink, though… Well, who’d know? But what was the point, if the sewer rat never got to know either? He watched him—whatever his name was—grinning like the fucking Cheshire cat, texting Danni; probably telling her what he wanted to do the next time they were alone together. Alex checked Danni’s page looking for that photo. Me and my babe.


  Yes, it was him.


  Less than thirty minutes later, the older man from the table walked over to order more drinks. Maybe it’s the bastard’s dad. Stay cool. Smile. He ordered the drinks. Then Alex heard himself asking, “That lad, the one looking at his phone. I think I know him from somewhere.”


  The guy looked at him quizzically. “Really?”


  “Yeah. What’s his name?”


  “Darren.”


  Alex frowned. “Darren? Darren who?”


  “Pascoe.”


  So now he had a name. The name Danni had missed off her profile picture. Her status had been updated and yes, she was in a relationship but there was no other information. Why?


  Alex shrugged. “Sorry. I must be confusing him with someone else.”


  Marie, a new starter with a pixie face, interrupted. “I’ll bring your drinks over, sir,” she said breezily. She turned to Alex. “You look shagged out. Wanna take a break?”


  Alex shook his head.


  “You look like you need one.”


  “Okay, I’ll take ten,” he said, still feeling as if someone had kicked him in the gut. The staffroom, which was like a cupboard with a drinks machine squeezed in, was private enough. He took his phone out and punched in Darren Pascoe’s name. Well, it was worth a try. He had nothing else to do.


  Alex scrolled quickly through the pages. There weren’t as many Darren Pascoes as he’d expected, which was probably why it didn’t take long to find an item from some regional newspaper. Two youths had been sentenced for killing a mother and her five-year-old child. It was a hit-and-run, but it seemed they hadn’t run that far. Pascoe’s face stared back at him. The photo, while not particularly flattering, was definitely the same lad.


  The report was a few years old, but those things had a habit of hanging around unless someone actually made the effort to get rid of them. Alex wouldn’t have read beyond the first paragraph, but then he caught sight of another photograph. It was the dead woman’s husband. Robert Adams. Alex gasped.


  “Holy shit!” It was him. The guy who’d just ordered drinks at the bar. This is crazy!


  Alex stared, wondering if he’d finally flipped. It couldn’t be? Could it? What was this bloke doing with Pascoe? The scumbag who killed his wife and kid?


  Alex’s heart raced; he read through the report again, wondering how they had got away with naming two sixteen-year-old boys who’d stolen a four-wheel-drive from outside Alshaw Park. Wasn’t that illegal? Maybe the judge had lifted the reporting restrictions, or perhaps the newspaper had gone out on a limb and paid for it later.


  By the time he’d finished his break, Alex was convinced the lad sitting at the table just a few yards away was nothing more than a murdering thug, and he to let Danni know who she was sharing her bed with. This could be the end for Pascoe and the beginning for him.


  “You’re back on duty, Alex!” the pixie girl called through.


  He grunted, making his way behind the bar and putting on his best happy-to-be-here face while serving a young hippy lad a vodka and coke. He pulled out his phone. Danielle Stevens was still saved in his ‘Favourite’ contacts.


   


  Hi! Just wondering if Darren mentioned about the woman and her kid. The ones he killed. Xxx


   


  It took him seconds to send but when he looked up there were three women waiting to be served. Shit! This was supposed to be a kids’ holiday, not a piss-up. Why couldn’t they go to the pool or something? He forced a smile just as the phone bleeped in his pocket. Alex took the drinks order and glanced down at the screen.


   


  WTF are you talking about?????


   


  That was all. Okay, he thought, so you want details.


   


  Yeah, I guessed he might have forgotten to mention it. Anyway, I’ve forwarded the link. So you can read all about it! Xxx


   


  Alex looked up again. This time, there was no one at the bar. He tapped send and waited, but Danni didn’t reply. He looked over at Darren sipping his beer with an occasional glance at the phone lying beside him. His girl would probably be reading the report at that very moment, trying to get her head around the whole thing. Alex smiled to himself. If there was any justice, she would send that smug murdering bastard a message that would turn his world upside down.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely was relieved to see Jenny again. Now he just had to get some time alone with her. He’d hatched a plan that would give them a couple of hours to check out the Amelia figure and take a few photographs for the website: Jennifer Huxley standing by her great-great-great-grandmother’s grave. It seemed like a good idea, and even Penny had agreed.


  “That Jenny… She’s a pretty girl,” Penny said with a wry smile. “Just keep it professional, okay?”


  Blakely grimaced. “She’s married, Pen. Don’t let’s start all this again!”


  Penny shrugged. “Just saying. You have a track record with pretty young girls.”


  “Once!” he shot back.


  “One girl, maybe. But you were at it like rabbits for weeks.”


  Blakely didn’t answer. He had no defence.


  “I’m sorry,” she said suddenly. “Look, you cheated, and I hate what you did. But I trust you. I know it doesn’t seem like it sometimes, but—”


  Blakely walked over to where she was pouring herself a coffee. “Hey, I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t. You’ve been brilliant!” He pulled her towards him.


  “I knew how much this place meant to you,” she said. “I could have been more supportive. I could have got myself a hard hat and spent some time on site.”


  “You’ve more than made up for that,” he replied, kissing her neck. He’d never imagined that she would have thrown herself into the position of hotel manager with such enthusiasm. Penny had enrolled on a management course, where she’d come under the influence of a charismatic tutor, Brayden Fleming, who had ridiculed the appalling standard of senior management in modern Britain.


  He was a revolutionary in a suit, believing that no man or woman should be allowed near a boardroom without at least six months on the shop floor, learning the job at grassroots level and rubbing shoulders with the people who really mattered.


  There were too many kids, fresh out of nappies, catapulted into positions of power with caps that didn’t fit and boots that they couldn’t fill. And what happened when they tried to walk in the wrong size boots? They fell flat on their arses, that’s what! Fleming believed that too many corporate giants were run by accountants and managed by incompetent idiots who couldn’t see beyond the statistics they studied from the comfort of their leather chairs in centrally heated offices, surrounded by photographs of their kids—the ones they never got to see.


  Penny emerged a convert to the gospel of hands-on management, spending several weeks with the chefs before working for another week with the cleaners, changing sheets and scouring the toilets. She followed that with a course in basic psychology before finally donning the manager’s hat. It worked. The staff simply adored her. They were all treated with the same respect regardless of their tasks, and that Christmas, the first at the newly opened park, Penny arrived back at their room with several boxes of chocolates, two gift vouchers and over a dozen cards.


  It all could have been so different, Blakely knew that, but his wife had decided he was worth fighting for. It hadn’t been easy to forget Kim, and he often woke in the night, tormented by the memory of her lifeless body, to turn and find Penny staring at him. “It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t ask her to come looking for you.”


  He’d fight back the tears as she’d move closer, resting her head on his shoulder until he drifted back to sleep.


  Her love baffled him. She had not only forgiven, but was nursing her errant husband through the painful memories, never really knowing if he was secretly longing for one more night with the girl who had bewitched him.


  If her support was intended to win his devotion, it had worked. Blakely had always loved his wife but never as much as he did now, and on her birthday he’d bought her a card, the biggest he could find, and on it he wrote simply: I don’t just love you. I’m in love with you.


  When Penny Blakely read it, she’d broken down and wept.


  Chapter Eight


  There weren’t too many other kids on the cycle trail that afternoon. Most of the families had booked in and were grabbing a bite to eat or heading off towards the new pool, but Peter Nelson was just relieved to see his little boy outside his bedroom and in the fresh air. He had a whole week—seven days—away from the school he hated. It wasn’t that Cody struggled academically. His maths was good and he always seemed to get decent marks for spelling and English. There would never have been a problem if he’d been the only child in class.


  Sure, the other kids teased him about his special friends, and that didn’t help, but Peter knew that his son lacked the social skills other children were beginning to grasp at his age. That, he believed, was at the root of the problem. Both he and Laura had tried explaining that it wasn’t always a good idea to say what you really thought, but Cody always seemed distracted and merely nodded as if he were hoping they’d both give up and leave him alone. But a happy child was usually a little more responsive and, as they stopped off at one of the picnic tables for a drink, he thought it might be worth bringing up the subject again.


  “So have you told any of your classmates that you’re coming here?”


  Cody looked suspicious. “No. They wouldn’t be interested.”


  Peter leaned across and pinched his son’s cheek. “Maybe they would be more interested if you made an effort to be nice.”


  Cody didn’t answer. He was busy trying to unscrew the top of his plastic bottle.


  “Hey, don’t bail out on me. We really need to talk about this. You know—man to man.”


  Cody looked up. “I don’t want to talk about it. I hate school!”


  “I know you do, son. But you have to go, so we really need to try and make the best of it, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “So how about you try to get along with your classmates? Do you think you could do that for me?”


  Cody shrugged. “I just say what I’m thinking.”


  Peter was trying to make eye contact, but his little boy wasn’t having any of it. “Well, Mummy and Daddy have told you before—”


  “I know. Don’t say what I think,” he interjected, finally releasing the bottle top. “But what if they really want to know what I think?”


  “About what?”


  Cody considered for a moment. “Well, the other day, Travis asked me if I liked his picture.”


  “And what did you say?”


  “I said the truth—it was shit!”


  “Cody! We’ve told you about using that word.”


  “But it was,” he protested. “It looked like a spider had crawled over the page with ink on its paws.”


  “Spiders don’t have paws. They have legs.”


  “Well, they must have something on the end of their legs!”


  Peter Nelson groaned inwardly. “Sometimes it’s more important to be kind. You could have smiled and asked if he would like you to help him with his next picture.”


  Cody nodded. “Okay, I’ll try hard not to tell the truth next time.”


  It wasn’t the response he’d been looking for. “You should always try and tell the truth—especially when it’s important.”


  “But how will I know when it’s important?”


  Peter was beginning to wish they hadn’t stopped at the damned picnic table. “Well, for instance, when Travis asked you about the picture, that wasn’t really important, was it?”


  “It was to him.”


  There was no point in taking this any further, not today. He’d run himself into a dead end. He hadn’t thought it through and had fallen into the rather grey area of white lies. Everyone told them, but Laura’s kid sister Alison would never have gone there. She would have known exactly what to say, and Cody would have sat gazing into her eyes, listening and hanging onto every word.


  He watched his little boy climb back on a bike that was just a bit too small now. He had a baby face but had shot up these past twelve months, and maybe it was time for a brand-new one. Of course, he’d have to start behaving at school. Peter Nelson smiled to himself. When dealing with kids, it was always good to have a bargaining tool.


  ***


  Darren Pascoe checked his phone the moment he arrived back at the lodge. There was still no reply from Danni. It had been three hours, during which he and Jake had taken Isaac to the pool and stopped for a coffee at the splash bar before heading back. It was Rob who had suggested it might be wiser not to take their phones. Lockers had keys but they were generally regarded by determined thieves as an easy target.


  Jake saw the look on Darren’s face. “Like a lovesick puppy,” he joked.


  Darren wasn’t in the mood. Danni hadn’t replied to his Miss you loads, message and now he was starting to panic. The calls were going direct to voicemail. Maybe she was in some kind of trouble. Perhaps he could borrow Jenny’s car—it was only an eight-mile drive to her home, half an hour at the most, even in the early evening traffic. But Darren thought he’d wait. Josie had pizza in the oven, and Jake had made it clear that it was going to be a family occasion.


  Rob was about to call them around the table when Darren heard his phone ping. It was Danni. At last! Thank God! But then he read the message.


   


  Is there something you wanna tell me? Something about Elizabeth and Hanna?


   


  Darren felt as if his head was about to explode. Shit! There were no kisses, no hearts. He collapsed back into the sofa, his hands shaking so violently the phone slipped from his grasp and slid down the side of the cushion. He fished for it frantically. If that had gone, things would get even messier.


  “You okay, bud?” Jake looked concerned.


  “Just lost my…” Then he felt it on his fingertips. “It’s all right, panic over.”


  But Jake was still watching him as he read and re-read the message, hoping it would either change or disappear altogether. He’d always intended to tell Danni—he was going to tell her everything, eventually—but then things had got serious and he didn’t want to lose her.


  Jake waved a plate in the air. “You want one slice or two, Daz?”


  Darren couldn’t face food. “Nah, I’m gonna give it a miss.”


  Jake put the plate back on the table and walked over, perching himself on the arm of the chair. “What’s up, matey? I thought you were starving.”


  “I was,” Darren replied, still staring at his phone.


  “So what’s changed?”


  “She knows.”


  Jake frowned as Darren looked up.


  “She knows everything. She knows about Jenny’s mum and Hanna.”


  “For fuck’s sake. How?” Jake said, lowering his voice. “How the hell did she find out?”


  Darren shook his head. “I’ve got no idea.” His voice broke.


  “Ask her. You need to ask her.”


  “What difference would that make? It’s over.”


  Jake slid down into the chair next to him. “So you’re just gonna give up? Not even try? Come on, Daz, I thought you had more balls than that.”


  “I should have told her. I should have told her before we got close. I’ve been a fucking idiot.”


  Jake snatched the phone from his hands. “Well, if you won’t ask, I will.”


  Darren watched Jake tap out the message.


   


  I don’t know who told you. It’s my past and I’m ashamed. I’m sorry I couldn’t find the courage to tell you myself. I didn’t want to lose you xxx


   


  Jake pressed send and threw the phone back onto the sofa. “It’s worth a try,” he said. “At least you’ll know where you stand.”


  Darren flicked on the TV and stared at the early evening news, barely taking anything in, while the others tucked into their pizza, but there was nothing happening in the world that mattered more than the story breaking in his own life. And here’s the latest from Tabwell. Darren Pascoe and Danielle Stevens have ended their relationship. Sources close to the couple state that they wish their privacy to be respected at this time. There are no children involved…


  As if! No one cared. Not really. Couples split up every day; hearts got broken, kids cried themselves to sleep, and yet the world kept on turning. He sloped quietly into his bedroom, away from the TV and the smell of pizza, and called her again. This time, Danni answered.


  She’d obviously been crying and launched straight into an attack. “You’re a bastard!” she shrieked. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why? You fucking killed that poor woman and her five-year-old kid! I hate you, Darren! I hate you!”


  Darren slumped down onto the edge of the bed, waiting till she ran out of steam. “I’m a coward,” he confessed, having decided that sorry wouldn’t cut it. “When I got out of that place, I never thought I’d find a girl and—”


  “Don’t go there, Darren. Don’t start looking for sympathy, cos right now, I’m just thinking about that poor cow you murdered. I’m not arsed about what you want!”


  “I wasn’t looking for sympathy. I wasn’t. I was just saying—”


  “I know what you were saying. You didn’t want to lose me—well tough shit, cos you have—big time. I don’t want to see you again, ever!”


  Darren felt the pain creeping up from the pit of his stomach. His chest tightened and beads of perspiration formed on the back of his neck. Shit! Why is it so frigging hot in this wooden shed?


  Danni kicked off again. “I used to admire you,” she yelled. “Losing both your parents like that. Living with an uncle you didn’t even like and working in a back-street garage. I admired you cos you didn’t sit on your arse feeling sorry for yourself. You got on with life. But now—”


  “But that’s all true,” Darren protested. “My parents and my uncle, and the job in the garage. It’s all true.”


  “Yeah, you just missed out the other bit—about killing two innocent people. That’s pretty major, don’t you think?”


  Darren was nodding, but he wasn’t going to give up just yet. “Danni, just hear me out. Please.”


  There was a silence, but she didn’t hang up. That was a start. “There are things you don’t know. Other things. Stuff that might help you to understand, maybe even forgive me.”


  “I can’t forgive you, Darren. Not ever!”


  “Danni, the people I’m here with now—they’re my family. Before you walk away, I’d like you to meet them.”


  There was another silence, then, “I didn’t know you had any family.”


  “It’s complicated. You’ll understand when you know the whole story. You’ll understand why I never told you.”


  Danni seemed to have calmed down a little. Maybe it was love, or maybe just curiosity, but to Darren’s surprise, she agreed. “I’m at my parents’ place tomorrow, but I’m okay for Monday.”


  “Monday morning,” he answered quickly. “We can meet at reception. I’ll get you in on a visitor’s pass.”


  “Okay, but you haven’t forgotten Alex works there, have you? I don’t want to bump into him—not with you there, anyway.”


  Darren groaned. “It will be okay. He’s probably got another girl by now, anyway.”


  Danni sighed. “Okay, I’ll see you. But don’t be getting your hopes up. I don’t know if I can deal with this.”


  He walked back into the lounge where the family were sitting watching a sitcom on TV. “Hey, guys,” he said breezily. “Danni’s coming over on Monday. I’m gonna need some help.”


  Chapter Nine


  It was Sunday morning. No church, no sermons and no sketches of dead ministers. The first night had gone smoothly. Cody had slept through and woken to his first full day at Mosswood Adventure Park like a regular, excited kid. The forecast for the week was good, with temperatures expecting to hit the mid-twenties. The Nelsons were due some good weather, after two disastrous holidays in Cornwall, but they had been discouraged from going abroad by Cody’s conviction that the plane was going to crash and his tendency to share that with the other passengers.


  They’d gone swimming, and after a cooked breakfast at the poolside bar, Laura had returned to the lodge with a book she’d bought the previous summer. Peter headed off to the soft-play centre with Cody and sat with a coffee, watching him kicking a sponge ball around with a ginger-haired girl who looked to be a couple of years older. So far, she hadn’t slapped his face or run off crying; Cody must have been thinking about the new bike they’d talked about the previous evening.


  He noticed a young woman standing nearby, watching them play. “Is that your daughter?” Peter asked, pointing.


  “Yeah, is he yours? The blonde one?”


  Peter nodded.


  “Oh my word, he’s cute,” she cooed.


  “Don’t be fooled,” Peter replied with a grin.


  The woman laughed. “Don’t worry, they all have their moments.” She looked at the empty chair. “Do you mind if I sit here with you?”


  Peter didn’t mind at all. He could do with some company.


  “My name’s Nicola Rosales, but call me Nicky,” she said. “And that little madam over there is Bailey.”


  Peter reckoned the woman was in her early thirties. She had strawberry-blonde hair tied back into a bun.


  “Well, I’m Peter, and that’s Cody.” He glanced over at his son, who was busy negotiating a small climbing frame.


  “How old is Cody?”


  “Seven—going on seventeen. How old is Bailey?”


  “Believe it or not, she’s thirteen. I know, she doesn’t look it. Doesn’t act it either, to be honest.”


  Peter would have put the girl at about eleven. She definitely didn’t look like a teenager. “They all grow up eventually,” he replied with a roll of the eyes.


  Nicky looked like she needed a shoulder. “Cody seems such an angel. You’re very lucky.”


  It was obvious she was having problems with her flame-haired teen. He smiled sympathetically. “I think all kids have their good and bad points.”


  “Yeah, but Bailey’s bad points are getting to be a problem. She doesn’t have many friends.”


  Peter’s ears pricked up. “Really? Why?”


  Nicky exhaled, long and loud. “Bailey tells lies. I know I shouldn’t be telling you this—I don’t even know you—but sometimes I just need someone to talk to. You know, another parent?”


  Peter was about to open his mouth, but Nicky wasn’t finished. “The thing is, she’s really bad at it. Lying, I mean. It gets embarrassing.”


  “What kind of things does she lie about? Is it important stuff?”


  “It’s everything, to be honest. Take the other day, for example. She didn’t want to go to her friend’s party, one of the few she actually had, but instead of letting her know, she just didn’t turn up. Anyway, this friend called around on her bike the next day and asked her why. So Bailey told her she fell off her bike and banged her head. That would have been okay, but the whole neighbourhood knew her bike had been stolen two days before.”


  Peter wanted to laugh but managed to keep a straight face. “What happened?”


  “It gets worse. This girl just assumed that Bailey found her bike and suggested they go for a ride. And what does Bailey do? Goes to the garage, cool as anything, and opens the door. Of course, there’s nothing there! My daughter didn’t even pretend to be concerned. She just shrugged and said, ‘Oh, look, they must have stolen it again!’”


  This time, Peter did laugh. “I’m sorry. It’s just so funny!”


  Nicky started to giggle too. “I know, but at the same time, it isn’t. She does stuff like that all the time. Stupid lies. But she does other things too.”


  “What things?”


  Nicky’s smile was almost imperceptible. “Oh, just things.”


  Peter looked across at his son. “I wish Cody would lie sometimes. He has the opposite problem. He can’t—and believe me, that ain’t so good for a kid like him.”


  “I’d rather have that predicament,” Nicky said.


  Peter shook his head. “He hasn’t got any friends either. He says exactly what he thinks and ends up upsetting everyone.”


  “So I take it he’s pretty bright?”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Well, I always think that kids who struggle usually look up to their classmates. They wish they were like them. Kids who are bright think everyone around them is stupid.”


  Peter nodded. “He doesn’t struggle, but I wouldn’t say he shines. He just doesn’t seem to like other kids. I’m surprised he hasn’t upset your Bailey yet. This is a record for him.”


  Nicky laughed. “Maybe opposites really do attract.”


  Just then, Bailey ran over, wanting to know if she could go to the pool with Cody later.


  “That’s not a problem, sweetheart,” Nicky said before turning to Peter. “Would that be okay with you?”


  “Sure, it’s their holiday.”


  Cody followed Bailey, arriving with a glint in his eyes. Hey, Dad! I’m doing real good! Peter knew what his son was thinking and ruffled his hair. “How about we go back and get some lunch?”


  Bailey high-fived her mother. “Can we get some lunch too?”


  “Yeah, sure. What would you like?”


  “Can we have a burger?”


  Nicky stood and tapped Peter’s shoulder. “See you around two?” she said.


  Cody grinned at her. “Are you coming too—with Dad?”


  If the question had come from an older child, it might have carried an element of suspicion, but Bailey’s mum just nodded and gave him the thumbs up. “See you later, sweetheart.”


  As they headed back towards the lodge, Peter noticed there was a skip in Cody’s step that he hadn’t seen for some time.


  Cody took Peter’s hand, another thing he rarely did. “Bailey’s cool. Don’t you think?”


  “Yeah, she’s cool.”


  “Dad?”


  “What?”


  “Do you think she’s pretty?”


  “I suppose so. Do you?”


  “Yeah, she is.” Cody paused for a moment. “Dad?”


  “What, pal?”


  “I think I love her. Can we get married?”


  Peter laughed. “I think you’re a bit too young.”


  “But that’s not fair. Ladies can marry each other, and so can men. I saw it on the telly. So why can’t kids? That’s dis-u-pred.”


  “Don’t you mean prejudiced?”


  Cody didn’t answer. He’d spotted a squirrel, and for the moment, Bailey Rosales was forgotten.


  ***


  Laura was having a chill day and promised to be up and about tomorrow. She was ten chapters into her crime novel and was hoping to finish it by bedtime, so Peter Nelson ended up flying down the water slide with Cody wedged between his legs.


  “Dad, that was cool! Can we do it again?” But then Cody saw Bailey and her mother, standing at the edge of the pool in matching swimsuits, and forgot all about the slide.


  ***


  It took an hour to coax their offspring out of the water, promising another visit to the soft-play area as a bribe. They arrived to find it teaming with overactive children, although Bailey didn’t seem to care that she was the only teenager in the place. Peter wondered if a pair of earplugs might have been a good idea, but it was good just to sit down at the multicoloured tables in a room that resembled a kaleidoscope. He bought Nicky a coffee, and they sat together, looking for all the world like a married couple.


  ***


  Cody hadn’t said too much about Bailey to his mother. He preferred to talk to his dad about girls. It was man stuff. Okay, he kind of knew that he would have to wait a while before he could marry Bailey, but he didn’t mind. She was different. Not like the girls in his class, who could be really annoying sometimes.


  “How old are you?” he asked, figuring it was time he should find out.


  Bailey grinned. “How old do you think I am?” She stood as tall as she could manage.


  Cody studied her for a moment. “Erm…about eleven?”


  Bailey’s face turned to thunder. “I’m thirteen!” she screeched. “I’m a young woman! I could have a baby if I wanted!”


  That came as a shock to Cody. “No, you couldn’t. Only mums have babies!”


  Bailey rolled her eyes in disgust. “Don’t be so stupid. A girl can have a baby as soon as she reaches puberty.”


  “What’s puberty?” Cody asked.


  “It’s when you grow hair.”


  “But haven’t you always had hair?”


  “Not on your head, stupid. On your body.”


  Cody was confused. “Whereabouts?”


  “Shall I show you?”


  Bailey gripped the elastic waistband of her tracksuit bottoms just as her mother happened to glance over.


  “BAILEY! NO!”


  But it was too late. Everyone stared at the ginger-haired girl as she yanked down her trousers, along with her knickers, in one swift movement, proudly displaying the fact that she had indeed reached puberty.


  Cody stood with his mouth hanging open as Bailey’s mother dragged her back across the floor, pulling up her tracksuit bottoms as she went, while anxious parents seemed to appear from nowhere, ushering their children away as if an incendiary device had been discovered in the middle of the floor. Nicky pushed her daughter backwards into the chair. “You stupid, stupid girl!” she yelled. “What possessed you to do that? In front of everyone!”


  Cody watched as Bailey pulled away, fighting back the tears. Nicky turned towards his father, her eyes blazing. “In case you haven’t guessed already, that’s one of the other things she does!”


  Chapter Ten


  Peter sat outside the lodge with a cold beer and a packet of cigarettes perched on a rustic wooden table. Watching his wife and son through the open window, he drew long and hard before exhaling. The wisps of smoke rose gracefully into the evening air, creating translucent patterns against the backdrop of green. Cigarettes and alcohol. If his memory served correctly, Oasis had written a song about it.


  Cody sat at the dining table with his sketchpad and a set of coloured pencils, concentrating so hard that he hadn’t noticed his mother standing over him.


  “Who’s that?” she asked casually.


  Cody didn’t look up. “It’s Bailey.”


  “Who’s Bailey?”


  “My girlfriend.”


  “You’ve got a girlfriend? That’s nice.” Laura leaned forward, screwing up her eyes. “And what’s that?”


  “What?”


  “That!” Laura tapped the picture.


  “That’s her public hair.”


  Laura slid her reading glasses down off her forehead. “What do you mean, public?”


  “She showed me her public hair!”


  “What? Why?”


  “Cos I said she was only eleven and she got cross and said she was thirteen and could have a baby if she wanted. She said if you have public hair then it means you can have a baby.”


  “And she pulled her pants down to show you?”


  Cody nodded, his head just inches from the page.


  “And where was your dad at the time?”


  “He was with his new girlfriend.”


  “His new girlfriend? Who’s his new girlfriend?”


  “Bailey’s mum. She’s called Nicky.”


  Peter thought it might be best to sit tight for a while. His wife didn’t sound too perturbed at the moment, but all that could change quite quickly.


  “So what did Bailey’s mum do when she pulled her pants down?”


  Cody picked up another coloured pencil. “She went crazy and dragged Bailey away and called her a stupid girl!”


  “Well, it was a stupid thing to do. And very rude, too!”


  “I know.”


  “And was Bailey’s dad there?”


  “Nope, he’s gone.”


  “Gone? You mean he doesn’t live at home anymore?”


  “No.”


  “Oh, right. Why’s that, then?”


  “Because he’s a fucking gobshite!”


  “Cody!”


  “What? I didn’t say that. Bailey did!”


  “Well, that’s sad, but you shouldn’t use those words.”


  “It doesn’t matter. Bailey’s mum likes Dad now.”


  “Oh, does she? Did Bailey tell you that?”


  “Nope, but I can tell. They sit there laughing.”


  “Really? Was this at the play centre?”


  Cody was still engrossed in his drawing. “No. He was with her at the pool, too.”


  “And is Bailey’s mum pretty?”


  “A bit.”


  “But not as pretty as Mummy, huh?”


  Cody didn’t answer.


  “I see. So you think she’s prettier?”


  “Nope, but I don’t think she’d shout as much as you do.”


  “Is that right? So you’d like her to be your mum instead?”


  Cody huffed. “No, of course not. I could have two mums. And I’d get to live with Bailey until we got married!”


  “Married?”


  “Yep. I’m going to marry her when I get older.”


  “Does Bailey know this?”


  “No, I haven’t mentioned it yet.”


  Laura slid her glasses back up onto her forehead. “Well, I wouldn’t mention it just yet, if I were you.”


  Cody grinned, looking up at his mother for the first time. “Okay. But are you going to ask Dad about Bailey’s mum?”


  Laura glanced out of the window, making eye contact with Peter, and patted their son’s head. “I might just mention her, yes.” She started to walk away but then stopped and turned back. “Could you do me a favour, Dee?”


  “What?”


  “Draw some pants on that girl?”


  ***


  Laura took a sip from her glass of chilled white wine. “So, when are you and Cody going to bring your girlfriends home, then?”


  Peter grinned boyishly. He knew when his wife was playing games.


  “I’d certainly like to meet this Bailey girl—the one with the very public hair!”


  Peter laughed. “That’s if her mum hasn’t throttled her.” he said. “I’d ground Cody for a month if he pulled a stunt like that.”


  Laura shook her head. “That’s something he’d never do. He doesn’t even like getting undressed in front of me.”


  “I think Bailey has problems.” Peter lowered his voice. The TV was loud, but he wasn’t going to risk being overheard. “Apparently, she hates people thinking she’s a kid, even though she looks and acts like one.”


  “So she drops her pants every time someone guesses her age wrong?”


  “Well, it’s happened before—on more than one occasion. But she tells lies as well—stupid lies—all the time.”


  “Is she getting any kind of help?”


  “Recently, yes. Nicky’s ex wouldn’t allow it while he was at home. Apparently, he thought therapy was all mumbo jumbo.”


  Laura shook her head in disgust.


  Peter took another lengthy draw on his cigarette. “I don’t think he wanted a girl anyway. He wasn’t interested. Maybe that’s what screwed her up.”


  Laura watched him stub out the butt in the copper ashtray. “So who can we blame for Cody?”


  “What?”


  “The way he’s turned out.”


  Peter lit another cigarette. “It’s no one’s fault. I think we’ve been good parents. Not perfect, but then who is?”


  “Well, he seems happy here. Let’s just make the most of it.”


  By making the most of it, she meant opening another bottle of wine. She was usually too busy making work for herself, worrying about Cody and the school, grieving for her sister and beating herself up for not having detected the tumour in Alison’s brain as if she were one of those cancer-sniffing dogs. But the chill-out day with a book had relaxed her, and Peter would get to spend a night with the old Laura—the one he’d married fifteen years ago. Cody was ready for bed at nine, mainly because he wanted to try out the bunk bed, and fell asleep before Peter had finished the first chapter of his nighttime story book.


  Even though the temperature in the wood was several degrees lower, it was still warm enough to sit on the balcony. Laura put a lasagne in the oven and brought out a beer and another large glass of white wine. When the sun went down, they ate by candlelight and talked about the past—the holidays they’d taken, swimming with dolphins in Florida and snorkelling in the crystal-clear waters of the Great Barrier Reef.


  They’d made a habit of late nights in those days—the days before Cody came along. It was never quite the same after that. Laura was in bed by ten, the drinking stopped, and sometimes Peter wondered if Cody had sucked all the fun out of their marriage. Laura didn’t see it that way, of course. She was a brilliant mother, and Peter couldn’t help but admire her, while also hoping she’d lighten up one day. He wished they could sit out like this more often, chatting, laughing and getting drunk on beer and cheap white wine.


  It was one in the morning before they turned in. The temperature had dropped and Cody would no doubt be up early and wanting his breakfast before setting off to meet Bailey at the pool. A major hangover would screw up their whole day.


  Laura put the two empty wine bottles in a bin bag and went through to the bathroom. “Can you check on him, love, make sure he’s okay?”


  Peter stumbled into Cody’s bedroom. The window was wide open. The kid had probably been too hot. He closed it and leaned over the bed. “Goodnight, pal. Busy day tomorrow.” When he pulled back the duvet, there was no one beneath—nothing but a pillow. Peter Nelson froze. His boy had gone.


  Chapter Eleven


  Cody Nelson flicked on his penlight, illuminating the mass of tangled roots and shrubs ahead. He had passed the sign that told him he wasn’t supposed to be here; if it hadn’t been for the voice inside his head, he’d never have left his bed anyway. There were no paths, no lights and no lodges. Just the sound of his own feet treading the bracken as he made his way through the undergrowth.


  It had been easy enough to open the bedroom window and climb out, following the instructions that drew him further and further into the woods. The penlight had been a birthday present and was powerful enough to light up half of the wood. He stopped for a second, narrowing the beam with a twist. There was a sound—a rustling—but it was okay, because there were no lions in England. No tigers, either. So it was probably just a rat or a squirrel. Maybe an owl. Owls and squirrels were his favourites. He flashed his light around the trees, looking at the branches overhead—but there was no movement. He moved forward, deeper into the darkness, until he reached a clearing.


  “Where am I?” he whispered.


  You’re here. It was a man’s voice, as clear as if he were standing at his shoulder. Cody shone his torch directly ahead, and there, across the other side of a clearing, nestled between the trees, was a cottage. He tiptoed slowly towards it; there was a light flickering in the window. Creepers grew along the crumbling walls, snaking under the roof, lifting the slates that were now barely visible. It was the smallest house he’d ever seen, almost like the kind of place a doll would live.


  The rotting wooden door was ajar. Cody looked back at the expanse of ground he’d crossed. It looked like an arena—maybe they’d have a circus there one day. He pushed gently on the door, waiting as it swung open with a loud creaking sound. His heart felt like a lead ball, swinging against his ribcage. He waited a moment longer and then, with a hesitant step, entered the cottage.


  In one corner was and old bed and in the other, a chair. In that chair—the only chair—sat a man. A candle burned on the small table at his side.


  “Hello, Cody,” he said with a smile. “Thank you for coming.”


  Cody stared at him. He looked tired and kind of sad, just like Mum did most days since Auntie Alison had gone. “How long have you been dead, Mr. Root?” he asked.


  The man smiled. “Call me Jacob. I think we can be friends.” He leaned forward. “I left your world a long, long time ago, Cody. But there are people—people like you—who can still see me. Please promise you’ll never wander beyond this cottage, never go any further into the woods!”


  “I won’t. But why?”


  “Bad things happened a long time ago. You must not go there.”


  “But you look sad. Why are you sad?”


  Jacob Root started to fade, until Cody could see through him. “I want to be with my daughter.” His voice seemed to come from a distant place, echoing around the room. “But you must go now, son. Your family are looking for you. You must go quickly. I will see you again!”


  Cody spun around, fleeing the cottage with Jacob Root’s voice ringing in his ears. He ran, jumping over gnarled roots and diving beneath the web of branches, until he reached the fence and the NO ACCESS sign. He turned off his torch at the first lodge. The paths were all lit and he’d just have to try and remember where he lived. That might not be so easy.


  Sometimes he wished other people had special eyes too. The fact they didn’t had always frustrated him. Why not? Dead people were there, all right, although sometimes they wore funny clothes and did things that normal people couldn’t. The coolest was not having to open doors; they just appeared. They could just disappear too, so if he’d yelled at them they’d have probably vanished. Maybe being dead was more fun than being alive. Maybe that’s why his artist friend, Enrico, killed himself.


  ***


  Laura Nelson had never dressed so quickly. “I can’t believe it!” she screeched, choking back the tears. “We have one bloody night—just one!—and this happens!”


  “It would have happened anyway,” Peter retorted. “But if we’d been in bed asleep, we’d have never known he was missing till the morning!”


  Laura flashed the torch into the shadows where the light from the pathways didn’t reach. “Cody!” she yelled. “Cody!”


  The bedroom lights from a nearby lodge came on.


  Peter groaned. “Jeez, now the whole site’s going to find out our kid went missing while we were getting pissed. Great!”


  “I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks. I just want my son back!”


  “Cody!”


  “Codyyyy!”


  They spotted the sign: NO ACCESS BEYOND THIS POINT.


  “You don’t think he’s gone in there, do you?” Laura shone the torch into the darkness.


  Peter shook his head. “I think he’d be too scared, and how would he see, anyway?”


  “Unless he’s gone off into the park.”


  “Why would he do that?”


  “Well, why would he go missing? It doesn’t make any sense.” Laura snapped, still flashing her torch around the trees. “Cody! Codyyyy!” The lights from another lodge came on. “They probably think we’re looking for a dog or something. If they thought it was a kid, they’d come out and help, surely?”


  Peter wished someone would. He wouldn’t have cared if a whole search party had materialised, even if it meant being voted the world’s worst parents.


  There was a rustling sound. “What’s that?” Laura spun on the spot, shining the torch into the trees. There, in the distance, the light picked out something.


  At first, it looked like a discarded jacket, maybe something a parent had left during the day. They both left the pathway, heading into the darkness, treading the bracken and stepping over the roots and stumps of felled trees. But as they approached, Peter could see it wasn’t a jacket. It was a small boy. Their boy.


  Laura screamed, breaking into a run. “Dee!” She fell to her knees at his side. “Dee!”


  Peter arrived as his little boy opened his eyes, looking up into the faces of his anxious parents. “Mummy! Daddy! I’m so sorry. I got lost!”


  Chapter Twelve


  When they got back to the lodge, Laura sent her son to his room. She glared at him from the doorway. “If we weren’t on holiday, you’d be in big trouble, young man!”


  Cody didn’t look up. He sat on the corner of his bed, fiddling meekly with the tag on his zip. “I’m sorry,” he whimpered. “I hid in the trees and waited till it got light again.”


  “But why did you run off? What were you thinking? Anything could have happened.”


  Cody didn’t answer.


  “And you went out in your pyjamas!”


  Cody looked up. “I put a jacket on,” he replied indignantly.


  “You put that thin tracksuit top on. It’s cold in those woods!”


  “I wasn’t cold.”


  Laura turned to see her husband standing in the doorway. “In future, we’re locking that window—and the bedroom door.”


  Cody looked horrified. “But you can’t! How will I meet Mr. Root? He’ll be angry with me!”


  Laura stared at him. “Please don’t tell me this has something to do with these so-called friends of yours.”


  “I told you I was meeting him here.”


  “Not in the middle of the night!”


  “He isn’t going to hurt me, honestly.”


  “I don’t care,” Laura hissed. “I don’t know what’s going on in your head, Cody, and I don’t know where you went, but this has to stop.”


  “I went to Mr. Root’s house,” Cody protested.


  “His house? Where’s his house?”


  “In the woods.”


  “Where? I haven’t seen a house.”


  “It’s after the sign that says not to go past.”


  “What? You went past the fence?”


  Cody nodded. “It was dark, but I had my penlight, and I found the little house where he used to live. I pushed the door open and he was waiting for me. Then he started to disappear and told me to go cos you were looking for me.”


  A chill ran the length of Laura’s spine. “Oh my god,” she gasped.


  “Look, let’s sleep on it,” Peter said. He walked across and locked the window, shoving the key in his pocket. “We can talk it over in the morning. We won’t lock the bedroom door,” he told Cody, who watched him anxiously. “But I have the key to the front door, so I’m afraid Mr. Root is going to have to find another friend.” He left the room.


  Laura followed him to their bedroom and undressed, throwing her clothes across the back of the dressing table chair. “I haven’t got the energy for all this shit. I just want to go home.”


  Peter was studying her, standing in her underwear. After a few drinks they usually made love, but neither of them was in the mood. The night had been ruined, and Laura felt like giving her son a good, hard slap. She was angry, and not just with Cody. She was angry with herself because if there was an answer to all this, she didn’t know what it was.


  ***


  Darren spotted Danielle pulling up in her ten-year-old Volkswagen Polo and instinctively took a step back behind the reception doorway. It was that first look he feared. That look that would tell him it was over.


  “Hi, babe,” he said as she walked in, trying hard not to sound as nervous as he felt. Danni glared at him as if he were something she’d found on the sole of her shoe. His heart sank.


  “Don’t act like we’re still together, Darren, because we’re not!”


  He tried his best to make polite conversation as they walked to the lodge, but by the time they’d reached the front door, Darren had given up.


  Josie greeted her first. “Hi, hun. Lovely to meet you at last.” The others followed, Darren introducing them, one by one. There were brief hugs and air kisses, but Danni looked uncomfortable.


  “We’ve always told Darren you’re welcome here,” Jenny said as Danni took a seat, “but I think he must have been ashamed of us.”


  Danni managed a smile. Everyone was looking at her.


  Rob stepped forward, knowing that it was pointless to drag the small talk out. “Darren tells me you two are splitting up.”


  Danni flushed. “Yeah, well, I found out about what he did.”


  “Elizabeth and Hanna?”


  She frowned, pulling out her phone and tapping the screen. She stared at it for half a minute or more before looking up at Rob. “That’s you. In the picture…it’s you, isn’t it?”


  Rob nodded. “Elizabeth was my wife. And Hanna was my daughter.”


  She stared in disbelief. “But…I don’t understand.”


  “She was my mother,” Jenny added.


  Danni looked at Darren, then back at Rob, who stood with his arm around Jenny’s shoulder.


  “He should have told you,” Josie said, “but it’s a long and complicated story.”


  Danni shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t get my head around this. I know people can learn to forgive, but this? This is just crazy!”


  Jenny smiled. “It’s not just about forgiveness, but please, hear us out. Then, if you still want to walk away from Darren—from us—that’s up to you.”


  Danni nodded. “Okay. Tell me everything.” She flashed Darren a look. “And I mean, everything!”


  Chapter Thirteen


  Laura squinted, peering across the pool at the red-haired girl sitting on the side, dangling her legs in the water. “She’s thirteen? Are you serious?”


  “I know,” Peter said. “But don’t question her, for God’s sake.”


  “Yeah, or else I’ll be getting an eyeful of her public hair.”


  They both chuckled.


  “That was funny,” he said, “but I notice you didn’t correct Cody.”


  “I didn’t want to get into it. I was just relieved that it wasn’t one of his spirit drawings, otherwise we would have had a lot more unwanted detail to cope with.”


  Bailey slipped into the water as soon as she saw Cody.


  “So where’s this Nicky woman?” Laura grinned mischievously.


  “Nicky?”


  “Yeah, Nicky.”


  “Over there,” he said, pointing at the young woman sitting at one of the poolside tables with two glasses of fresh orange juice.


  Laura flashed him a look of approval “She’s nice.”


  “Cody thinks so. Good job, really.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Well, she’s gonna be his new mum.”


  Laura gave his arm a playful slap. “She’d have her work cut out.”


  Peter nodded. His smile faded. “But seriously, all this ghost stuff. It’s something we might need to get on board with.”


  Laura’s eyes darkened. “Meaning?”


  “I’m just saying. I know Cody has his problems but maybe he really does have this…gift.”


  Laura shook her head. “I wouldn’t call it a gift. I don’t know what the hell it is, but it ain’t that.”


  “It’s just a term. But I don’t see how a kid like him could make all this shit up.”


  “I don’t know what to think, Peter. I’m scared, I really am.”


  Peter reached out and placed his hand on hers. “I know. If it’s all in his head, then he needs a psychologist, and if it isn’t…”


  Laura sighed. “I don’t know which is worse. I hate the thought of going to some priest, and I hate the thought of Dee with a shrink. I feel like we’ve failed him.”


  “Loads of kids have problems, these days. Autism, Asperger’s syndrome, attention deficit disorders. The list is endless.” Peter squeezed her hand. “But we need to make Cody feel as if we’re on his side, even if it means accepting his special friends.”


  Laura allowed herself a brief smile. “What? Throw a party?”


  Peter Nelson laughed. “Yeah, plenty of spirits and a couple of angel cakes.”


  ***


  Perspiration ran down Darren’s back. It was rare to see Danni lost for words, but she sat, open-mouthed, looking from one to the other in utter confusion.


  “I know it’s hard to take in,” Josie said eventually, “and it hasn’t been easy. Darren has worked hard to make amends for what he did, and yes, if he hadn’t stolen that car—”


  “You’d be a proper family,” Danni finished.


  “We are a proper family,” Darren protested.


  Danni’s eyes widened. “What? You call this proper? It’s dysfunctional, to say the least, and that’s being kind.”


  Darren felt his heart sink. “Please, Danni. Just give me a chance. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth. I couldn’t.”


  Jake stood in the doorway, hands shoved deep into his pockets. “He’s a decent bloke, Danni,” he said, the anger in his voice thinly disguised. “He’ll look after you. What’s in the past is in the past.”


  “How can you say that?” Danni blurted, choking back tears. She stared straight at Darren. “I loved you. I really believed we had a future. I even saw us with a family of our own one day.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “But now…I don’t know how I can live with this. I’m sorry.”


  “No! Please!” Darren begged. “I want that too—a family. I’ll be a great dad. I know I will.”


  “He was probably a great dad,” Danni cried, pointing at Rob, “until you took his kid away from him.”


  Jenny’s eyes flashed with anger. “It was an accident!”


  “Yeah. A preventable one.” Danni yelled. “How can you all live together like this?” She stared at Jenny. “Your sister’s a slag and your brother’s a child killer! I don’t know how you get to sleep at night.”


  “Oh my god!” Kayla gasped. “Why did I even tell you that stuff?”


  Josie’s face was crimson. “That’s enough!” she hissed. “Listen, young lady, Kayla’s had a tough life and has every reason to be a slag, as you called her, but you have no right to criticise her!”


  Danni was taken aback. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that, I just—”


  Josie’s eyes hardened. “You’re shooting your mouth off because you’re angry. I get that. But we’ve found it in our hearts to forgive Darren, and it hasn’t been easy. So don’t you come here, casting judgement on people you don’t even know. If you can’t forgive your boyfriend then okay, just piss off. See if you can find Mr. Perfect, if he even exists.”


  Danni was clearly shocked by the verbal attack. “I’m not looking for Mr. Perfect. But I’m not looking for this, either!”


  “What?” Rob said coldly. “We are a family. What exactly are you looking for?”


  Darren knew he had been forgiven, but he’d never seen his adopted family defend him so passionately. He felt sorry for Danni, who was beginning to look like a schoolgirl cowering beneath the unwanted attentions of a gang of classroom bullies.


  “I don’t know. It’s just really screwed up.”


  Josie exhaled, as if releasing all her pent-up anger. “Look, hun, I know this has come as a bit of a shock, but don’t walk away without giving it some thought.”


  Danni stood, seeing her chance to run for cover. “I better get going,” she said, glancing over at Darren. “I’ll be in touch.”


  Darren could feel the thumping of his heartbeat. “When?”


  “I don’t know. Soon.”


  He wanted to pull her back. He wanted to hold her while she considered her options. He wanted an answer and he wanted it now. Waiting would kill him. “Please, Danni. I’ll make it up to you, I promise. No more secrets.”


  By the time he’d pulled himself together, she was gone.


  Chapter Fourteen


  Kevin Taylor sat, huddled on a wooden bench under the corrugated plastic roof, blowing smoke into the air. This was his kind of pub. No families ordering from flash menus, no young waitresses in tight black skirts, strutting around the place with their tits hanging out. Okay, the smoking den wasn’t up to much—a cheap timber frame with a plastic roof and a couple of chairs—but it was good enough when you wanted a drag, and no one here asked what you were smoking.


  He glanced at his phone and grinned at the profile picture he’d put up on social media. It wasn’t him, of course. It was a random picture he’d found of some decent-looking bloke. It wasn’t his name either, but the real Owen Mendez had overdosed the day after he’d arrived at the youth offenders place, and he quite liked the name.


  Darren Pascoe had accepted his friendship request three weeks after Taylor had been released. It had all been so easy. Taylor shook his head, scrolling through, checking out his old mate’s latest posts. The backstabbing bastard was at some adventure park with his new family; that was bad enough, but he’d gone and got himself a girl, too. He’d played a fucking blinder there. How the hell had that yellow-bellied little runt managed that?


  Taylor had built up his own profile under Owen’s name but hadn’t posted too much. He didn’t want to stick his head too far above the parapet. He’d put a like to a few of Darren’s posts, now and again, to make sure he stayed on his list, but this wasn’t about socialising; this was about keeping tabs on Pascoe. He’d choose his moment, of course, but there was no hurry. He wasn’t even sure what he was going to do just yet, but one thing was certain: no cunt stitched him up like that and got away with it!


  Taylor felt the red mist rising. He was the one who’d sat listening for hours while Pascoe whined on about his parents. He was the one who had been there, waiting at the school gates every morning, just to make sure one of the Topham gang didn’t get to the little weasel first. Darren hadn’t even known that they’d been planning to stick his head down a toilet full of shit, just because they thought he was a bit posh, but that was only because Taylor had threatened the three brothers. Lay a finger on my mate and the whole of the Kirkland Estate will come looking for you.


  They could have got away free that Sunday afternoon if it wasn’t for that lame duck! They should’ve fucking run, and kept on running, till their lungs burst, but no, Pascoe just gave in. When the cops picked them up, they were moving at little more than a jog. He could have run on ahead but he’d stuck by his mate, and then what did that bastard do? He told the cops he never wanted to see him again.


  The four-year sentence had been reduced to two, probably thanks to that stupid bitch and her snotty little kid stepping into the road without looking. Okay, they were behind the ice cream van, but they were still off the pavement so if something hits you then it’s just tough.


  Pascoe hadn’t posted much anyway. Not while he was living with his uncle and working in some fleapit of a garage. Plus, he’d lost both of his parents. It wasn’t as if he was living the dream, was it? Life was dealing him the shitty end of the stick, and he deserved it. Taylor could live with that. But when he’d bagged himself that tart, well, he just had to brag about it, and next thing there were pictures all over his newsfeed. Darren fucking Pascoe with his fancy job and his swanky little apartment! It had all been too much.


  Taylor stubbed out his cigarette and lit another. He’d been smoking heavily recently. Weed, mostly. His mate had been growing cannabis in the bedroom of his end terrace, and no one twigged until a whole lot of rendering fell off the outside wall. Some clued-up cop put two and two together. He’d seen what the heat from these little farms could do, and the place was raided.


  Taylor was only a lodger. He moved on to the next place, living with a girl called Nadia, a hooker in her early forties who needed help with the rent. They kind of hit it off. Nadia hadn’t minded his company, although they only had sex twice, and she made him pay on both occasions. But Nadia overdosed six months after he moved in, and although she survived, Taylor didn’t want to hang around in case he came home to a dead body one day.


  So now, he was sharing with three Romanian guys, and he still wasn’t sure how that happened. He’d hated immigrants up until then. But his new flatmates were okay, if he was honest. Stefan was the oldest, and seemed to be the leader, although the youngest, Andrei, was the one with the temper. Claudiu was the easiest to get along with and spoke perfect English so he did all the dealing.


  Taylor knew he could have gone back to Kirkland but his parents had gone really weird. They were straight now, and in this world, going straight got you nowhere. His father had gotten himself a job—a fucking slave to some money-grabbing arsehole. And what had they done to his home? They weren’t his people anymore. These Romanian lads were professional bad asses, though. They had a nice little business and took no shit from the girls working for them. Occasionally, Taylor got a freebie from Velma and ended up buying a few cans of ale in return.


  Taylor slipped the phone into his pocket and stubbed out his second cigarette. He didn’t want to walk back through the pub while the cops were there asking questions about last night’s fight; it was best taking the back entrance out onto the road. There was a chemist around the corner. One of those girls was coming back later, so he’d get himself a pack of condoms and stop off at the off-licence for a few cans. He pulled a twenty-pound note from his pocket and kicked an empty milk carton against the wall in frustration. There wouldn’t be much change out of that. Okay, it was only a few beers, but it was still money. He was still paying for sex. That bastard Pascoe certainly wasn’t.


  ***


  Jenny walked across the park towards the house with a feeling of trepidation. She wasn’t quite sure why—it was only a doll, after all—but she’d seen what these companies could turn out these days. She knew how real they looked.


  Blakely met her in the reception area. His greeting was warm. “Penny was a bit freaked, to be honest,” he told her, “but I think it’s just the job. It will bring the whole story to life.”


  That was the problem. Jenny wasn’t sure if she wanted the story brought to life. She followed him up the stairs, her heartbeat quickening with each step. They stopped outside the attic door. This was it. The place. That place.


  “Are you ready?” Blakely asked quietly.


  Jenny nodded.


  Blakely pushed open the door, grimacing as it squealed in protest. The room was as bleak as Jenny remembered. Nothing had been touched. The trunk full of books, the tin bath, the mattress in the corner. But Jenny’s eyes fell upon the girl sitting at the desk by the window.


  “Oh God!” she gasped.


  Blakely grinned. “Good, isn’t she?”


  Jenny stood, transfixed. It was Amelia, perfect in every detail. Not the girl she had seen in the nightmares more than six years ago. Not the girl whose whole body was decaying as she spoke, but a young woman, serene and at peace. Jenny stepped forward. “Can I touch her?” she whispered.


  Blakely nodded. Jenny walked over to the window and reached out tentatively. Her skin was smooth but cold. That was the only thing that told Jenny’s senses Amelia wasn’t real.


  “We had an issue with the size of her breasts,” Blakely said, looking on from the doorway. “If I remember rightly, you weren’t sure.”


  Jenny shook her head. “It hardly matters. She’s perfect.”


  Blakely clapped his hands together with a crack that echoed through the room. “Great. We can open up tomorrow,” he said triumphantly. “Thanks, Jenny. You’ve been brilliant.”


  They walked back across the park together, although Jenny wasn’t quite sure why she was being accompanied back to the lodge. That was until Blakely said nervously, “I need a word with you about something. It’s rather…sensitive.” He pointed towards a small rustic bench nestling beneath a beech tree. “Have you got a moment?”


  ***


  Cody studied his new girlfriend, wondering how she could possibly fit a baby inside her. He had an idea how they came out, and that was even more confusing. Bailey wasn’t much bigger than he was—maybe a few inches—and he had problems having a poo sometimes. Imagine pushing a baby out! But then again, girls had two bottoms, so maybe the one they pushed the babies from was a lot bigger.


  Bailey caught him staring. “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked curtly. “You want me to show you my bits again or something?”


  Cody shook his head. He certainly didn’t want another scene, and he didn’t want to see Bailey getting into trouble with her mother. Nicky was sitting on her own now. He guessed it was something to do with his dad bringing Mum along.


  “Wanna go on the bikes later?” he asked, changing the subject.


  Bailey shrugged. “Sure. I’ll just have one more go on the slide.”


  Cody followed her up the steps, still trying to imagine an actual baby coming out of that skinny body. When they arrived at the top, he looked down to see Mum and Dad waving. Nicky was waving too but now there was someone with her. A boy, who looked a little bit like Bailey but older, standing next to her. His hair was red, and his face was as white as milk. These people he saw—they were always so pale. Cody closed his eyes, pinched his nose, and let himself go, falling down the slide and crashing into the water with a force that took him to the bottom of the pool. When he emerged seconds later, the boy with the red hair had gone, and Bailey’s mum was on her own again.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely had not felt this nervous for a long time. Jenny had a family back at the lodge and she wasn’t going to hang around for half an hour of small talk while he built up the courage to confess. But it might be good to set the scene.


  “This tree is two hundred years old,” he began. “I like to think that Amelia might have sheltered here, waiting for her father.”


  Jenny looked thoughtful. “Yep, maybe. She certainly would have walked past it.”


  “And now, here we are, over a century later,” Blakely interrupted.


  “Is that why you put the bench here? Is this your thinking spot?”


  It wasn’t, but it sounded romantic. “I guess you could say that,” he lied.


  Jenny pulled out her phone and tapped the screen, returning it to her pocket. “It’s Jake, wondering where I am,” she said. “So what did you want to tell me?”


  Blakely took a deep breath. It was now or never. “I’ve been having dreams. Bad dreams.”


  Jenny frowned. “Really? What about?”


  He wondered if this had been such a good idea after all. What was she going to tell him to do? Go to the doctors? Get some therapy? See a psychiatrist? “It’s the bike shed. It all happens in the bike shed.”


  Jenny listened attentively, showing little emotion. Even when it came to the part where he told her how he’d wake, screaming and dripping in perspiration. “The migraines are terrible, and Penny thinks it’s about Kim.”


  Jenny looked confused.


  “The girl that got murdered in the woods.”


  “What? By Caden Reece?”


  Blakely nodded. Then Jenny asked the question he’d dreaded. “So exactly why do you think you’re having the nightmares?”


  It was always best to start at the beginning. Lay it on thick. The pressure he’d been under, keeping the church and the council happy. How he’d had to compromise and cut out the references to Reverend Allington. Then, and only then, would he tell her how they’d discovered the body of Jacob Root.


  ***


  Cody was adamant. “We’re okay on our own! She’s thirteen!” He pointed at Bailey, who seemed quite pleased that he’d remembered.


  Peter Nelson glanced at Nicky, guessing she might have been offended if he made it obvious he didn’t trust her daughter.


  “Okay,” he said with a sigh of submission. “Just stick to the paths, and don’t leave those bikes anywhere.”


  “Yes, Dad.” Cody high-fived Bailey, who squealed with childlike excitement.


  Nicky gave Peter’s arm an affectionate squeeze. “Thanks for that. I’d have understood if you hadn’t wanted to trust your kid with mine, especially after what I’ve told you.”


  “It’s fine. Laura and I are going to get something to eat. You want to come?”


  Nicky’s face lit up. “Wow! Thanks. I’d love to!”


  “We might even splash out on a bottle!”


  “That sounds perfect.”


  Peter laughed. “Too right! It’s not often a bloke gets to hang out with his wife and his girlfriend at the same time.”


  Laura laughed too, but Peter saw the warning look in her eyes.


  ***


  “Where are we going?” Bailey asked, peering anxiously ahead.


  “We’re going on an adventure.” Cody was in control, and it felt good. Most kids just bossed him around, especially the older ones. Now he was bossing about a girl who was old enough to have a baby. How cool was that?


  “What adventure?” Bailey pedalled furiously in an effort to keep up.


  “You’ll see. Just follow me.”


  Cody had planned the trip early that morning. He wanted to check out the place in daylight. Jacob Root’s cottage may not even exist now. Things like that could happen, though he was never quite sure how or why.


  “I don’t want to follow you,” Bailey protested breathlessly.


  “Stop being such a girl!”


  “But I am a girl!”


  “I know,” Cody replied, pedalling even harder. “You showed me.”


  Bailey didn’t answer.


  There was a whole forest to get through yet, and she was already grumbling. It was no wonder boys got fed up of girls if this was how they behaved. “We’re nearly there now,” he called, turning to see Bailey lagging several yards behind. “Come on! Hurry up!”


  Bailey gave him a look, but he was used to that kind of thing. It just made him want to pedal even harder. It was mean, he knew, but then again, he was used to mean too. The kids at school called him names and would poke him during lessons, hoping he’d cry or fight back. Maybe Bailey would start crying soon and he’d know how it felt to dish it out.


  Cody was about to pull away, but then he saw the NO ACCESS sign. “We’re gonna leave our bikes here,” he shouted back, slowing down.


  Bailey pulled up behind him seconds later looking exhausted. Her face was red and she looked as if she wanted to kill him. “Why? Your dad told us not to leave them.”


  “My dad isn’t here.”


  Bailey stared at him, bewildered. “So where are we going?” she spluttered as if she was about to cry.


  Cody leaned his bike against the fence. “We’re going into the woods. I’ve got something to show you.”


  “But we can’t. That sign says we’re not supposed to.”


  “Yeah, and you’re not supposed to pull your knickers down, but that didn’t stop you, did it?”


  Cody wondered were that line had come from. Sometimes he said things—things that he guessed grown-ups might say—that came out of his mouth like he was one of those ventriloquist’s dummies. He remembered the first time he’d drawn one of his special pictures, with a hand that felt all tingly and warm. Maybe his special friends came out with clever words as well.


  Bailey stared at him. “That was a jackass thing to say. This is the last time I’m gonna hang out with you!”


  Cody clambered onto the fence. “Just shut up and follow me.”


  “This is a really bad idea. We are going to get into so much trouble.”


  Cody took no notice. He was already negotiating the first mass of brambles and dead wood. Bailey followed behind, snivelling. That made him feel good; he’d have to be like a real man and look after her, which meant she’d definitely want to marry him when they got older.


  “It’s creepy,” Bailey whined, trying desperately to hold back the tears. “My mum will bloody kill you.”


  “I don’t care. My dad will kill your mum if she touches me.”


  “That’s if he doesn’t kill you first!”


  Cody didn’t answer. He was too busy trying to remember where the cottage was. Maybe Mr. Root would tell him if he listened hard enough.


  “I want to know where you’re taking me, and I want to know now!” Bailey stamped her feet, almost losing her balance among the bracken.


  “Shut up!” Cody stopped in his tracks. “I’m trying to listen.”


  “What for?”


  “Jacob,”


  “Who’s Jacob?”


  “He’s a man.”


  Bailey groaned. “I know that. I’m not stupid!”


  “You are stupid! You don’t know anything!”


  “No I’m not. You’re stupid. Only a stupid person would come here when there’s a big fucking sign telling you not to.”


  “That’s a bad word you said. I’ll tell your mum.”


  Bailey’s face turned crimson. “I don’t care. You can fuck off, and my mum can fuck off too. You can all fuck off.”


  Cody wondered if he might be better looking for a new girlfriend when he got older. “You’re weird,” he said. “And your face is a funny colour, just like your hair.”


  Bailey glared, picking up a broken branch and flinging it. Cody ducked as it flew over his head. “Hey! You could have killed me then!”


  They both stopped suddenly. A rustling sound came from somewhere nearby. The same kind of sound Cody had heard last night. He turned to Bailey. “Let’s run,” he whispered.


  Moving at any speed through the undergrowth wasn’t easy, but within minutes, they arrived at a small clearing—the place he remembered. From there, Cody could see the cottage. He knew the way.


  ***


  It was the reaction Blakely had feared. Jenny looked at him as if he were crazy.


  “You what?”


  “I wasn’t thinking.”


  “You left him there? Under the bike shed?”


  “It was a snap decision. I’ve already explained. I was stressed out over the whole thing with my father.”


  Jenny shook her head in disgust. “You went to all that trouble for Amelia—for us. Yet you leave her father in a shallow grave and pour concrete over him? It doesn’t make sense.”


  “I know. I feel terrible.”


  “And so you should.” Jenny stood. “I want to go and see Amelia’s grave.”


  Blakely sighed. “I’ll come with you.” His heart felt heavy. He’d hoped she would understand, perhaps even attempt to reassure him, but Jenny walked off without waiting, forcing him to jog after her.


  The grave was set in a small garden surrounded by a manicured privet hedge. They arrived at the gate together, and Jenny stopped to check out the oak wood plaque. Amelia’s Garden. She looked up at Blakely, and he saw the sadness in her eyes. “She’s my great-great-great-grandmother and you’ve left her father in the woods.”


  The squeals and cries of excited children seem to die on the breeze.


  “You know what you have to do, Dennis.” Jenny pushed open the gate. “You need to recover those remains before it’s too late.”


  ***


  “I don’t like this place.” Bailey looked over the cottage as if it were something she’d seen in one of those spooky movies that grown-ups never allowed you to watch.


  “Don’t be silly,” Cody chided. “It’s just an old house.”


  “Old? It looks like it’s falling down.” She looked at him quizzically as if the thought had only just occurred to her. “How did you know this place was here? Did Jacob tell you?”


  Cody shrugged. “Kind of.”


  Bailey huffed. “What do you mean, kind of? Where is he? Where’s Jacob?”


  “Stop asking questions.”


  “I won’t. I want to know!”


  “I see people and I hear voices.”


  He’d trusted Bailey, thinking she was different. It might be okay to tell her about the people he saw, but she was looking at him the way his classmates had done before they started laughing and calling him a freak.


  “Voices? Are they in your head?” Bailey looked perplexed.


  Cody nodded.


  “Wow! That’s weird!”


  There it was again. That word.


  “I came here last night,” he said.


  Bailey frowned. “What? In the dark?”


  “Yep. I used a torch.”


  “No shit! You’re so brave!”


  Cody grinned. No one had ever said that to him before. Emboldened by the compliment, he went on. “There was a man here. In the cottage.”


  “OMG! Weren’t you scared? I’d shit myself!”


  “Well, I didn’t,” he replied proudly. “I’m not scared of dead people.”


  Bailey stopped. The smile disappeared, replaced by a look of disdain. “You can see dead people?”


  Cody nodded.


  “You’re crazy. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”


  “Yes, there is! And I don’t care what you think.”


  “Is he here now?”


  “Who?”


  “The man, you fucking retard!”


  Cody winced. You got in all kinds of trouble for using horrible words like retard in school. Teachers would rather you said things like fuck and shit than call someone that name, so no one did. Except Bailey. Maybe her school was different, but he was starting to think that maybe she was a bit too strange, and in a really bad kind of way.


  “I dunno. Why don’t you go in and have a look?”


  “No way! I’m not going in that place.”


  “I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts.”


  “I don’t!”


  “Then there’s nothing to be scared of, is there?”


  Bailey did that huffing thing again. “God, you’re such a prick.” She pushed open the cottage door.


  Cody waited, watching her disappear inside. He hoped Jacob was there, sitting in the corner. Maybe Bailey would be able to see him and then everything would be okay. She’d believe in ghosts and they would be proper friends. Provided she stopped calling him a retard.


  But then he heard a scream, and seconds later, Bailey burst out through the door and ran several yards before tripping on the brambles and falling flat on her face.


  Cody knew he should have gone and helped her, but she was getting on his nerves. Besides, he was more interested in what she’d seen in the cottage—or maybe who she’d seen. He tiptoed through the door. It was best to be careful.


  The room was exactly as he’d left it the previous night, apart from the candle, which no longer burned. But then he saw the thing that had sent Bailey running for her life.


  Even Cody, who considered himself to be super brave, winced. There, gnawing away at what looked like some kind of nut, was the biggest rat he’d ever seen. Most of his classmates would have done exactly what Bailey did, but he was better than that. He was a man. So he didn’t run. He waited a few moments, counting to ten before backing up slowly, trying not to make a sound that might alert the cat-sized rodent.


  He turned when he reached the door, relieved to see daylight. “It was only a rat,” he called, expecting to see Bailey appear from behind a tree and start calling him all kinds of names. But there was no reply.


  “Baileyyyyyyy!” he shouted.


  Cody checked every tree surrounding the cottage, expecting her to jump out at any moment. She wasn’t brave enough to wander far away, not on her own.


  “Baileyyyyyyy!” he called again, but there was still no sound. The whole place was eerily silent.


  Cody’s heart thumped a little harder. He wanted to go home. He wanted to see his mum and dad. He wished he hadn’t been so stupid, showing off to his girlfriend, who hadn’t been impressed anyway. Now he was going to have to explain why Bailey wasn’t with him.


  Cody retraced his tracks through the undergrowth until he reached the cycle track, hoping he’d find Bailey’s bike had gone. Maybe she was braver than he’d thought and had found her own way without him. But the two bikes were still there, just as they had left them. Bailey was still in the woods.


  ***


  Jenny returned to the lodge with a heavy heart, wondering how an intelligent and caring man like Blakely could do such a heartless thing. She had occasionally gone back to the diaries, reading random sections at a time, but it had so often ended in tears. If it hadn’t been for Sarah Bell and her father, Amelia’s existence would have been unbearable. Only a month ago, she had lent the diaries to Sebastian Tint, suggesting that he take care of them for a while.


  Jenny found a note on the dining table. It was from her father.


   


  Hi Jen. We’ve gone for a drink by the outdoor pool. Come and join us!


   


  She flopped back on the couch and closed her eyes. Sleep would be better than a drink right now. Maybe just half an hour, a quick nap. It was only minutes before she felt herself drifting blissfully; but then she felt a hand on her shoulder and opened her eyes to find Kayla looking down at her.


  “Oh, hi. It’s you. I thought you’d gone for a drink,” she said drowsily.


  Kayla grinned. “I came back for you.”


  “I’m okay. Go back. I’ll join you later.”


  Kayla slid beside her on the couch, a familiar look of tenderness in her eyes.


  Jenny groaned. “Please, Kayla, don’t do this.”


  Kayla’s smile was one of false innocence. “Do what?”


  “You know what! It’s dangerous.”


  Jenny recalled that moment, six weeks after the baby was born. Jake had been working away for the weekend, and that Friday night, Kayla had slipped under the sheets and lay beside her, breathing softly in the silence of the room. “Do you like me?” she’d asked suddenly.


  “Of course I like you.”


  “I mean, really like me?”


  Jenny’s pulse had quickened. She’d always tried not to think about her feelings too much, and managed to keep them under control, yet deep down she knew that beneath a sibling bond, something still festered. And that was the word. Festered. It was like a cancer that threatened to destroy them both, wreck their relationship and tear her marriage and the whole family apart. Yet, in that moment, Jenny would have risked everything to have Kayla in her arms.


  There had been moments since. Moments like this.


  “You could just hold me,” Kayla said. “They’re all at the bar—they won’t see—and anyway, there’s nothing wrong with two sisters giving each other a hug.”


  Jenny shook her head. They had hugged many times, but it had rarely been in private.


  “But you do like me,” Kayla goaded. “I can see it in your eyes.”


  Jenny wasn’t in the mood for games. “Okay, I admit it,” she snapped. “I don’t trust myself! Are you happy now?”


  A spark of triumph flashed in Kayla’s eyes. “At last, the girl comes clean! She’s finally admitting she’s bisexual!”


  Jenny hated herself. The defences she’d erected since that first encounter had suddenly crumbled. “It’s only you. I’ve never wanted anyone else. Just you.”


  “So…what? You’re telling me you’re straight, because if you were, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


  Jenny leapt to her feet, rage and passion erupting. Why was Kayla doing this? Why now? “Whatever I am, I’m not a cheat. It’s never going to happen. This stops now, and if you ever try coming on to me again, I’m going to tell Dad, and I’m going to tell Jake!”


  Kayla stood and smiled. “Who do you think Jake will hate most? Me or you?”


  Jenny stepped back and took a single swipe, her open palm meeting Kayla’s face with a sickening crack. Then she turned and ran from the lodge, looking through tear-filled eyes for somewhere to hide. Danni was right. They were a dysfunctional family—a family that could fall like a pack of cards. She’d left Kayla dazed, holding a hand to her slap-reddened lips. Lips that Jenny could still see in her mind. Lips that, in that moment, she had so desperately wanted to kiss.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Kevin Taylor sat naked on the edge of the bed, wondering if it had been worth a six-pack of beer and twenty smokes. Sex with Velma was okay, but she still hadn’t got the hang of acting interested. Giving her arse a good hard slap sometimes perked things up a bit, but generally speaking, she’d a lot to learn. That was probably why the boys had challenged him to give her an orgasm; so far, he’d not even come close.


  “Are you sure you’re in the right game?” He snorted, pulling on a pair of blue joggers.


  She gave him a withering look. “You think I want to do this?”


  Kevin Taylor shrugged. “No, cos you’re crap at it.”


  “I need the money.” She grunted. “So screwing you for free isn’t my idea of fun!”


  Taylor threw her a cigarette. “If you tried a little harder, you’d have gotten yourself a joint.”


  “You haven’t got me a drink?”


  Taylor laughed. He kind of liked her Romanian accent. She was sexier than the Kirkland girls with their tarty skirts, orange skin and eyebrows that looked like two caterpillars crawling across their foreheads.


  “You’ll have to ask one of the guys,” he said, pulling on a sweat top that needed a good wash.


  “You stink.” She waved her hand in front of her nose.


  “Yeah, well, this whole place stinks, so I fit right in, don’t I?”


  Velma smiled. “I guess. They aren’t the cleanest of guys,” she said ruefully. “Not the nicest, either.”


  Taylor shrugged. “They’re Romanian. What do you expect?”


  “Hey, that’s racist! I’m Romanian. That doesn’t make me a bad person.”


  “No, but the cops would say being a prostitute does.”


  “I do it to feed my kids. In Romania, it’s different than here. Where I lived, if you don’t get yourself a good education, then there’s nothing for you. Just crime. That’s why there were so many gangs, so much trouble.”


  Velma swung her legs out of the bed and walked naked over to the window overlooking an acre of wasteland. “I have two little boys, but their father got himself shot. I couldn’t get work, so I had to come here while my parents take care of them. They told me I was going to earn a lot of money as a dancer. Maybe even get to the big theatres in London. But this is where I ended up.”


  It wasn’t just Velma’s accent Taylor liked. He’d kind of warmed to her as well, although he’d never admit it. He also guessed that she was right about the three guys who’d given him a roof over his head. Stefan would have screwed him over as soon as look at him, but picking a fight with them would’ve been pretty dumb; Taylor had seen the knives and the guns they carried. It was better to keep them onside, and besides, he needed a favour. They boasted they could provide anyone with a fake ID within a couple of days, so a free day pass to Mosswood Adventure Park wouldn’t be a problem. According to the satellite pictures, there were a few acres of serious woodland in there. It would be an ideal place to hook up with Pascoe.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely groaned. He didn’t need this. A lost child! Not just lost somewhere on the park, where they usually turned up after an hour; the kid had managed to get lost in the woodland, and people would be asking why he hadn’t made the fence higher. Mosswood stretched back for nearly a mile: acres of overgrowth that the council had hoped to make into something suitable for public access but soon pulled out when they realised how much it was going to cost.


  He had dealt with the Nelsons tactfully, resisting the urge to ask them why they had left their kid unsupervised with a thirteen-year-old girl, although maybe that was unfair. Thirteen-year-olds were usually pretty savvy these days, and their seven-year-old had come home safe. It was the teenager who’d got herself lost.


  Several families remembered her from the play area. Not many young girls pulled their pants down, and her face, amongst other things, was still fresh in their minds.


  “They’ll find her,” Penny assured him. “It’s not exactly the kind of woods that bears go into, not even for a—”


  “Yeah, okay, but it’s massive. It’s going to take us a few years to get the whole place fit for kids. God only knows how many trees will have to come down.” Blakely pulled on a high-vis jacket. “I won’t get a signal once I’m in there, so don’t start panicking if I don’t answer.”


  Penny nodded. “Who’s with you?”


  “Two rangers and Rob Adams. I think one of the lads is going along too. Could you check that the girl’s mother is okay? Maybe give her a free meal voucher when she’s up to eating.”


  Blakely set off hoping that Penny was right. Bailey wasn’t going to wander out of the woods into the hands of a stranger and, as far as he was aware, there was nothing bigger than a squirrel living in Mosswood. Kids got lost all the time and usually turned up wondering what all the fuss was about. The little boy had told them Bailey had run away when she saw a huge rat in the cottage. Blakely didn’t even know there was a cottage in the woods, but those kids had managed to find it. If the girl had fallen, she’d have got up again and probably continued running, but in what direction? What if she’d broken a leg or knocked herself unconscious?


  Mr. Nelson met him outside their lodge. “Cody says he’ll go with you. He knows where the cottage is.”


  Blakely nodded, glancing down at the boy, who looked as if he’d been crying. “You gonna help me, buster?” he asked, patting the kid’s head.


  Cody nodded, whimpering, “She ran away. I don’t know why. I was a real good guide!”


  “Well, you can be my guide now, and I promise I won’t run away, okay?”


  Cody grinned sheepishly. He’d obviously been ticked off by his parents for trespassing in the first place, then coming back without the girl—well, that had made it a whole lot worse.


  Mr. Nelson looked agitated.


  “These things happen,” Blakely told him. “Don’t blame the boy.”


  Nelson nodded. “Thanks. I’m really sorry about all this.”


  Blakely smiled. The kid had just gone looking for a holiday adventure, but maybe he’d have a word in his ear after they’d found the girl.


  Cody set off ahead at a pace and they soon arrived at the sign:


   


  NO ACCESS BEYOND THIS POINT


   


  The boy looked up, as if he were waiting for permission. Blakely thought it might be a good time to issue a gentle ticking off, but he had other questions on his mind. “So you found a cottage, then?”


  Cody clambered down from the fence, landing in the undergrowth with a thud. He turned to watch Blakely do the same before answering. “Yep. That’s why I came here. I wanted to show Bailey. There was an innocence about the little boy, which had probably got him out of a whole shed-load of trouble in the past.


  “But how did you know it was here?” Blakeley asked.


  “I came here last night, in the dark. A man told me to meet him. He helped me find it.”


  Blakely froze, stopping dead in his tracks. “A man? What man?”


  But Cody didn’t answer. He’d been distracted by a fallen branch, which he picked up and waved in the air.


  Blakely instinctively reached out, grabbing the boy’s shoulder. “I said, what man?”


  The boy frowned, pulling away. “He met me inside the cottage.”


  “Who did?”


  “His name’s Jacob. Jacob Root.”


  Blakely’s legs buckled, and he grasped an overhanging branch to steady himself. “How? How did you see him?”


  Cody looked up. “Are you okay, mister?”


  “Yes, yes, I’m okay. Just…tell me about the man.”


  Cody shrugged. “Sure. He was a gardener here, a long time ago.”


  Blakely had heard enough. “Listen, son, whoever you saw, it wasn’t Jacob Root.”


  “Why?”


  “Because Mr. Root died over a hundred years ago.”


  Cody looked up. “I know that! I’m not stupid.”


  Blakely stared at the boy, wondering if there was any way he could have known about Amelia’s father and the cottage. Was there a rational explanation?


  “Listen, Cody.” He looked earnestly into the boy’s eyes. “This really isn’t funny. If there is a man hanging around this forest, we need to know. He might have Bailey right now, and some men are very bad. You know that, don’t you?”


  Cody nodded. “Yes, but he can’t hurt anyone. I’m the only one who can see him, cos I’ve got special eyes.”


  Blakely felt an ache in his chest as his stomach threatened to dispense with the cooked chicken and rice he’d eaten earlier.


  “I see lots of people who have died,” Cody continued, tapping the ground with his stick. “It doesn’t bother me. They’re my friends.”


  “And what did Mr. Root want?” Blakely asked, his whole body trembling at the memory of those dreams.


  “I don’t know. He didn’t have time to tell me. But I only see people who are upset or angry about something.” Cody looked up again. “Are you sure you’re okay, mister? You look real sick.”


  Blakely stumbled forward, reaching out for another branch to steady himself. “Yes. I just feel a bit faint.”


  “Do you want me to look for Bailey on my own?”


  “No! I’ll come with you. Give me a minute.”


  Just then, his radio contact sounded. It was one of the park rangers. “Hey, it’s Frank here. Where are you? Over.”


  “I’m with the boy. We’re on our way in. Over.”


  Cody looked up with wonderment in his eyes. “Hey, that’s so cool! Can I have a go?”


  The radio crackled. “Let me know if you find her. Over.”


  “Yep. Will do. Obviously! Over.”


  Blakely clung to the branch, wondering if it was safe to let go. He’d have to continue, venturing further into Mosswood, whatever awaited him. But inside, he wanted to turn and run—to run and not stop until he was out of the park and well away from Tabwell. The place that had been his dream for so long was quickly turning into a nightmare.


  Chapter Sixteen


  Jenny tried to sound upbeat, but Jake examined her eyes closely and could clearly see she’d been crying.


  “I told you that bleeding doll thing would set you off.”


  Jenny smiled. “Yeah, it was just a bit weird. I’m okay, though.”


  “Are you sure?” He pulled her into his arms.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. I didn’t think she’d look so real.”


  Jake kissed her neck. “I thought you were going to join us for a drink. Didn’t you see Kayla? She came to get you.”


  “Yeah, but I said no. I needed to clear my head.”


  “Did you go and see the grave?”


  Jenny didn’t want to talk about how Blakely had found Jacob Root’s remains. She didn’t really want to talk about anything. “Yeah. It’s really nice,” she said, resting her head on his shoulder. “Just hold me for a moment.”


  Since Kayla had come into their lives, they’d had a wedding and a baby. Then there had been those initial twelve months weaning Isaac off the bottle, listening to him as he’d tried to form those first words and watching him take those little baby steps that would signal the start of a new phase.


  She loved Jake. There was no doubt in her mind, something of which she’d reminded Kayla at every opportunity. She was faithful, and that was the end of the matter.


  But Jenny had found herself avoiding any lengthy time alone with Kayla. They went out in public, spent afternoons shopping and having something to eat at The Keys, and that was okay, because there were always plenty of people around. But sometimes Jenny saw that look in Kayla’s eyes—that look that made her heart skip several beats.


  Jake kissed her neck again. “This Amelia doll has really got to you, hasn’t it?”


  She didn’t answer. She couldn’t lie to him. It wasn’t about Amelia, as freaky as that model in the attic was. This was about betrayal. This was about wanting someone else. This was about hiding her feelings. But for the sake of the family—for the sake of little Isaac, that sweet, innocent child—she had to keep them a secret and pray Kayla would do the same.


  ***


  Blakely squinted, peering through the tangled branches of trees that appeared to be wrestling each other, blocking out the sunlight and shedding bark like dead skin. He could see the cottage, a crumbling affair, slowly disappearing beneath nature’s creeping tentacles. Eventually, it would surrender completely and collapse, an impudent imposter, strangled and swallowed by the forest.


  “That’s it, mister. You wanna see inside?”


  Blakely didn’t, but he couldn’t let the kid know that. “Yeah, sure.”


  Cody went ahead, adept at negotiating the bracken and trailing roots at speed. He ran across the clearing and stopped at the door. Blakely followed behind, his heart still racing. The door creaked as the child, who seemed totally at home in his surroundings, pushed it open.


  Blakely was relieved to find there were no ghosts or dead bodies inside, just a dank, dark room that smelled as bad as it looked.


  “Mr. Root was sitting in that chair,” Cody said excitedly. “And look! That’s his pitchfork!”


  Blakely startled at the word and turned to follow the direction of the boy’s gaze. Sure enough, standing in the corner was the three-pronged implement. But then he noticed something else; something that sent shivers of dread through his entire body. The prongs were covered in blood.


  Trembling, Blakely crept over, tentatively reaching out. Dried blood would have gone brown, and this was red. Bright red. He touched it and gasped.


  “What’s the matter, mister?”


  Blakely spun around to see the boy staring at him.


  “It’s wet!” he cried, wiping his hands on his shirt. “The blood is still wet.”


  Cody frowned. “What blood? That’s silly. I can’t see any blood.”


  “What do you mean?” Blakely looked down at his shirt and the streaks of red. “There’s blood on my shirt.”


  The boy chuckled. “No, there isn’t! Unless you’ve got special eyes too.”


  Blakely couldn’t make the kid out. What was he playing at? “This man you saw. It wasn’t Mr. Root.”


  “It was!” Cody protested. “He told me his name.”


  “Jacob Root is dead. Whoever you saw is very much alive, and he might have hurt Bailey. This might be her blood.”


  The boy was stunned, and for a moment it looked as though he were about to cry. But the kid had a stubborn streak as wide as the Nile. “It was Mr. Root!” he snapped. “And I don’t care what you think. He hasn’t hurt Bailey. He wouldn’t.”


  Blakely pulled out his radio. “Frank? Are you there? Over.”


  There was a loud crackling sound. “Yep. Any news? Over.”


  “I’ve found blood on a pitchfork. I’m heading back to the park with the kid, and then I’m calling for more help—over.”


  ***


  Darren Pascoe needed some fresh air. He headed out into the forest, hoping he’d find the girl and return as a hero. His stepfather had guessed there had been an ulterior motive the moment he’d volunteered with an enthusiasm that belied his dislike of dark places.


  “You’re really going all out to win that girl back, aren’t you?” Rob said with a wry grin.


  Darren didn’t deny it. The place reminded him of that book about those monster plants—Triffids. That was it, The Day of the Triffids. If it were possible for trees to look angry, then these trees did. “Does this place feel creepy to you?” he asked, trying to sound casual.


  Rob nodded. “I can’t imagine anyone coming here unless they had to, so it’s unlikely she’s been harmed.”


  Darren was thinking about the girl who was found in the woods with a bullet through her brain. But that had been down to Caden Reece—a man on a mission. “It seems odd, though. You’d think she would have heard us by now.” They’d called the girl’s name over and over again but there was no reply.


  Rob shrugged. Sometimes Darren wondered if there was still a part of the man that wanted to kick the shit out of him for what he did. Time was a healer, and they’d got along pretty well since, but now and then he felt as if he were walking on eggshells around him and one wrong word at the wrong time would see him in a hospital bed sucking his food through a straw.


  He checked his phone: no signal, not even a single bar. It was hardly surprising; the sunlight was struggling to break through the dense canopy. “Even if we find her, we’ve got no way of letting anyone know. They’ll still be wandering around this place for hours.”


  Rob was preoccupied. That worried Darren.


  “Is everything okay?” he asked cautiously. “You seem tense.”


  “I’m fine. It’s just this place.”


  Darren breathed a sigh of relief. “Yeah, they could film horror movies in these woods.”


  Rob stopped dead, glancing around. “There’s something here. Something we can’t see, but it’s here.”


  Darren went cold. “What? Like a ghost?”


  Rob was pale. “I’m not sure. It’s like a darkness. Not a physical one…like a spiritual thing.”


  Jenny had recounted the story of Amelia: the dreams and how they had found her remains in the lake. Up until that time, Darren had always laughed at the whole idea that there might be life after death.


  Rob took a couple of steps forward, listening. “Can you smell something?” he asked.


  Darren threw back his head and breathed in. There was, amongst the scent of the forest, an unpleasant putrid aroma. “Yeah. What is it?”


  “It’s stagnant water.”


  “But we’re nowhere near any water.”


  “There’s something about that lake,” Rob muttered. “It doesn’t matter how much they clean it up and fill it with fancy fish, that smell still lingers. I know there’s a kid in here, but we need to get out of this place.” Rob turned, and Darren saw the panic in his eyes. “We need to get out now!”


  Chapter Seventeen


  Dennis Blakely put on his best, untroubled smile. “Bailey will be okay. We’ll find her, don’t worry.”


  But Nicky wasn’t buying it. There was a coldness in her eyes. “So why won’t you let me look for her? She’s my child!”


  “There’s no need. Best if you sit tight.”


  “Why? Because I’m a woman? You think I’m going to get myself lost or something?”


  Bailey’s mother was perfectly capable of looking after herself, but Blakely wanted her to believe they had the whole thing under control.


  “No, it’s got nothing to do with that,” he replied gently. “I only took Cody because he could show me were he’d been with your daughter.”


  “But there’s no sign of her!” Nicky snapped. “What if there’s some weirdo hanging around in the woods?”


  “I can assure you, no one would hang around there unless they had to. If you were looking to abduct a kid, you’d stay in the main park.”


  “What if they saw Bailey going in there and followed her?”


  “We’re checking the CCTV footage as I speak. We have cameras at all the entrances now. Even along the perimeter wall at the far end of the woods.”


  Nicky looked visibly relieved. “I know she’s probably got herself lost. Bailey doesn’t have any sense of direction.”


  “You’re bound to be worried, but she’s got to be somewhere in those woods. We know she can’t get out.”


  Nicky smiled. “Thank you.”


  Blakely stood and patted the back of her hand. “I’ll be in touch as soon as there’s any news.”


  He headed back towards the office, where he’d left two security staff perusing through the video footage, praying they’d not caught sight of any strangers who could have taken the girl. He would have to call the police pretty damn soon, and then all hell would break loose. Luckily, Bailey’s mother hadn’t noticed the blood on his shirt; blood that might have been running through her daughter’s veins just a few hours ago.


  ***


  Cody sat at the table outside the lodge with his sketchpad and pencils. He was mad at Bailey. All she had to do was wait. He’d only been in that cottage for a minute. Why did she have to go running off? His parents had stopped shouting at him, but they were still angry, so he thought it was best to stay out of their way.


  He was drawing the boy he’d seen standing behind Bailey’s mum at the swimming pool, but it wasn’t very good. There was no tingle in his hand, just a regular kids’ picture. Cody reached for his juice bottle and took several gulps, placing the empty container beside him and returning to his sketchpad. But then he felt an ice-cold draught, like when he opened the freezer door to get an ice pop.


  Instinctively, he looked up. Bailey stood in front of him, her hands hanging limply at her sides. She was pale but untroubled.


  “Hello, Cody. What are you doing?”


  “I-I’m drawing,” he stammered, wondering how she’d managed to creep up on him like that. “Where have you been? Everyone’s looking for you.”


  Bailey smiled. “That’s nice. But I’m back now. Would you like me to show you where I’ve been?”


  “No!” Cody answered quickly, wondering why he was so scared. “We did wrong going there. It was my idea, but it was wrong!”


  Bailey pulled out a chair and sat down. “It’s okay. That’s fine.”


  “Why did you run away?”


  “I didn’t. I heard my mum calling me, and I just followed the voice.”


  “Don’t be silly. Your mum wasn’t with us.”


  “I’m not silly. It sounded like my mum.”


  “How come you got lost?”


  Bailey shrugged. “It was very dark in there. And the voice stopped. I don’t really remember much after that.”


  Bailey was weird, and Cody thought she’d probably get even weirder when she grew up, but people didn’t just forget where they’d been. He snorted and looked back down at the picture of the boy with red hair. “Only old people forget things like that.”


  “I’m not old!”


  Cody heard a movement behind him. He looked up to see his mother. “Bailey! Where have you been? Everyone’s been looking for you!”


  “I know,” she replied casually. “Cody told me.”


  “Does your mother know?”


  Bailey shrugged.


  “Does anyone know?”


  “Dunno. I just got here.”


  “Then get home now and tell her!”


  Cody guessed his father was having a drink somewhere because his mother was cursing him for not answering his mobile. Bailey turned without a smile or a goodbye and disappeared as silently as she’d arrived.


  Cody felt the warmth of the sun again. He knew exactly what that chill was about and had been surprised it was only Bailey standing there. He’d expected to see the boy with red hair checking out his drawing. Maybe he had been; sometimes that happened. He knew they were there, but they’d been as invisible to him as they’d be to stupid people, like the kids in his class.


  “Did she say where she’d been?”


  Cody didn’t look up, but his mother was casting a shadow over the page of his sketchpad. “Nope. She thought she’d heard her mum calling and went looking.”


  “And she got lost?”


  “I guess.”


  Cody sensed his mother was getting a little frustrated. “What do you mean, I guess? Didn’t you ask?”


  “’Course I did, but she doesn’t remember much.”


  “What do you mean? How could she forget she got lost in a bloody forest?”


  Cody looked up. “You said a bad word!”


  His mother rolled her eyes. “Okay—sorry. I didn’t mean to, but that girl must remember what happened. She’s been missing nearly four hours.”


  Cody shrugged and carried on with his sketch. His mother huffed loudly and vanished. She was slamming things around the way she always did when she got mad. But he stopped listening because he felt that familiar warmth in his shoulder, and now it was coursing down his arm. Cody felt his fingers tingle as they grasped the pencil. The face on the page seemed to appear from nowhere.


  This wasn’t how it happened; not usually. He didn’t even know who this woman was. She wasn’t standing in front of him the way they had when he’d drawn his other pictures. She wasn’t even in his head. Yet she looked really frightened.


  Cody closed his eyes for a few seconds. Sometimes that worked—a bit like when the teacher rebooted the computer in school. But when he opened his eyes, the woman was still there. She had marks on her neck too. Like someone had tried to strangle her or something, and it looked as if she was shouting.


  Cody ripped out the page and screwed it up, shoving it into the pocket of his shorts in case his parents found it and kicked off again. He closed the sketchpad. Bailey was on his mind. For a girl who could have a baby, she was acting pretty dumb. Imagine having her as a mum, getting lost all the time and then forgetting where she’d been.


  Cody didn’t know where she was staying or he might have gone over and asked if she wanted to go to the play park. But then he realised she’d probably be grounded for the rest of the day. Maybe he could apologise to her mum; it was his fault, after all. Bailey probably watched far too much TV and that was why she never saw things, but most girls would have come out of that wood crying like a baby. The woods would have been full of rats, just like the one she’d run away from, yet she’d spent hours in there and come out like it didn’t matter. The more he thought about it, the stranger the whole thing seemed.


  Cody found his mother in the kitchen pouring herself a coffee.


  “Mum?” He crept up behind and made her jump. “Did you think Bailey was weird?”


  His mother frowned. “Well, yes. For a start, I thought she’d have gone home first and—”


  “She didn’t look scared or anything, did she?”


  “No, that’s true.”


  “I think I should say sorry to her mum, though.”


  His mother smiled. “You know something, Dee? I think that would be a very, very good idea.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  It was a long time since Rob Adams had wanted a glass of wine as much as he did now. Josie had meant well buying him a bottle of alcohol-free dry white to wash down the burger and fries, but it wasn’t the same.


  “What does that taste like, Dad?” Jenny asked with a mischievous grin.


  He picked up the bottle, peering at the label through narrowed eyes. “It tastes like it’s zero per cent proof,” he grunted.


  They all laughed. All except Darren, who was still watching his phone waiting for Danni to call. He’d polished off two cans of the strongest lager he could find and was looking like a young man on the edge.


  “You okay, hun?” Josie asked.


  Darren shrugged.


  “If she’s meant for you, she’ll be back.”


  “And what if she isn’t meant for me? It won’t stop me wanting her.”


  Josie smiled feebly. Sometimes Rob wondered if she was a little too keen to play the therapist. Even he could see the lad wanted to be left alone.


  “Thank God that kid turned up,” Jenny said, changing the subject. “I wouldn’t fancy getting lost in that wood, especially at night.”


  Rob shuddered. The place was creepy enough in broad daylight. He took another sip of his insipid wine and wondered if he’d get more of a kick out of a strong coffee. But then anger rose from the pit of his belly. This was supposed to be a holiday, for fuck’s sake. All his family were here—his crazy, dysfunctional family. It was true, but Jenny had got herself a good guy, Darren had a job, Jenny was taking time out until Isaac started school, and Kayla had found a place at the local salon. After all they’d been through, it was about time he let his hair down. A couple of glasses wouldn’t do any harm.


  Rob wandered into the kitchen area, out of sight, and took a bottle of chardonnay from the fridge, carefully pouring the alcohol-free stuff into the sink and running the tap to drown the sound. As he refilled his glass, there was movement behind him, and he spun around to see Josie standing in the doorway with a face like thunder.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  Rob felt like a chastised child. “I came to get a glass of water.”


  Jo rolled her eyes. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Rob. I’m not stupid.”


  “Okay! I just wanted a drink. A proper drink. Is that so bad?”


  Josie gave him one of those looks that drove him crazy.


  “I’m not a kid, Jo, so stop treating me like one. I left school twenty-odd years ago, so don’t act like I’m still there, okay?”


  “I’m not—”


  “Yeah, right! That look you just gave me? That’s the same look my headmistress gave me when I spilled my milk all over her desk.”


  “Honestly, Rob, you come out with some shit sometimes. You’re not a kid, and I’m not treating you like one. You’re a grown man who knows he has a problem with the bottle. Don’t you remember waking up in your own vomit?” Josie took several steps forward, lowering her voice. “I do, and so does Jenny. Maybe Kayla will be the one who finds you next time it happens?”


  “It won’t happen,” Rob protested, feeling as if he’d already lost the fight and was throwing a few dying punches. “I’ve got it under control.”


  Josie sighed. “I really hoped we’d never have this conversation because we both know it will never be under control unless you stay well clear. That glass will just remind you of what you’re missing, and then the next glass will be just that little bit harder to refuse…”


  “I can handle it!” Rob wasn’t going to give in. Not this time. “I’ll prove it to you!”


  He pushed past her, storming through the lounge and out onto the patio, where he pulled out a chair and placed his glass on the table, wondering why he’d given in so easily tonight. He’d been happy with coffee, or maybe a cola with ice, and over the past few years it had become easier to resist. But tonight, his resolve had crumbled in an instant.


  It was at least twenty minutes before Jenny appeared, looking suitably stern. “What’s going on, Dad?” She stood over him with her arms folded. That was something she’d picked up from Josie.


  “I’m having a drink. What does it look like?”


  Jenny shook her head. “Why now? Why today?”


  “Well, that’s the million-dollar question, sweetheart. Why now, indeed!” Rob felt light-headed. Okay, the glass was nearly empty, but surely it couldn’t be the alcohol.


  “I think you’ve had enough, Dad. I’m going to get you a coffee.”


  Rob was angry, but it wasn’t his anger. “Of course, sweetheart.” He sneered. “You get me a coffee, and I’ll get some more wine.”


  He stood awkwardly, steadying himself against the table. “This is my holiday too, Jen. I deserve a drink after what I’ve had to put up with.”


  Jenny glared. “Put up with? What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Nothing. I’m going to get myself a top-up.” Rob wondered how he’d ever managed a bottle of whisky when a glass of chardonnay was making him this tipsy.


  “Don’t bother!” Jenny hissed, pushing him so he fell into the chair. She disappeared back into the lodge, calling, “I’ll get it for you.”


  There was a brief, heated exchange between his daughter and Josie. Rob could hear the voices, but the conversation was drowned by the thumping in his head. Jenny reappeared moments later, slamming the bottle down on the table with such force he was surprised it hadn’t smashed into a thousand pieces.


  “There!” she screamed at him. “Drink yourself to death if that’s what you want!”


  “It’s just a bottle! Stop being such a bossy bitch!”


  Jenny looked stunned. “What did you just call me?”


  “I called you a bitch, because you’re behaving like one.” Rob had no idea where all this was coming from. He’d never called his daughter a bitch—ever.


  Jenny was too incensed for tears. “Why? Because I’m trying to protect you? I don’t know what’s brought this on, but I’m telling you, next time I find you lying in your own puke, I’ll be leaving you. Let Kayla clean it up!”


  Rob didn’t answer. That was the second time they’d used Kayla as some kind of threat. Jenny left him listening to the birdsong as the sun dipped behind the trees. This wasn’t how he’d planned it. It should have been idyllic, sitting with a glass of wine outside a woodland lodge on a warm summer evening.


  He thought about Melissa. Her face was as clear in his mind as it had been the day they’d met in the salon. Josie was a good-looking woman, but there was something about Mel. He wondered what would have happened if she’d said yes and they’d married. Maybe she’d still be alive. Thousands of women survived breast cancer with the right treatment. He’d have a proper family, not a dysfunctional one. Just him and Mel and Kayla.


  Rob’s thoughts drifted, though he was aware he was viewing life through the glass. Things were beginning to take a different shape. Why did he beat himself up every time he thought of Melissa? Elizabeth had given him a hard time for months over his affair, even though she was sleeping with Benjamin Pascoe. Then she’d gotten herself pregnant and pretended Jenny was his.


  As he made his way back into the lounge, he knew, in his father’s words, the devil had his tongue. It would only take a word from Josie or Kayla, both of whom watched him walk through the lounge and into the kitchen. Rob filled a glass from the tap and returned, sitting at the table as if nothing had happened. Josie glared at him.


  “You finished, then?” Jenny muttered.


  “Finished what, exactly? Finished enjoying myself?”


  “You shouldn’t need alcohol to enjoy yourself,” Josie said, her face contorted by anger. “You have us—your family!”


  It was what Rob had been waiting for. Every fibre of his being was screaming at him to stop, but he couldn’t.


  “Oh, is that right?” he growled. “Well, I’ve put up with some shit over these past few years, and yet here I am, still playing dad to a girl who isn’t even mine—a girl whose mother lied to me for seventeen fucking years and would have continued to lie if some little shit hadn’t killed her!”


  Jenny gasped and looked at Darren, whose mouth hung open.


  “I’m right, aren’t I?” Rob bellowed. “I’ve built this family. I’ve learned to forgive and tried to forget. I’ve tried to forget the lies. I’ve tried to forget that I nearly lost my daughter because I was too busy trying to keep Benjamin Pascoe’s girl out of the lunatic asylum! I’ve put up with all that, and you begrudge me a drink?”


  Jenny began to sob, and Darren looked down at his hands, rocking gently backward and forward. Kayla walked over and sat on the arm of the chair, placing an arm around Jenny’s shoulder. There was a steeliness in her eyes. She’d seen worse than this. Much worse.


  Rob was done. He felt empty, and the room was beginning to spin. But he saw Josie closing in.


  “You bastard!” she screamed and slapped his face so hard the force knocked him off his feet. “And when you get up, you can apologise to everyone!”


  Rob closed his eyes. He felt so drunk. It were as if the floor had opened up, sucking him down. The world faded, and Rob let himself slowly sink into a stagnant, stinking pit of despair.


  Chapter Nineteen


  “You look like you need an early night.” Penny glanced up from her laptop, studying Blakely over her reading glasses. “Well, at least the girl is okay.”


  “Yeah,” he mumbled. They had all been relieved when Bailey Rosales had turned up, but he was still wondering how he was going to exhume a skeleton from under a concrete slab without closing the park. However, it was little Cody Nelson who had really freaked him out, and now the net was closing. Maybe it was time to tell his wife exactly what was going on. She knew what her father-in-law was like and would understand the pressure he was under when he’d ordered the builders to concrete over the shallow grave of a man who had lain there for over a century.


  Blakely had lied about the dreams. Trust was something they’d been trying to build for nearly three years, and lying about anything at all wasn’t going to go down well. He stood at the window looking out towards the woods. Families were still around the park, relaxing at the tables as their children played on the swings and slides. The darkness was closing in but the air was warm. Soon, the lights would come on and the restaurant staff would wind down.


  “I’m going for a walk,” he told Penny. “Just checking everything’s okay.”


  Penny smiled. “Okay. Don’t be getting tied up with anything. If you’re needed, they’ll call you.”


  Blakely nodded and set off down the stairs, passing through the reception and into the grounds. He loved the long summer evenings when he could walk through the park and take a coffee by the lake. It was the place he would go to sit and think, but tonight, all the tables were full and there was still a small queue at the snack shop. The underwater lights were visible beneath the shade of the surrounding woodland, illuminating the plants and fountains. The air filled with the chatter of the children as they played around the water’s edge. Blakely joined the queue, listening to the conversations. If they had any complaints, he’d hear them on the park and swing into action before they got onto the social media sites.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed someone was watching him. The man appeared to be in his late fifties, overweight with a ruddy complexion and wispy grey hair which looked in need of a good combing. He was sitting alone at a single table with a glass of orange juice. Blakely caught his eye, smiling briefly, before turning his attention back to the guy serving drinks. “Just a flat white, please,” he said, wondering if the grey-mop-topped man was still looking his way.


  The coffee was pretty decent. In fact, it was bloody good. The company had gone for the best machines, although he’d never realised how much was involved in making a coffee these days or how expensive the kit was. But he had wanted five-star reviews on Trip Advisor, and if the food and drink wasn’t up to scratch, they could forget the high ratings. He sat down on a bench by the water; the coffee might have been good but it didn’t solve the problem of what exactly he was going to tell Penny. Maybe he’d leave it till the end of the season. But then there were the nightmares…and a kid who saw dead people.


  His thoughts were interrupted when he heard a voice behind him. “Mr. Blakely?”


  The stranger who’d been watching him sidled up and sat down, uncomfortably close, and reached out a hand. “I’m sorry to intrude. My name’s Stephen Matthews. I was on the council here, several years back.”


  Blakely wasn’t sure if he was supposed to be impressed but guessed this wasn’t just going to be a social chat.


  “I retired before you bought this place,” Matthews explained. “I wasn’t happy about having an adventure park in Tabwell at the time, but you’ve done well. I guess there’s nothing wrong with a bit of progress.”


  Blakely nodded, relieved he wasn’t going to end up listening to the gripes of a disgruntled local.


  “I’m here with my daughter and grandkids. They’ve been wanting to come for ages. They absolutely love the pool and the play area.” Matthews’ smile faded. “But I try to keep them away from the forest, to be honest.”


  Blakely frowned. “Oh, really? Why?”


  “You have over a square mile of woodland back there. Haven’t you ever wondered why it’s never been developed?”


  “Well, I guessed it was down to money. Didn’t the council run out of funds?”


  “There was more to it than that. A lot more.”


  “Like what?”


  Matthews shook his head, looking across the water. “It’s something I’d rather not go into. It happened a long, long time ago. Well before the days of the girl in the attic. But there are a lot of very influential people in Tabwell who want it all kept under wraps.”


  Blakely was intrigued. “I’m sorry, Mr. Matthews, but why are you telling me this?”


  “Because I feel it is my duty to warn you.”


  “About what?”


  “Okay, tell me something. Why did you fence off the woods?”


  “Because it was overgrown.”


  “Wasn’t it all overgrown?”


  Blakely thought for a moment. “Yes, but not as much.”


  “So you sectioned off the habitable part. The area that was easiest to landscape.”


  “I guess.”


  Matthews turned. His breath smelled of whisky. “Mr. Blakely, I’m on your side, so please listen to me.” He paused. “You’ve put that fence in the right place, but I would make absolutely sure that no one in this park crosses it. And then I’d replace it with a six-foot wall as soon as you can.”


  “A wall?”


  “Yes. You can make it as fancy as you like but make sure it’s high! No doors—just brick. Cover it with ivy if you want, but for Christ’s sake, don’t even consider developing anything on the other side. You’ve gone far enough, Mr. Blakely. Your adventure park is fine. But it needs to end at that sign.” Matthews stood and held out his hand once more. “Good to speak to you, sir. I hope you take my advice.”


  With that, he turned and walked away. The guy looked unkempt and weather-beaten. Blakely thought Matthews might have a drink problem, although he didn’t seem to be drunk or even tipsy. But a wall would cost thousands, and Blakely would have some explaining to do when his father asked why he wasn’t developing the extra square mile of woodland. So unless that guy gave him a damn good reason, the plans for Mosswood would be going ahead.


  Chapter Twenty


  Robert Adams woke, fully clothed and lying on top of his duvet. He stared for a moment at the ceiling fan whirring silently above him, wondering where the hell he was. The place smelled of wood and coffee with maybe just a faint whiff of breakfast. He remembered Mosswood but couldn’t recall how he got to be lying on top of his bed in a shirt and jeans.


  “You’re awake, then?”


  He looked over to see Josie standing in the doorway with expression of disgust on her face. “We’ve had our breakfast and they’ve all gone to the pool with Isaac.”


  “Already? Why? What time is it?”


  “Ten-thirty. Mid-morning.” Jo was barely keeping a lid on her temper.


  “Why am I lying here in my clothes?” Rob was still trying desperately to recall anything from the previous evening.


  “You’re lucky you didn’t wake up outside the front door with your suitcase!” she snapped. “You’ve got some serious apologising to do, Rob.”


  “What? Why? What have I done?”


  Josie rolled her eyes. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. You know full well. You weren’t that pissed, surely?”


  Rob thought he must be in some kind of dream. He couldn’t recall anything.


  “It was only one bottle of wine, but you can’t take alcohol these days. Why did you do it? Why?”


  Rob tried to sit up, but the pain in his chest made him gasp, and Josie lurched forward, seeming to forget briefly that she was angry with him. “Hey! Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, must have just twisted awkwardly.”


  She sat down on the edge of the bed beside him. “You said some really shitty things last night. Jenny doesn’t even want to see you at the moment.”


  “Christ! What did I say?”


  “You called her Benjamin Pascoe’s girl.”


  “What?”


  “And you were pretty rotten to Darren as well. You were like a different person. I just don’t know what happened.”


  Rob closed his eyes, suddenly feeling cold. Something was wrong. This wasn’t about the alcohol. He took Jo’s hand. “I can’t remember anything. I don’t even remember opening a bottle of wine—I don’t even remember what happened before I opened the wine.”


  Josie frowned. “You’re serious?”


  Rob nodded. “The last thing I do remember…” He squeezed her hand. “Was going into the forest with Darren.”


  ***


  Alex enjoyed driving. It may have been little more than a glorified golf buggy, but it had two seats in the back and sometimes he gave the kids a ride. But today was a really bad day. He still had them—days when he wished he was dead—and it was all about a girl. Even the most patient and understanding counsellor would be thinking it was about time he got his act together and grew up.


  Maybe he would have started to heal, but now he’d met Darren and the world had become a whole lot darker. Okay, it might have been his fault, but admitting it wasn’t going to bring her back. Maybe if he’d not spent last night listening to Sam Smith lamenting a lost love he’d be feeling a little more perky, but wallowing in his own misery was somehow comforting. “A pig might be happiest in shit,” his father had remarked one day, “but it doesn’t change the fact that it’s still shit.” Alex knew exactly what he meant.


  He parked up outside the hotel and walked into reception. Penny Blakely was issuing instructions to a couple of staff members; he caught her eye and smiled. Alex liked her. She was good with the pep talks at the monthly meetings and insisted everyone was on first-name terms. She could be strict when she needed to be, but if you were having a bad time, she was always willing to listen. There had been occasions when he’d even thought about confiding in her. Maybe she would have the right words.


  Alex was on a break and had twenty minutes to spare. He glanced around for Darren Pascoe. There was enough time to go looking for the bastard, but there was no sign of him in the reception or the restaurant where the late risers had just finished breakfast. Maybe he’d shoot over to the pool. The gang Darren was with had a kid in tow, and that might be the first place they’d take him. With any luck, the prick would have drowned himself before Alex got there.


  Alex pushed the cart to its max, which was probably about twenty miles per hour but felt more like fifty. He arrived at the pool at the same time as Pascoe. It was difficult to see his face clearly from a distance and Alex was running out of time. He was on woodland duty, with specific instructions to keep kids from crossing that fence. Two little brats had managed it yesterday, and all hell had let loose when only one came out. It had been okay in the end, but they couldn’t afford another episode.


  Darren Pascoe had hold of the kid’s hand, leading him up the steps and through the entrance below the two giant blue Perspex dolphins. Alex thought about texting Danni again. He had nothing to lose, but decided he had little to gain either. Maybe he should go out tonight. He was on an early shift, which would give him time to hook up online and book a room at the Lakeside Hotel. Alex sighed, spun his cart around, and headed back towards the woods. Perhaps it might be better to buy himself a couple of bottles of cheap white wine and drink himself into a stupor.


  ***


  Blakely had planned to tell Penny about the body before they went to sleep but then she had ruined it by climbing under the sheets naked and turning off the light. Before he’d had time to utter a word, her hands were on him and Jacob Root hadn’t seemed quite so important. Penny wasn’t going to let him forget that she could turn it on, just in case there was another girl like Kim lurking in the shadows with her sights set on a man with a bit of money in the bank.


  They had fallen asleep in each other’s arms, and when he woke she was standing in front of the full-length mirror, studying her reflection.


  “Do you think I should get my boobs done?” she asked.


  He wasn’t a boobs kind of man. “Why? They’re fine.”


  She cupped her breasts, pushing them upwards. “Maybe a little more perky?” She squinted, moving her head from one side to the other. “And I was thinking of getting a tattoo.”


  Blakely was shocked. “A tattoo?”


  She grinned mischievously. “Maybe a risqué one. Just for us.”


  “Like what?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know yet. I just thought it might be fun.”


  Penny was in a good mood and, by the look in her eyes, enjoying her role as the temptress. The subject of Jacob Root and his remains could stay on hold.


  ***


  Josie believed him, though there was confusion in her eyes. “You can’t remember anything at all? Not even the burger and fries?”


  “I had burger and fries?” Rob said.


  That confused Rob even more. Since his heart attack, Josie had been keeping tabs on his fast food intake.


  “We all did,” she replied with a smile that belied the fear in her eyes. “I figured the occasional treat wouldn’t do you any harm.”


  Rob wasn’t a fast food freak by a long way, but he did enjoy fries and a takeaway now and again. Even though it hadn’t been a major heart attack, Josie wasn’t tempting fate. “That stinks. I get to eat greasy fries and don’t even remember it!”


  Jo grinned, but the situation wasn’t funny and they both knew it. Total lapses in memory might be a sign of things to come, and he was already imagining his gradual slide into dementia.


  “It’s probably nothing,” she said, reading his mind. “But maybe you should go and see Doctor Elworth when we get back.”


  “But why did I say those things? Why did I even have a drink?”


  Josie shrugged. “I tried my best to stop you, but you were determined.”


  Rob closed his eyes and started counting inside his head. It was an instinctive reaction to having woken in a surreal world where whole chunks of time had gone missing. But when he opened them, Josie was still standing there like a mother hen. Was that what dementia felt like before it took over completely?


  “Hey, get yourself a shower, and we’ll meet them by the pool,” Josie instructed. “You could use a strong coffee.”


  Rob groaned. He didn’t feel much like a coffee or anything else for that matter. He swung himself off the bed, but his time, there was no pain in his chest, just a dull headache which he’d cure with a couple of pills.


  The sun streamed through the tiny window as Rob stepped into the shower cubicle, but he had never felt so empty. It were as if his soul had been ripped out, leaving nothing more than a walking corpse. Perhaps this wasn’t the onset of dementia but something sinister. Something to do with Mosswood.


  ***


  Cody Nelson saw Jacob Root that night. His parents had locked the windows and doors and told him that if he went wandering again, they’d be on their way back home before lunchtime. He’d woken just after midnight and climbed out of the top bunk, wondering why the curtains were open. The figure he saw standing by the cycle shed was barely visible through the trees.


  Cody reached inside the bedside cupboard and pulled out a small set of binoculars Santa had left him last Christmas. He didn’t usually end up with things he hadn’t asked for, but he loved them just the same. It wasn’t easy to focus in the moonlight—he’d tried to look at the stars many times—but the cycle shed was under a direct shaft of light, and there stood the familiar figure of Jacob Root with a pitchfork in his hand.


  Cody wanted to tell him he was sorry, but the window was locked. At first, Jacob seemed to understand and raised the fork, stabbing it into the ground, but then he looked just plain angry, and for a moment, Cody was afraid. Then the figure faded just as it had done the other night, leaving the pitchfork in the ground. Cody reluctantly returned to his bed, pulling up the covers before drifting back into an uneasy sleep.


  He rose early to a breakfast that included two rounds of toast cut up into strips and served with a runny egg, followed by a bowl of chocolate pops, which he stirred and stirred until the milk turned brown.


  As soon as he was done, Cody made his way across to the cycle shed, where he found Bailey, staring blankly at the pitchfork.


  “Who put that there?” she asked as he approached.


  It was probably best not to tell her. He didn’t want to go through all the ghost stuff again.


  “Dunno,” he replied, trying to sound as if he didn’t care. “One of the gardeners probably left it.” In a way, he wasn’t lying. She didn’t need to know the gardener in question was the one whose cottage they’d visited yesterday.


  Bailey pulled a key from her pocket and unlocked the cycle she’d hired for the week. It was bay thirteen.


  “Thirteen is unlucky,” Cody said, hoping Bailey might laugh. But she just turned and glared.


  “That’s stupid. Superstitious people are idiots!”


  Cody was getting fed up of her insults. “I was kidding,” he said with a scowl.


  “Well, it wasn’t funny, asshole!”


  “I’m not an asshole! You’re an asshole!”


  Bailey gave him a look—the kind his mum gave him when he did something bad. But Bailey wasn’t a grown-up, and she didn’t have the right to talk like that.


  “Well, you’re just a stupid girl. Just cos you’ve got public hair doesn’t mean you can treat me like a kid.”


  “You are a kid! And it’s not public hair, stupid. It’s pubic.”


  “I don’t care!”


  Bailey pulled out the bike and stood it up against the shed wall. “And I’m not a stupid girl. You think you’re smarter than me just cos you’ve got a penis?”


  Cody was shocked. Girls weren’t really supposed to talk about willies. Not like that!


  “That’s rude!”


  “Why? That’s the proper name. You’ve got a penis and I’ve got a vagina. So what?”


  “You’re disgusting. And you’re nuts too. You don’t even remember how you got home yesterday. Maybe a ghost gobbled your brain.”


  Bailey glared and walked over. Although Cody was only a couple of inches shorter, she seemed to tower above him. He shuddered, ice running through his veins. There was a strange smell on her breath as she pressed her forehead against his.


  Keep away, little boy! Stay out of the woods!


  Bailey’s lips barely moved and the voice seemed to come from her belly. It sounded like someone who had a really sore throat or was being strangled. Cody let out a gasp as Bailey shot back as if someone had pushed her. She stood for a moment looking dazed.


  Cody’s heartbeat felt like a hammer. “What do you mean? Why did you say that?”


  Bailey frowned. “Say what?” She looked around to see if her bike was still there.


  “You don’t know what you just did, do you?” he asked, backing up a few steps.


  Bailey suddenly burst into tears. “What’s up with me? I feel all mixed up, like there’s something horrible inside my head.”


  Cody took another step back, hoping she wouldn’t notice, but Bailey seemed to sense everything he felt. “Go on—go if you want. Leave me alone. Just leave me alone!”


  It wasn’t the right time to argue. He could be brave another day. Right now, it might be better to stick with his mum and dad and keep out of Bailey’s way. She was acting strange. He’d always believed the dead couldn’t hurt him, but Bailey Rosales certainly could.


  ***


  Darren was relieved to see Rob in one piece, even if he did look a little stressed out. Josie had been ready to give him a black eye and Jenny wasn’t planning on making things easy for him, either. He watched her pulling Isaac along in his rubber ring, splashing like crazy. Kayla was watching them too. Maybe she wished it was her who’d had a baby, or perhaps she just liked looking at Jake and his six-pack. Either way, she wasn’t doing much talking.


  Rob’s drunken tirade had put a dampener on the whole evening, and it irritated Darren, particularly after the day he’d had. The whole thing with Danni had been bad enough without the tears and tantrums over a few glasses of wine. He checked his phone for the tenth time in as many minutes; there was nothing but a single notification on Facebook. Being mildly interested, in case there was a bizarre connection to his girl, he clicked on it. Owen Mendez had left him a message.


   


  Hey Darren. Looks like you’re in Mosswood Adventure Park! Cool! I’m coming up on Thursday! I’ve got permission to do some wildlife photography in the woods. How about we meet up?


   


  Mendez was one of those oddballs who had just popped up from nowhere with a friend request and occasionally reacted to his posts with a like or an emoji. But that was about as far as it had gone. It would be pretty shitty to have said no, but he didn’t want to say yes either. What if Danni turned up? What if she wanted to spend the day with him? Darren shoved his phone back in his pocket. Maybe he’d reply on Thursday if the coast was clear.


  Josie and Rob pulled up a couple of chairs and sat at the table. They both smiled uneasily.


  “You heard anything yet?” Rob asked.


  Darren shook his head as Jo pulled out her purse. “Anyone want a drink?”


  It was a loaded question, he thought, considering what had gone on last night.


  “Just a strong coffee,” Rob replied.


  When Josie had gone, Rob leaned across and, in little more than a whisper said, “I’m really sorry about last night. Those things…I didn’t mean them.” He paused. “You said those woods were creepy, but tell me—honestly—did you feel anything?”


  Darren wondered what this had to do with anything that had gone on in the evening but guessed there must be a link. “It was kind of strange. Why?”


  “Is that all? Just strange?”


  “Yeah.”


  Rob sighed. “I remember going in there with you, but that’s it. So what happened?”


  Darren recalled those times as a child when he’d insisted that his father read him scary stories by torchlight. It isn’t very good in the dark, dark wood in the middle of the night when there isn’t any light… He’d giggled and dived under the covers, imagining he was being pursued by a giant bear or worse still, the dreaded bogeyman.


  But this wasn’t a kid’s story. “You said we needed to get out. You said there was something in there. But we did get out, so that’s okay, isn’t it?


  Rob didn’t look convinced. He’d been acting kind of peculiar last night, and now he was asking odd questions.


  Josie arrived back with the coffee and flashed Darren a fake smile as another message arrived on his phone. It was Owen Mendez again: Let me know, bud!


  Darren groaned inwardly. He hated being pressurised. Why did the bastard want an immediate answer? He shoved the phone back in his pocket. All he’d wanted was a message from Danni. Was that too much to ask?


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Kevin Taylor looked at his voucher. “This is a print-off!”


  Claudiu shrugged. “They won’t check. It’s just a ten-pound promo thing. They won’t be arsed.”


  Taylor folded the paper and slipped it in his pocket. He’d still have to find a few quid and there was also the possibility that they would check. The vouchers had been supplied through a travel company as an enticement to book a family package holiday, but it was easy enough to download and copy if you knew what you were doing. The guys he lived with weren’t going to go to a whole lot of trouble just to save him a few pounds so he’d have to take it or leave it.


  Pascoe had seen his message but hadn’t got back to him, so he’d sent another. If the backstabbing cunt wasn’t going to bite then it wasn’t worth going. Spending the day surrounded by screaming little brats wasn’t Taylor’s idea of fun. Not that he’d need that long with Pascoe. He just wanted to get him away from the crowds, somewhere quiet. Somewhere he wouldn’t be found. Holy shit, that bastard is gonna learn a lesson!


  Taylor took a long drag on his joint and stared out of the window. Life wasn’t fair. Everyone was making money but him. His Romanian friends made pots of cash out of drugs and girls but they weren’t letting him in on any of it. A regular shag in exchange for a few beers—beers they could well afford to buy for themselves—well, that wasn’t exactly something to get excited about, even if he did quite like Velma.


  Things would’ve been so different if it weren’t for Pascoe. Before the accident, Taylor was making a little bit of cash from the drugs ring on the Kirkland Estate, and if it hadn’t been for the stint in prison, he’d have been a major player by now.


  Taylor opened the window and threw out the remainder of his reef. It smelled like cheap shit and he guessed it had been mixed with something. The guys were always doing things like that. They kept the good stuff for the clients, like they kept all the best girls. He’d asked for Mandy. She was Spanish, but pale as fuck, and looked about fifteen. She was everyone’s favourite, but they wouldn’t let him near her.


  Taylor took his jacket from the back of the chair and headed for the door. The knife was still in his inside pocket and the sun was shining. People let their guard down in broad daylight anyway, but when the weather was good, they were even less careful. The park would be a good spot today. Girls lying on the grass bank by the lake with their phones beside them.


  It was a short bus ride but he decided to walk. There might be a couple of opportunities on the way. It wasn’t long before Taylor spotted his first victim, standing in a queue for the cash machine at the shopping centre. An old woman with one of those straw bags. The stupid old biddy had her purse parked right at the top. He stood behind her for less than ten seconds before he reached forward and grabbed the purse. It was almost too easy. He waited a few seconds more and then moved off, quickening his pace, slipping down an alley where the shops kept their bins.


  That’s when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Taylor spun around to find a burly-looking bloke, probably twice his age, bearing down on him.


  “Give it back,” he hissed.


  The man’s face was crimson with anger and, judging by the shape of his nose, he’d taken a good few punches in his time.


  “Give me that fucking purse, you little scumbag!”


  Taylor went to run, but the man grabbed his arm.


  “I ain’t got no purse, Grandad, so get your fucking hands off me!”


  “Bollocks! Hand it over, arsehole!”


  Taylor saw another two-year stretch awaiting him like a cavernous black hole as he reached into his pocket and felt the blade handle between his fingers. He wasn’t going back there, not for some greasy do-gooder.


  The bloke didn’t see it coming until it was too late. Taylor plunged the knife into his belly. “You asked for that,” he growled.


  The man gasped, staggering forward, his eyes wide with horror. Taylor knew better than to run. That would only arouse suspicion and people usually looked to see what you were running from. He walked quickly and stopped at the end of the alleyway, looking back at the man lying amongst the litter by the bins, blood running over his fingers.


  There was fifty pounds and thirty-six pence in the purse, plus house keys, but it wasn’t worth risking paying the old girl a visit. She’d not have anything worth robbing. Taylor shoved the cash in his pocket and threw the purse into a bin by the bus stop. It was easy money and if he played his cards right, it might get him an hour with Mandy without anyone finding out. He quickened his pace. It wouldn’t be long before they found the guy he’d stabbed, so the further away he was, the better.


  Alshaw Park hadn’t changed much since the day they’d picked up the four-wheel-drive just outside the gates. The day their friendship ended. The girls seemed to be covering up recently, and most of them had started wearing shorts, which meant he couldn’t catch a glimpse of their knickers. But it was still worth a visit, so he picked up a six-pack of strong cider from the off-licence and made his way to the main entrance, parking himself beneath a tree by the lake to plan exactly what he was going to do with Darren Pascoe.


  ***


  Cody knew his parents were watching him as he sat, bent over his sketchpad. Not in a stand-and-stare kind of way—they just kept glancing over and then looking at each other the way mums and dads do when they think there’s something up.


  “Hey, buddy, how about we go out on the bikes? Mum’s gonna come with us.”


  “She hasn’t got a bike,” Cody grumbled.


  “She can hire one.”


  “I don’t want to.”


  “Well, how about we go to the pool?”


  “I just want to draw.”


  Cody felt his mother’s presence at his left shoulder. “What’s up, Dee? You’re not still upset over Bailey, are you?”


  “I don’t like her anymore. She’s really weird.”


  “Why, have you seen her today?”


  Cody didn’t answer. He’d felt cold when she was near him. And that voice… It was like an old woman’s voice. They wouldn’t understand. Something had happened to her in those woods. She’d wandered beyond the clearing, the place that Jacob Root told him he must never go alone. She’d followed a voice, thinking it was her mother, but it hadn’t been. Cody knew that.


  “How about we go and get a burger, then?” his father said.


  “I’m not hungry.”


  “A milkshake?”


  Cody would never turn down a chocolate drink of any kind, no matter how bad he felt. He closed his book and stood up. “Okay. Can I have a cookie too?”


  He saw the relief on his mother’s face as he grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair.


  “You can have anything you want!” she said, pinching his cheek.


  When they reached the hotel, Mr. Blakely was standing at the reception desk with a pretty lady. “Are you okay, son?” he called.


  Cody nodded and broke free of his parents, hurrying over to the desk. “I have something to tell you.”


  Peter and Laura Nelson moved quickly behind him. “Come on, bud. Don’t be bothering the man.”


  Blakely grinned. “He’s fine. What is it, son?”


  “I saw Mr. Root last night,” Cody said. “He was standing by the bike shed. And he left a pitchfork in the ground.”


  Blakely’s smile vanished. The lady beside him looked confused.


  “That’s enough!” his father snapped. “I’m sorry, Mr. Blakely. I can see you’re busy.”


  “I thought we were going to get away from all this shit,” Laura muttered as they dragged their son in the direction of the hotel café.


  Cody heard the comment. “It’s not shit!” he protested. “It’s true, and I was just telling Mr. Blakely!”


  His father’s hand tightened around his own. “When we get back home,” his dad said sternly, “we’re taking you to see someone who can help you.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Rob’s mask was slipping. He’d apologised to his daughter, who had grudgingly accepted that his behaviour had been totally out of character, but the huge hole in his recollection of the previous day was eating him up. If there was something in the depths of Mosswood, why hadn’t it affected Darren as well? But Darren was still stressed out, waiting for Danni to call, and wasn’t in the mood to discuss anything else.


  Jenny had said the same thing when Rob had told her about his experience. “Places like that are always a bit eerie. It doesn’t have to be supernatural.” Rob guessed she was more concerned with the possibility he might be showing those initial, dreaded signs of Alzheimer’s disease. “If it happens again, you should go and see Doctor Elworth.”


  He laughed it off. Josie had suggested the same thing—they were both thinking the same thing—and fought hard to keep his spirits up, which involved him reluctantly taking his turn behind Jake on the pool’s mega-slide, hitting the water with such force it was like being fired through a glass door from the barrel of a cannon. It made them all laugh, particularly Josie, who saw the look of bewilderment on his face as he surfaced.


  That evening, as the sun dipped behind the trees, they all sat around the table outside the lodge. No one was drinking alcohol, so Rob had gone to the bar and returned with two bottles of champagne. “What’re those for?” Josie asked, concerned.


  “Because no one is drinking, and I’m no idiot. It’s because of me and what happened last night.”


  Kayla shrugged. “We just thought—”


  “I know what you thought,” Rob interrupted. “You thought I’d kick off again, which proves none of you really understand.”


  Josie flashed him a look. “We didn’t want you to be tempted, that’s all.”


  “Why? I’ve told you before. That wasn’t me last night. I don’t know what happened or why, but I’m okay now. I’m happy with a coffee, so I’d rather you just relax and enjoy yourselves. Okay?”


  They all nodded, like a class of obedient schoolchildren, and Rob sat down and glanced at his watch. It was nine o’clock. Another couple of hours before he could retire to his bed, close his eyes and shut out the world. Maybe tomorrow will be a better day.


  ***


  “Isn’t that illegal?” Penny asked with a perplexed frown.


  “Isn’t what illegal?”


  “You found a body—well, the remains of a body—and you didn’t report it. Isn’t there some law against that?”


  Blakely guessed there was, but right then, he was more concerned about having a kid on the site who saw dead people and seemed quite happy to tell everyone he happened to meet. Penny had remained remarkably calm about the whole thing, even when Blakely had told her about the dreams. She had more of a problem with Jenny and her suggestion they should exhume Jacob Root and move him as soon as possible.


  “That Adams girl might be better keeping her nose out. She’s got a free holiday. It doesn’t mean she has the right to start throwing her weight around.”


  “He is her ancestor.”


  Penny sighed. “Okay, so how do you propose performing this little exercise with a park full of people?”


  That was it. He didn’t know. He just wanted the nightmares to stop. “That kid freaked me out a bit. And one of the rangers confirmed there was a pitchfork by the bikes. A kid could have injured themselves on that.”


  “But you don’t honestly think that a ghost put it there?”


  Blakely shrugged.


  “Come on, Dennis. This is just some snotty-nosed little kid telling you all this.” Penny sighed in exasperation. “I admit, I don’t understand how he knows about the gardener, but that pitchfork must have been left by one of the groundsmen.”


  “It wasn’t. Theirs are in the storeroom. They’d never leave equipment lying around.” Blakely’s palms were damp with sweat. “That pitchfork belongs to him. It belongs to Jacob.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake, Dennis! How do you know that?”


  The frustration on his wife’s face made him recoil inwardly. “That kid found a cottage in the woods. It looks like it might have belonged to Amelia’s father. That’s where I saw the pitchfork.”


  “It was the same one?”


  “Yep. One of the rangers had put it in the storeroom at the reception. I went to check.”


  Penny looked stunned.


  “So I can’t see how it got there. The kid wouldn’t have done it, and as far as I know, no one else knows about the cottage. I certainly didn’t.”


  “I still don’t believe a ghost moved it!” Penny huffed. “And I can’t believe you do, either!”


  “I don’t know what to believe, but when I saw that fork in the cottage, it had blood on it…” A thought suddenly struck him. “I wiped it on my shirt.”


  Before he finished speaking, he went to the cupboard where they kept their laundry basket and rummaged around until he felt the familiar material of his white polo top. Blakely pulled it out and held it up. It was creased and stained, but there was no sign of any blood. Just a dirty hand print. Cody had been right; he hadn’t seen any blood. He gasped. “It’s gone!”


  “Or it was never there,” Penny said. “I’m thinking you should have a few days off work. Get some rest.”


  “What? You think I’m going crazy?”


  Penny shook her head. “No, but you’re talking about dismantling a building and digging up a body, and you’re wiping non-existent blood on your shirt. I think it’s all down to stress.”


  “I can prove the cottage exists! I’ll ask that kid to take us—he knows exactly where it is.”


  “Are you kidding? There’s no way I’m going into those woods with you and Chucky.”


  Blakely stifled a chuckle. “You can be cruel sometimes, Pen.” He saw the familiar mischievous grin form on his wife’s face, and they both burst out laughing. It felt so good. He pulled her into his arms. “Why are we arguing? Whatever shit is going on out there, we’re both on the same side.”


  “I know,” Penny murmured, nestling her head against his shoulder. “How about we have a really early night and do some connecting?”


  ***


  Things weren’t turning out too well for Jenny. Isaac must’ve sensed the tension hanging in the air and he was playing up. She was hot and tired, but the ceiling fan did little more than shift warm air around the room, and she eventually stripped off, lying on top of the duvet in her knickers.


  Despite the heat, Jake found her irresistible. “Hey,” he whispered, running his hand down her belly and slipping beneath the cotton fabric of her underwear. “How about we do it very quietly?”


  She pushed him away, even though she wanted more. “It’s friggin’ boiling.”


  Jake nuzzled her neck. “I’ll take it easy, promise.”


  “Nope.”


  “What’s up? We haven’t done it for nearly a week.”


  Jenny sighed. “We will. Just not tonight.”


  Jake pulled back, and Jenny rolled over onto her side. Her father’s words still echoed in her head, and they stung like hell. But there was something else. She’d felt Jake touching her, felt him kissing her neck, yet for a moment, however briefly, she’d wished it had been Kayla’s lips she’d felt, and Kayla’s hand between her legs.


  Jenny fell into a restless sleep an hour later, wishing she was back home, away from Kayla and away from the park. She dreamed of Amelia, sitting by the window, her silicone skin glowing in the moonlight. Jenny held out her hand, gently stroking Amelia’s hair, praying that her touch would breathe life into the motionless form.


  But Amelia didn’t move. A strange loneliness gripped Jenny. “Where are you?” she whispered. “Why can’t you talk to me?”


  There was a loud hooting of an owl in the distance and Jenny woke suddenly.


  The window was open, and a cold breeze gusted through the room. Jake was still asleep but instinctively pulled the duvet up, covering his shoulders. She rose quietly and crept over to the window. It was so peaceful, almost surreal. Then she saw something move amongst the trees. Amelia appeared suddenly and stood silently, her eyes piercing the darkness.


  “You heard me,” Jenny whispered. “You heard me call you in my dream.” Amelia’s smile sent a feeling of warmth coursing through Jenny’s body. Throwing on her dressing gown, Jenny tiptoed to the front door, carefully opened the latch and stepped outside.


  The grass was damp with early dew, and she glanced at her watch. It was three o’clock; not long until the dawn light broke through the trees. Amelia turned and walked away and Jenny followed hesitantly.


  “Where are you taking me?” she whispered.


  There was no answer.


  “I know about your father,” she continued under her breath, knowing Amelia could hear her thoughts.


  But there was still no reply. No voices in her head.


  Jenny lost track of time as she floated above the undergrowth, travelling further into the forest until she arrived at the edge of a small clearing. Amelia stared up towards the sky and turned suddenly, raising her arms. Jenny gasped as the clearing exploded into flames and covered her ears to drown the screams that filled the air. Amelia stood amid the fire in her white nightgown, her eyes filled with sadness.


  “What is this?” Jenny cried.


  There was no answer. Only the myriad wailing voices, a cacophony of sound that chilled her soul and, despite the fire, left her shivering.


  Amelia raised her hand once more. The flames died. The forest fell silent.


  “Jesus, Jen, will you keep still!”


  She opened her eyes to find Jake staring at her as the ceiling fan continued to push warm air around the room.


  “Hope you’re not starting those dreams again.”


  “What?” Jenny replied drowsily. “Like it’d be my fault if I was!”


  Jake’s features looked almost ghostly in the moonlight. “And are you?”


  She shook her head. “Let’s just try to get some rest, eh? Isaac will be wanting to go to the pool in the morning.”


  Jake flopped back on the bed and within minutes he’d fallen asleep, unaware of the things she’d seen. Something terrible had happened deep in those woods, although what and when remained a mystery. But at some time during the morning, she’d make an excuse and slip away. She needed to speak to Blakely. Was he hiding something more than a body? Was he covering up a dark history—the kind that would close the whole park? Maybe she should call Sebastian Tint: the old man who had become like a grandfather, not just to her, but to Jake and Darren too. He had Amelia’s diaries.


  Diaries that may contain the answers she wanted.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Darren sat with a glass of blackcurrant juice, scrolling through Owen Mendez’s profile. It had just turned six and the rest of the family were still in bed. It was good to be outside, breathing in the fresh air. His parents had only taken him camping once, and that had been more than enough for his mother, who preferred luxury hotel rooms and a cooked breakfast to bugs and bowls of cereal, but Darren had always loved the outdoor life.


  The summer weeks he’d spent on his aunt and uncle’s farm in Devon remained vivid in his memory. The fresh air, the open spaces… He’d helped with the horses and even learned to ride Tessa, a chestnut mare who had once been a winner at the international horse show in London. His Aunt Cassie was three years younger than Darren’s mother, and the two sisters could not have been less alike. As different as his father and Uncle Harry.


  Cassie was a looker too—they had that in common—but she never wore make-up and was quite happy in a baggy top and denims, up to her knees in mud and shit. Darren liked that. Even on the rainy days, they sat on hay bales in the barn, watching the clouds roll across the mountain peaks.


  It was at times like this, with those memories still so clear in his mind, he wondered how he’d ever gotten himself involved with a scum bag from the Kirkland Estate. His whole world had fallen apart when his father left. He was angry, and even now, thinking about that day, the tears formed in his eyes. His father would have moved here, and they could have made a fresh start. They’d rented their house from a cosmetic surgeon who had gone to work in America, and they’d been free to pack up and move any time they wanted to, but his mother didn’t see her future living on a farm.


  He wondered where he’d be right now if Taylor hadn’t come along. His parents might have got back together eventually. They might be relaxing on a beach in Greece or living the high life in Vegas. But then, he’d been lucky is some ways. He had a family. He had a sister—two sisters, if he counted Kayla. Then there was Jake. Well, he was definitely more like a brother than Darren could have hoped for, and while Rob was not quite a father figure, they got on well, considering. Finally, there was Danni, the girl he thought he’d never find. That was, until she discovered his past.


  Darren glanced back at his phone. Owen Mendez seemed pretty keen to meet up; it had to be worth checking him out. Apparently, he was in a new relationship with a girl called Velma, who worked in public relations. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to start making new friends. If things didn’t work out with Danni, Darren might need someone to hang out with.


   


  Message me when you’re here. We’ll meet up. Cheers.


   


  He didn’t want to sound too keen just in case he was misinterpreting Owen’s intentions and the lad was looking to hook up with someone. There was nothing wrong with playing it cool, just in case. He thought about messaging Danni, and his finger hovered over her name for a moment, but he changed his mind.


  “You want some breakfast, hun?” Josie seemed to appear out of thin air and made him jump.


  “Jesus, Jo! How do you do that?”


  “Do what?”


  Darren laughed. “You’re like a friggin’ ghost!”


  “It’s these slippers,” she answered with a grin. “They’re excellent for covert operations.”


  Darren nodded. “You should have a warning bell around your neck.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.” She laughed. “So, would you like some toast?”


  “Sure—with plenty of butter, please.”


  Josie vanished, leaving him alone with the birds, who were now in full chorus. Darren checked his phone again, scrolling through his pictures of Danni till he got to the one of her in a bikini. He recalled the first time they’d made love. The first time for him, and for her too. The passion had carried them through the initial fumblings, and neither had wanted the night to end.


  “That was amazing,” Danni had whispered in his ear as the sun poked through the curtains. “I don’t want to leave you…I want to stay like this all day.”


  He had felt exactly the same, and in that moment, all the painful memories of the past—Elizabeth’s and Hanna’s deaths, losing his parents and the two years in prison—were all forgotten. He had been truly happy for the first time in years, but now she had gone. He had managed to screw up his life once more.


  ***


  Cody Nelson had not set eyes on Bailey since the thing with the pitchfork, and that suited him just fine. Yesterday had worked out okay in the end. After the milkshake and a chocolate cookie, he’d felt brighter and ended up at the pool in the space bubbles—giant see-through plastic globes filled with air, which he climbed into fully dressed as the attendants pushed him out onto the water. Cody had felt like a hamster in a ball, running and falling as it rolled across the surface. For that short time, he’d forgotten his troubles.


  They’d had a burger with another milkshake afterwards and gone riding on the adventure trail—all three of them, Mum included. Except she was a bit wobbly on the bike and needed to keep stopping. Dad had laughed, and Cody had wondered if maybe he’d forgotten they were going to take him to see someone and get help.


  He wasn’t too sure what that meant. What happened when you went to see someone? A couple of the kids in school had said he should be in a straitjacket and locked in a padded cell. He hadn’t wanted to sound stupid so he’d asked the teacher what a straitjacket was. To his relief, he discovered they didn’t use them much these days.


  After the bike ride, he’d sat drawing until his mother put him to bed and read a chapter from a kids’ book about the planets. Cody was pretty angry with himself for falling asleep. He’d wanted to stay awake and listen to what his parents were talking about. The glass against the wall didn’t seem to work that well, but if he was really quiet and stood next to the bedroom door, he could make out most of the conversation.


  It was a tapping on the window that woke him at two-thirty in the morning. The luminous hands on the alarm clock lit the whole room as he tiptoed over to the window, careful not to wake his mum and dad, who were snoring so loudly he probably could have stomped around in a pair of giant boots without disturbing them.


  Cody pulled back the curtains to find the window wide open. The air was warm, and the woodland smelled so inviting that he was walking across the grass, towards the cycle shed, without recalling quite how he’d managed to climb out with such ease.


  The trees, with their twisted trunks and snaking roots, seemed to come alive, drawing him forward. The branches above swayed rhythmically, acknowledging his presence as he passed beneath. Cody was enveloped by a cool mist that rolled like a wave through the forest. He shivered, stopping suddenly. It had come from nowhere, and although he was still learning about weird weather stuff in school, he knew it wasn’t normal.


  Cody thought about turning around and running, but then he couldn’t remember which way to go, and running in the wrong direction in his Star Wars slippers would be pretty dumb. But then he heard voices. Angry voices. Slowly, the mist began to clear, and above him, he saw daylight through the trees. Two men walked through the gloom, banging on the bark with sticks.


  “Where are you, Jacob Root?” one of them yelled. “Come out! Wherever you are!”


  They seemed to be checking each tree. “He’s here somewhere, Sam,” the large one with the beard said angrily.


  Sam nodded. “You can’t hide. We’ll find you!”


  Cody gasped as Jacob Root stepped out from the shadows.


  “I’m here to find Amelia,” he said sternly. “What business do you have with me?”


  The two men stopped in their tracks. “We have orders to find you,” the one called Sam replied. “We cannot have you spreading lies, can we?”


  Jacob Root took a step closer. “I won’t be spreading lies. I’ll be telling the good people of this town the truth.”


  “And what truth might that be?” The bearded man sneered.


  “The truth about Reverend Allington and how he fathered my daughter’s child! Of how he and the doctor contrived to steal that child from her arms.”


  “You will not walk out of this wood alive,” Sam rasped. “We’re here to make sure of that. You’re just a common man—a gardener. No one will miss you.”


  Jacob Root stood his ground as the two men stepped up, pushing him against the old oak behind him. “You’re going to kill me? Here?”


  Neither of the men answered, but Cody saw the flash of a blade, and before Jacob Root had time to move, Sam had whipped it across his throat. Cody could only stare in horror as Jacob slumped to the floor, wide eyed and helpless, blood gushing from his neck while the two men stood over him.


  “You should know better than to threaten the doctor,” Sam snapped.


  Cody yelped as the man with the beard took the knife from his partner and raised his hand high above his head, plunging it into Jacob’s chest. A hiss of air left Jacob’s body like a punctured tyre.


  Sam laughed. “I don’t think he’ll be talking much now.”


  Cody stood, rooted to the spot and trembling with the cold. His feet were suddenly too heavy. He was used to seeing spirits—dead people—but nothing like this. He had never wanted his bed as much as he did right in that moment. This place was too creepy and he wanted to go home—to his real home. It wasn’t safe in the wood.


  The mist lifted as suddenly as it had appeared. Once again, the air was warm, and Cody could move his feet again. The call of the night owl echoed through the trees as he turned and made his way back to the lodge, climbing through the window to the familiar sound of his father’s snoring.


  After that, Cody fell asleep quickly and woke to find the sun streaming in. It was Wednesday. Three more whole days at the park. Maybe he’d just go and have a look at that grave: the place where they’d buried Jacob’s daughter.


  ***


  Fifty pounds got him an hour with Mandy. She’d been with some rich guy all night who’d bought her a necklace as well as paying double the rate.


  “You ain’t getting that from me,” Taylor spat, flicking the stub of his cigarette into an empty coffee mug.


  Mandy had milky-white skin and small tits. She looked illegal, and the boys had made a pot of cash when some back-street filmmakers had used her in some scenes that ended up online. Taylor thought she must be pretty stupid to get involved in that kind of stuff, but she had a really nice face, natural blonde hair and a sexy accent. Taylor watched her slip out of her jeans, knowing from the Romanians that she’d have been taught to stop at her underwear. The clients usually liked to remove knickers and bras themselves.


  Taylor snapped the ring from a can of cider. “Want some?”


  Mandy shook her head.


  “Why, what’s up? Don’t you like me?”


  “I don’t know you,” she replied nervously.


  “Are you really eighteen?”


  “Nearly nineteen, actually.”


  “Holy shit! You look about fifteen, at the most!”


  Mandy smiled meekly and kept her hands crossed over her crotch, which was barely covered by a pair of skimpy white briefs.


  “Well, I guess that makes me a bit of a pervert, doesn’t it?”


  The girl didn’t answer. Taylor took off his shirt and pulled down his jeans, kicking them off his feet. He’d had several girls, but for some reason, he was on edge. There was something about this one, and he couldn’t work out what it was. Maybe he actually cared. She looked so young—too young. He stepped forward and knelt in front of her, slowly pulling down her underwear. His hands trembled. Get a grip! It’s her choice. No one has made her do this.


  Her hands rested on his head as he began kissing her thighs, and she moaned like it was a pleasure. She was faking it big time, but she was good, and it was easy to pretend he was with someone who actually wanted him. Someone who really loved him the way no one ever had and probably never would. He was just a loser from the Kirkland Estate, and nothing good ever came out of there.


  It was over all too soon, but Mandy wasn’t prepared to give him another half hour. It wasn’t worth getting too heavy with the girl. All she had to do was scream and one of the boys would come running. They didn’t give a shit about her, but she made good money and Taylor had only paid half of the going rate. Mandy took a shower while he slipped on his jeans and went back downstairs to find a tall man in a grey suit sitting at the kitchen table. The three lads sat opposite, looking troubled.


  Taylor felt a knot in his stomach. Police! Shit. He walked over to the fridge, trying his best to look as if he wasn’t perturbed by the stranger’s presence.


  “So, who’s this, then?” the suit asked.


  “He’s staying over,” Stefan grunted.


  “And you can vouch for him?”


  Stefan nodded as Taylor took a can from the fridge and pulled the ring. Beer exploded upwards, covering his arms and chest. “Shit. Who dropped these fucking cans?”


  They all laughed, even the suit, who reached over with an outstretched hand. “I’m Brian Clemments,” he said. “I’m keeping these guys out of jail.”


  “You’re not a cop?”


  Clemments smiled as the boys giggled like naughty schoolchildren. “I think you can safely say I’m not. Although my knowledge of the law seems to be greater than theirs.”


  Taylor looked at Stefan, who nodded towards the door. “Could you give us some space?” he asked coldly. “This is private.”


  Taylor left them to it and went to the lounge, where Velma was watching some afternoon soap on the TV. She smiled as he walked in and threw himself on the couch with a half-empty can of beer, and he hadn’t even taken a mouthful yet. “You know the posh bloke?” he asked.


  Velma nodded and whispered, “He’s a crook. Owns a huge house in the country—got a swimming pool and everything.”


  “He sounds smart.”


  “I can’t stand him.”


  “Oh yeah? Why, what’s he done? Whipped your fanny or summat?”


  Velma glared at him. “I don’t even want to be in the same house as him.” She looked like she was going to explode at any moment.


  “Fancy going for a drink?” Taylor asked casually.


  Velma sprang to her feet, grabbing a black clutch bag from beside her. “Sure! Anything to get out of here.”


  Taylor followed her out. The kitchen door was closed; the room was out of bounds.


  “Don’t disturb them,” she hissed. “Let’s go.”


  They were halfway along the road before she spoke again.


  “Clemments is a lawyer. The police know what Stefan does for a living, but as soon as they start asking questions, Clemments turns up and starts screaming about racism.”


  “So why’s he here today? What’s the problem?”


  Velma lowered her voice. “That girl you were with.”


  “Mandy?”


  “Yes.”


  “What about her?”


  “How old do you think she is?”


  “Well, she only looks like a kid to me. About fifteen?”


  Velma pointed to a wine bar. “Let’s go in here.”


  Taylor followed her through the door. The place was empty, and looking at the prices on the bar, he wasn’t surprised.


  “I get my drinks free here.” Velma tapped her nose.


  “You’re shagging the manager or something?”


  Velma ignored the question and sat at a table by the window, signalling to a tall thin man in a Manchester United top and a Raiders baseball cap.


  Taylor sat opposite. “So why did you ask about Mandy? How old is she?”


  Velma shook her head slowly. “She only looks fifteen because she is only fifteen.”


  “Fuck me. Those guys are in deep shit!” Taylor laughed.


  “They’ll get away with it. That’s what Clemments does. He’s a rat. He even has a few kids going on Facebook posting stuff about the police. They have a few scams.” Her voice was getting higher. “Like the other week, two pimps being investigated went up and spat in an officer’s face and kicked off. When the police tried to restrain him, two other members of the gang popped up and started filming, then put it up on Facebook and said the police had attacked them for no reason.” Velma’s eyes burned with rage. “You have stupid people in this country. They believe everything they see—they are all political and correct—and that’s why the cops won’t go near them until they’re one hundred per cent sure they can win the case. They’re scared they’ll lose their jobs. That’s why men like Stefan get away with it and people like Clemments live in big posh houses.”


  “He sounds cool,” Taylor said. “I should take his number.”


  Velma looked him over in disdain. “I wouldn’t bother. He likes playing the race card.”


  Taylor smiled to himself. The people from the Kirkland Estate had been referred to as ‘human scum’ many times, but that guy in the flash suit? What was he? At the bottom of a barrel of beer, you found the dregs. Maybe that’s what the Kirkland folk were—dregs trying to survive and get themselves someplace the only way they knew how. But scum? Nah. You found the scum at the very top of the barrel. Scum like the judges, the politicians and the suits—the kind of people who looked down on him like he was a piece of shit. Taylor knew what he was, and had a criminal record to prove it. But Clemments was a crook too—a bigger crook than Taylor would ever be. A crook who probably spent his life attending posh parties and drinking champagne, talking bullshit in expensive restaurants while Taylor knew he was destined to spend his days supping ale from a can in some dingy bedsit.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Jenny skipped breakfast, deciding instead to spend some time by Amelia’s grave. The dream was still fresh in her mind; the fire, the screams, the cries and the whispers rang in her ears as she opened the garden gate and stood for a moment, lost in thought, trying to make sense of the things she’d seen. The white marble gravestone glowed in the morning sunlight, and Jenny expected Amelia to appear at any moment, standing over her remains.


  There were questions, so many questions. People had died in a fire, but how long ago? How had the fire started, and who were those people? What were they doing in the wood? She heard a sound behind her and turned.


  “Hello.” A small boy had appeared, seemingly from nowhere. “What’s your name?”


  Jenny shuddered and, for a second, wondered if he was really there or just—


  “My name’s Cody. I’m here with my mum and dad.”


  Jenny breathed a sigh of relief. He was real enough. “My name’s Jenny. I came to see the grave. How about you?”


  The boy eyed her with an inner wisdom she found unnerving. “She’s not really there, you know,” he said casually. “People don’t die. Not really.”


  “You seem very sure about that.” Jenny laughed nervously.


  “I am, but they don’t go to heaven like preachers say.”


  “Oh, right. So how do you know?”


  “I see them, people who’ve died. They hang around, especially if they’re not happy about something.”


  “Really?” Jenny wasn’t sure if the kid had been watching too much stuff on Netflix. Parents didn’t always keep a check on things these days. As far as Jake was concerned, Isaac wasn’t going to see a zombie movie till he was old enough to retire.


  The kid frowned. “Don’t you believe me?”


  Jenny felt a chill. Something told her the boy wasn’t playing around.


  “I believe you, but who do you see?”


  “I’ve already told you. People who’ve died, of course!”


  “Do you see anyone around here?”


  The boy smiled, a look of triumph on his face. “Sure. I’ve seen Jacob Root, the gardener.”


  Jenny let out a gasp. “Jacob? But…when? How?”


  “He has a cottage in the wood. I met him there in the middle of the night.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Jenny heard herself saying. “How could a little boy like you go into the wood in the middle of the night?”


  “He woke me up and my door was open.”


  It was pointless asking how he had found his way. Jenny would never forget the terror of suddenly finding herself in a church fifty miles from her home with no recollection of how she got there. “What did he want?” she asked.


  “He didn’t say. My parents were looking for me, and I had to go, but the next night, I saw him standing by the bike shed and he left his pitchfork sticking in the ground, so I think that’s where he’s buried.”


  Jenny was starting to wonder if this was another dream. “What did you say your name was again?”


  “Cody. Cody Nelson.”


  “Okay, it’s really nice to meet you, Cody, but I only came to have a look at the grave. I’ve got to go now.”


  “But can’t you stay for a bit? I don’t have anyone to play with.”


  “Surely you must have some friends?”


  “Nope. I had a girlfriend called Bailey, but I showed her Jacob’s cottage and then she got lost.”


  Everything fell into place. This wasn’t just a chance meeting. It was meant to be. “Yes. I know,” Jenny said. “My father and brother went out looking for her. It’s really creepy in there. You shouldn’t have gone.”


  Cody’s face dropped. Getting told off by a stranger had taken him aback. “I didn’t make her get lost. She thought her mum was calling her and she just followed her voice.”


  “And it wasn’t her mum?”


  “Nope. It was dead people.”


  Jenny sank down beneath the shade of the willow as the boy smiled and ambled over, dropping to his knees beside her. Jenny breathed in, anticipating the smell of stagnant water, but there was none. “Cody, do you know what happened in that forest?”


  He shook his head.


  “I had a dream last night. I saw a fire, and I think a lot of people died in it.”


  “Wow. That’s so sad.”


  “Well, I’m guessing it was a long time ago—before your mum and dad were born. And before their mums and dads were born, too.”


  “But I think the people are still angry,” Cody said.


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Because when Bailey came out, she was really weird and she spoke to me in this real funny voice. A scary voice. She told me to stay out of the woods.”


  Jenny’s pulse quickened. “Have you seen Bailey since?”


  “Nope. She’s a bit creepy and makes me feel cold, like dead people do.” The little boy was on the edge of tears. He’d lost a friend and there was nothing he could do to get her back.


  Jenny reached over and ruffled his hair. “I see dead people too.”


  Cody’s eyes lit up. “You do?” he gasped.


  “Yep. I see Amelia. Jacob Root’s little girl.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “How’s it going, son?”


  Blakely took the call from his father, relieved to find him in a good mood. Thankfully, the girl had been found and they didn’t have police helicopters hovering overhead.


  “It’s going fine, thanks. Everything’s okay.”


  “Glad to hear it. I think we might start the village just after Christmas.”


  “We have the money?”


  “Yeah. Things are going well. There’s no reason we can’t crack on with the next phase.”


  Blakely felt the warmth of satisfaction. Mosswood Village would give the park another two hundred lodges, all set on the current farmland. Each family would have their own car-parking space and the narrow roads would all be named after characters from children’s movies. There would be several small play areas with swings and slides, and each of the lodges would have an elevated veranda with infra-red heaters.


  “It will go down a treat,” his father continued, “particularly the pub with the shop and the old red telephone kiosk. The grandparents will love that! I’m proud of you, son.”


  “Thanks, Dad.” Blakely tried his best to sound as if he weren’t about to punch the air with his fist. He’d anticipated a two-year delay before they began work on the project, and he couldn’t wait to tell Penny the news.


  “There’s just one more thing,” his father added. “We have acres of woodland doing fuck all. If we’re going to have another few hundred guests looking for something to do, we need to get in there as soon as possible.”


  Panic rose inside. “It’s a hell of a lot of work, Dad.”


  There was a stunned silence before his father replied. “And the village isn’t?”


  “I know, but can’t we just do one thing at a time?”


  “What? I don’t understand what your problem is. I thought you’d be champing at the bit to get into that forest.”


  “I am, but—”


  “Like I said, son,” his father interrupted, sounding exasperated, “we’ve got a lot more people to keep entertained. If you don’t want to develop the woodland, I’m putting the village project on hold. It’s as simple as that.”


  The phone went dead. Blakely’s old man had a quick temper, and he understood why he’d been frustrated by the reluctance to start work on Mosswood. Only three months ago, they’d opened an army-style assault course with ropes and zip wires. The kids could sign up for The Mosswood Action Course where they’d learn how to build shelters from branches and leaves before being split into teams for a series of games. Blakely had overseen the building of a large, rustic, circular structure with a thatched roof where the kids ended their adventure sitting around a small fire in the centre enjoying toasted marshmallows and chestnuts as one of his Rangers delivered a talk about survival in the wild.


  His father had loved the idea and so had the investors. They had talked about extending the whole adventure experience by adding paintball, although that was going to be for the older teens. Now, everything had changed, and Blakely wasn’t quite sure how he was going to deal with the problem. At some point, his father would storm in and take control, and if the retired councillor was right, he’d be stirring up a hornet’s nest. It was at times like this Blakely wished it was all happening the other side of a TV screen on one of those ghost-hunting programmes he loved to watch.


  ***


  Cody wondered if he was invisible. The other kids at the soft-play centre ran around him as if he wasn’t there. Maybe he’d died and no one had told him. After all, what did it feel like to be a ghost anyway? But then he spotted Bailey sitting at a table with her mother and drinking a banana milkshake; he wondered if maybe he should try to make friends again. She might be weird, but as long as she stopped swearing and calling him names, it was worth another try.


  Bailey seemed pleased to see him as he ran over, ignoring his parents who were sitting close by with their drinks. “Hi, Cody! You wanna try some of this?” She pushed the milkshake at him. “It’s awesome!”


  Cody couldn’t resist. He sucked long and hard through the straw as Bailey watched her drink draining like bathwater down a plug hole. “Hey! Save me some!”


  “Tell you what,” her mother said. “How about you let Cody have that and I’ll buy you a fresh one?”


  That seemed to satisfy Bailey, who was getting a little extra banana-flavoured milk as a reward for her generosity.


  Cody pulled out a seat just as his parents appeared behind him.


  “Sorry, Nicky. We didn’t see you there.”


  Cody felt happier now everyone was friends again. He wondered if his mum really liked Bailey’s mum because she was quite pretty and Dad liked pretty ladies. He caught him looking at them sometimes but never said anything. He knew some dads got themselves a girlfriend occasionally and the mums got upset about it. He guessed they were jealous just like the kids at school got jealous when their best friend started hanging around with someone else.


  Nicky was dad’s girlfriend but Mum didn’t seem to mind too much because they had gone up to the counter to get food together. Bailey’s mum was whispering something to Dad and looked as if she was going to cry. Cody drew another mouthful of liquid through the straw. It was cold and thick, like extra special ice cream that was starting to melt; if he was real good, he might get another one.


  “You wanna go on that mega slide?” Bailey asked, looking up at the four-lane, multicoloured construction that dwarfed the children swarming around it like bees around a hive.


  “Sure!” Cody sucked up the remainder of the milk. “I’ll race you!”


  Bailey seemed to have forgotten all about her drink as they headed off. Cody was too fast and, being small, managed to negotiate the maze of parents and toddlers with ease. Then, of course, there was the climb. Bailey had longer legs and was as thin as a pencil, but Cody was on the ladder first and imagined he was in a race on a TV game show.


  “And look at Nelson! He’s gonna do it!” he cried, trying to sound like an overwrought commentator. Bailey was a couple of steps behind him. The first one at the top of the slide would be the first one at the bottom and suddenly, nothing else mattered. He had to win. He had to beat a thirteen-year-old girl.


  There were two rungs to go as he reached breathlessly for the top. Bailey was within an arm’s length. “I’m gonna win! I’m gonna win!” he screeched.


  “No, you’re fucking not!” came a deep guttural growl from below as Cody felt a hand grip his shoulder like a steel claw that could have easily crushed every bone in his body. He shrieked in pain and felt himself falling—through a space that was dark and cold and seemed to go on forever. He hit the floor with a force that made his head spin, and for a few seconds, everything went black.


  When he looked up, there were several concerned faces looking down at him.


  “Are you okay?” asked a woman with strange pink hair.


  “That girl pulled him off the ladder!” a boy with a pair of Harry Potter glasses yelled, pointing across the room. “I saw her! She pulled him!”


  Cody blinked. Everything was back in focus, but his brain felt as if it were floating inside his head.


  “Is there someone with you, sweetheart?” another woman asked.


  Cody nodded and tried to sit up. The woman with pink hair placed a hand on his shoulder, restraining him. “Stay still,” she said. “Just in case you’ve broken something.”


  “I’m okay,” Cody grunted, pushing away the woman’s hand. By the time his parents arrived, he was sitting up,


  “Oh my god!” his mother shrieked. “What happened? Are you okay?”


  The kid who looked like Harry Potter was still hanging around. “Some girl pulled him of the ladder,” he repeated, looking around for the culprit.


  “What girl?” Cody’s father asked in a really angry voice that usually meant he was about to start shouting at someone.


  “The one with red hair. I think she ran away.”


  Cody scrambled to his feet. “I’m okay, I just fell,” he said.


  “No you didn’t! I saw it!” the kid insisted.


  Now his mum and dad were staring straight at him. “Bailey? Did Bailey do this?”


  Reluctantly, Cody nodded. The kid with the glasses wasn’t going to give up on this one. His parents looked at each other. Bailey was in major trouble, he could tell.


  “I don’t think she meant to,” he added anxiously. “She was just trying to stop me beating her to the top.”


  His father ruffled his hair and smiled. “As long as you’re okay. We’ve got you a burger, if you want it?”


  Cody grinned. Even the thought of a burger made his tummy rumble, but when he got back to the table, Bailey was sitting with her head in her hands, rocking back and forth, and her mother looked as if she were going to cry.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what got into her!”


  His mum and dad nodded coldly. His father didn’t shout, but Cody hated seeing Bailey so upset, even though he was pretty mad at her too. She’d used that weird voice again. Bailey usually talked in quite a squeaky voice, which was a bit annoying, but he still preferred it to the croaky one.


  “Are you okay, babe?” Nicky asked.


  Cody nodded, taking a bite out of his burger.


  “I’ve told this one we’re going home tomorrow.” She glared angrily at Bailey. “I’m not putting up with this—”


  Bailey dropped her hands, looking up. “Noooooooo!” she cried. “I’m not going!”


  “I’ve warned you twice already, young lady!” Her mother looked even more fierce. “I told you this would happen if you didn’t behave!”


  Bailey let out a wail that silenced the room. Everyone was staring at her. Even the kids seemed to stop dead in their tracks. Across the opposite side of the café, the wheels of an empty pushchair began to spin furiously. Cody watched, spellbound, as it hurtled across the room straight at a family of four who sat with their drinks and plates of fries. They had no time to escape; he heard a scream as the buggy collided with the table, sending the food and drinks skimming across the floor.


  The two kids bawled. Their mother held her leg with a hand covered in blood. A couple of staff rushed to help, along with several other mums and dads. Cody’s parents both stared at Bailey, whose face was pale and drawn. Bailey’s mother looked as if she were going to throw up, holding her chest and taking deep breaths.


  Cody wanted to cry. Something had got into his friend and turned her into a monster. The walls were closing in. He stood suddenly and, with a sweep of his arm, pushed away the chair and took off, running as fast as he could, dodging between the tables and ignoring his parents’ shouts as he crashed through the multicoloured doors. There was no time to look back, and even if his father was behind him, his legs wouldn’t carry him any faster.


  It was probably no more than a few minutes before he collapsed in the shade of a tree on the edge of the woods. There were times when he just needed to be on his own. Times when he felt he didn’t really belong in this world. Times when he believed no one understood what it was like to be different—a freaky kid that no one really liked.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  News of the pushchair incident travelled through the park within the hour. Blakely heard the whispers and did his best to refute the tales of a poltergeist terrorising the soft-play centre.


  “What the hell happened?” Penny seemed perplexed by the whole thing.


  The restaurant was busy with lunchtime diners, and Blakely took the call from his wife in the staff quarters behind the bar. “I wasn’t there, Pen, but apparently, one of the kids had a bit of a meltdown and next thing, this pushchair flies across the room and crashes into a table full of people.”


  Penny gasped. “On its own?”


  “That’s the story, but I’m guessing it’s an exaggeration. I’m betting some kid pushed the chair while everyone was looking at the girl who was screaming like a banshee.”


  “Do you know who it was?”


  “Yeah.” Blakely lowered his voice. “It was the girl who got lost in the woods.”


  After half a minute, Penny asked, “And have you seen her since?”


  “No, but that kid who saw Amelia’s father was there, and according to the grapevine, he panicked and ran out.”


  “That blonde kid? Chucky?”


  Blakely’s wife’s reference to the doll was no longer funny. Cody Nelson’s face still haunted him. There was nothing strange about those eyes. They were an engaging shade of blue, and they could have been looking up at him from the pages of a catalogue. It was almost as if the kid could see right inside his head, and whatever anyone thought, that boy could never have known Jacob Root existed. If anyone was going to send inanimate objects into a spin, it was him, not the girl.


  “It will all die down by the end of the day,” he assured Penny. “It’s probably best just to laugh it off.” Blakely could hear the murmur of conversation in the background.


  “Well, maybe you could come and do your laughing over here,” she said, “because anyone who isn’t eating in the restaurant is over here in the kids’ play area looking for the girl from The Exorcist.”


  ***


  Cody sat outside the lodge with a glass of blackcurrant juice. It hadn’t taken long before his parents started asking a whole heap of questions about Bailey, but at least he’d not been told off. Maybe they had seen how crazy she’d gone.


  “Listen, Dee,” his mother said, “has Bailey told you anything—you know—private?”


  “What like?”


  “Well, you didn’t really want to play with her after she got lost in the woods and then…she pulled you off that ladder. That’s a pretty mean thing to do. Very dangerous, too.”


  It was good to have them onside, because it could have all gone so wrong. He had cut and run, the way he often did at school when the going got tough, and he’d always get into big trouble because the teachers would call his parents to tell them. Eventually, they’d figured out his hiding places; his favourite was the staff car park, but the CCTV cameras were fixed so high on the walls it didn’t take them long to find him. Then again, pulling someone from the top of a slide was really bad. He’d never done anything like that. Maybe he wasn’t such a bad kid after all.


  “I know you really liked that girl at first, and your dad and I are wondering if you’re telling us everything. You said she was weird—did she say something to you?”


  Cody didn’t answer. They were being nice, and if he told them about the scary voice thing, they might get angry, especially if it was something to do with dead people.


  “Dee, it’s important that you tell us. Bailey’s mother is very worried about some of the things she’s been doing. If you can tell us anything that might help…”


  Cody shrugged. He liked Nicky and didn’t want her to worry, so maybe it was worth taking a chance. “Promise you won’t get mad at me?”


  “No, we won’t, I promise.”


  Cody folded his plastic straw into a concertina, which sprang open as he released it. “I don’t care if you believe in ghosts, there’s something scary in those woods.”


  “And what do you think it is?”


  “Jacob told me never to go any further than the cottage.” He looked up into his mother’s eyes, almost challenging her to question him. “Bailey went the wrong way. She thought it was her mother calling her but it wasn’t. It was one of them!”


  “Them? Who’s them?”


  “I don’t know, but Bailey came out all different.”


  “Has she spoken to you in a strange voice, like an old lady?”


  Cody nodded. “She told me to stay away from the woods.”


  He saw that look in his mother’s eyes. They were deep and dark, and that usually meant she was frightened. “Why? Has she said something to her mum?”


  His mother nodded. “I can’t tell you what it was. But it was very rude.”


  Cody thought this might be a good time to talk about his special friend. “Mum…” He looked down at his glass of juice. “I’ve met someone like me.”


  His mother frowned. “Like you?”


  “Yeah, who sees dead people.”


  This time, his words were met by silent acceptance.


  “And it’s not another kid. She’s a grown-up. I met her at that grave this morning.” He didn’t wait for a reaction. “I can find her if you want. Her name is Jenny.”


  ***


  Jenny was almost glad for an excuse to leave the lodge. Jake was still smarting over her reluctance to make love the previous night. He wouldn’t admit it, but he got a kick out of having sex when there was a chance they might be heard or interrupted. It was quite possible that Isaac had been conceived in the back of her Mini Clubman on a dark country lane when they had a perfectly comfortable bed less than two miles away.


  His mood hadn’t improved when Blakely called at the lodge to tell her Cody’s mother would like to meet up for a chat. “They’re having problems with their little boy,” Blakely had told her. “I believe you met the kid at the grave?”


  Jenny didn’t want to spend too long with the Nelsons. They sounded pretty desperate, but this was supposed to be a holiday—a break. Darren was wandering around with a face like a slapped arse, and Kayla was toying with her emotions like a cat with a mouse. Then, of course, there was the incident with her father and his odd behaviour. She was looking forward to packing up the car and heading home.


  Laura Nelson sat outside their lodge with a glass of wine and greeted her with a forced smile. “Hi, I’m guessing you’re Jenny.”


  Jenny nodded and stepped up onto the balcony. Cody was nowhere to be seen, and his mother was acting as if she were expecting to be reproached for her lack of parenting skills.


  Laura rolled her eyes as Jenny pulled out a chair. “I’m sorry about this. Peter and I aren’t really rolling with all this paranormal stuff. We’re really concerned about his mental health, to be honest.”


  “I’ve been through it all, Mrs. Nelson. That Grave—Amelia’s grave—is only there because she appeared to me in a dream.”


  Laura’s eyes widened. “That was you? The minister at St. Jude’s told us all about it.”


  “Yeah, that was me,” Jenny confirmed. “I went through hell. I ended up in a coma, and that girl took me through every second of her final moments on Earth. I can still remember them vividly.”


  Laura looked astounded. “And…and that’s how you knew her body was in that lake?”


  “We knew she’d drowned, we just didn’t know where. But when my father discovered there was water in the woods, it all fell into place.”


  “That’s incredible. I mean, it’s not that I didn’t believe the minister, but…”


  Jenny smiled. “But you find it easier to trust me?”


  “Well, kind of, yes. You don’t look the type to make things up.”


  “Believe me, there were times I thought I was losing my mind. I ended up in therapy.”


  Laura shook her head slowly. “I worry about Cody. Why does he see these…people? These spirits?”


  “I could take you friend of ours—an old professor—who can explain things a lot better than I ever could. Children and animals are more sensitive to the spirit world, and it’s more likely that when Cody grows up and begins to focus on other things, it will all stop.”


  Laura seemed relieved. “You really think so? You think he’ll just grow up like a normal kid?”


  “He is normal,” Jenny corrected. “He just sees things. There’s nothing wrong with his head.”


  “And this Jacob what’s-his-name?”


  “Jacob Root. He was Amelia’s father. She mentions him frequently in the diaries we found in the attic.”


  Laura took a sip of wine, and Jenny couldn’t help noticing her hand was trembling. “I’m guessing you heard about the pushchair?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “I’m scared. Cody made friends with that girl on the first day. Her name’s Bailey, and personally, I think there’s always been something wrong with her head, but she’s been behaving really strangely since she got lost in those woods. Her mum is frantic.”


  “Did you see the pushchair?”


  “Yes. Not where it came from, but no one could have pushed it that hard. It was like a bullet.”


  “Do you think it was something to do with the girl?”


  Laura shrugged. “I don’t know what to think. I just want to get Cody away from this place. At least he doesn’t go wandering around in the middle of the night when he’s at home.”


  Jenny could still hear the screams, the whispers and cries of anguish. “Just make sure he doesn’t go back into those woods.”


  Laura took another sip of wine. “Don’t worry, we’re keeping a close eye on him in future. He can go and play in the pool and I think his dad’s going to book the archery tomorrow—he’ll love that.” She paused and then added, “I guess Peter and I are going to have to start rethinking all this spirit stuff, but in all honesty, I’d rather Cody had something we could treat with drugs.”


  Jenny felt a presence so powerful that she was afraid to turn for fear of what might be there. The smell of burning was unmistakable, and at first she wondered if it might have been smoke from a barbecue. “Can you smell that?” she asked.


  Laura sniffed the air. “Smell what?”


  In her mind’s eye, Jenny saw flames licking the branches of the trees, yet it wasn’t the scent of burning wood. The answer—the knowledge—came quite suddenly from somewhere in the recesses of her consciousness. No, it wasn’t wood; it was the acrid smell of burning flesh. Human flesh.


  ***


  The smell remained with Jenny for the rest of the day. Not even the fan, working on its maximum speed, could dispel the pungent aroma. She fell asleep dreaming of the cottage and the fresh country air. There were only two days left: Thursday and Friday. On Saturday, they would be packing up the car and heading home, and Jenny was counting the hours.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Thursday was usually quiet on reception. The visitors had settled in and were making the most of their time at the park. The woman in navy blue uniform looked flustered; she stared down at the voucher for a moment and then looked up. “I’m sorry, sir. We don’t do these anymore.”


  Kevin Taylor wasn’t a morning person, and to make it worse, he hated anyone in a uniform, especially women. “What do you mean? I got that legit. What’s the problem?”


  “I’m not suggesting it isn’t legitimate.” The woman forced a smile. Taylor spotted the small gold name tag on her lapel. Sarah Evans. “But we stopped these six months ago. They were just a promotional thing.


  “So what the fuck am I supposed to do with this, then?” Taylor growled.


  Sarah Evans’ eyes widened, and that was when Taylor remembered he’d entered a different world. These were the kind of people who thought it was wrong to swear in front of kids and sat down together to watch Disney movies—the ones that didn’t end up with Snow White getting gang-banged by the seven dwarfs.


  “Sorry,” he grunted, “but what am I supposed to do now?”


  It wasn’t easy being polite to the snotty bitch who would have gotten a good slap if she’d lived on the Kirkland Estate. But if he wanted to get past her, he’d have to behave.


  “I’m sorry,” she repeated, “we would only let you in on a day pass if you were a guest of someone who’s staying here for more than three days. Do you know anyone who could sign you in?”


  Taylor wasn’t listening. One of the kids had been riding the mechanical rocking horse in the corner of the reception and had dropped her plastic wristband. He needed to get to it before the little brat realised.


  He flashed Sarah Evans a smile. “It’s cool, don’t worry ’bout it.”


  He sauntered across towards the door. Next to the rocking horse was a stand with things to do leaflets. He glanced over them, feigning interest, picking up a leaflet and dropping it on the floor. No one seemed to notice as he bent down and slipped the band onto his wrist. It was all too easy.


  ***


  Darren picked up the message from Mendez at midday. It was short and to the point.


   


  I’m in the woods. Came straight here cos the light is perfect at the mo. Could you meet me here by the gate with the NO ACCESS sign? Could do with another pair of hands.


   


  Darren read the message twice. He had little interest in photographing trees or wildlife but a short break wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Plus, it would take his mind off Danni. He threw a jacket over his shoulder and set off, sending a brief message to Jenny to explain where he was going.


  Owen Mendez sounded like a bit of a loner who was looking for some company. There was bound to be something odd about him; most lads his age had plenty of mates, and if he looked anything like his profile picture, he’d have a few girls hanging around him too. Mendez had fifteen friends on his list. That wasn’t many, but maybe he just didn’t use social media that much.


  Darren stopped at the gate. It was padlocked. NO ACCESS BEYOND THIS POINT. No sign of Mendez, but then his phone vibrated. It was another message.


   


  Hey Darren. Sorry—I found this little cottage—just taking some pictures. Walk in a straight line from the gate. You’ll see it.


   


  This was a bad idea. The lad was already getting on his nerves and they hadn’t even met up. Darren climbed up onto the fence and swung a leg over, perching on the top for a second before jumping down. Walking in a straight line in this place was almost impossible; the guy was a prick.


  For a moment, he thought about turning back. The place was eerie. While it didn’t freak him out the way it had freaked Rob, he was beginning to wonder why Mendez hadn’t met him by the gate. He’d not been late, so why had the bastard been so impatient? Now he was thinking clearly, it just didn’t make sense. There were plenty of places to go taking photographs of forests and wildlife. Why go to all this trouble? Maybe he was right about Mendez in the first place, but there were enough photos of Danni on Darren’s profile to suggest he wasn’t interested in anything more than friendship. Or maybe he’s one of those online stalkers that you see on those late-night murder documentaries.


  Darren reached the edge of a clearing and stopped, listening to the sound of his own heartbeat above the call of a single bird, chattering away in the distance. He thought it strange it wasn’t part of chorus he’d woken to the past few days. Before he got any further in wondering why, his thoughts were interrupted by the crack of a branch. He turned instinctively and stared in horror. Kevin Taylor stood motionless with his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his jeans.


  “Nice to see you, Pascoe,” he said with a snarl. “Just like old times, eh?”


  ***


  Alex had seen the whole baby-buggy incident and was still trying to work out how the hell a pushchair could travel at that speed. He’d told Mr. Blakely exactly what had happened and had been asked, politely but firmly, to keep the whole thing to himself. They didn’t want any of the visitors contacting those sensationalist weekly glossies that would be only too pleased to run a story about poltergeists operating around an adventure park.


  Maybe now would be a good time to ask for a pay rise or a promotion, but the company operated a minimum-wage policy and, as far as Alex knew, there weren’t any positions higher than head barman anyway. He might have a smart green shirt with the words Adventure Park Ranger emblazoned on the back, he might even have a decent pair of hiking boots and combat-style trousers, but this was a dead-end job, and if he left, the clothes stayed at the park.


  Alex glanced at his watch. It was midday. He had to deliver a set of keys to the reception and then he’d take his lunch.


  Several couples waited with their kids while the girl at the front of the queue stood with a phone glued to her ear. His heart skipped a beat when he saw an older woman in a short white skirt looking through the leaflets in the corner. She glanced over and gave him a casual smile. Maybe, just maybe, he was taking the first steps on the road to recovery. Perhaps there was someone out there who would help mend his broken heart.


  Alex had thought about signing up to one of those dating sites. There was no point sitting around. He fished in his pocket for the keys and placed them on the desk. That was when he realised who the girl at the front of the queue with her phone to her ear was. Danni. Alex’s legs buckled as their eyes locked and he saw only horror, or was it contempt? His heart felt as if it had plummeted into his bowels.


  “It’s you,” she muttered, almost inaudibly.


  Alex just nodded, wishing he could think of something to say. A sarcastic comment, a put-down—anything.


  She slipped her phone into her jeans’ back pocket and walked over to him. “I’m trying to get in touch with Darren,” she said, now avoiding eye contact, “but he’s not answering.”


  Alex always hoped if he ever bumped into Danni again, he’d find she had developed a face full of spots, but no; she was still perfect. Perfect, with minimal make-up. Perfect in her bright-yellow charity-shop T-shirt.


  “How come you’re here?” he asked. His face was burning.


  “I wanted to surprise him. Why do you want to know?”


  Alex felt the anger and frustration rising inside. “You’re not still with him, are you? Not after what he did!”


  Danni glared at him. “It’s none of your business. My life has been none of your business since we broke up.”


  “Well, I thought you should know who you’re sleeping with,” Alex retorted.


  “Yeah, I bet you did! But Darren would have told me eventually. I don’t need you interfering. You’re not my dad.”


  “You believe what you want, Danni. He’s a waster and you fucking know it.”


  “And you’re not?”


  Her words were a punch in the gut. “Why? I haven’t killed anyone. I’ve not been in jail, I’ve always worked hard and—”


  “And what?”


  Alex felt his eyes filling. “And I loved you, Danni. I loved you more than life. I still do.” For a second, he thought he saw a spark of compassion in her eyes. Maybe the embers of their love still smouldered. “Look, I’m going for lunch. Come with me?”


  Danni looked confused. “With you?”


  “No strings. My treat. Then I’ll help you find Darren myself.”


  Alex slid the keys across the desk and walked towards the door, holding it open and watching the love of his life pass within kissing distance. Her faint perfume filled his senses, and the smell of her hair brought the memories flooding back. The pain was almost unbearable. This was not a good idea; he’d probably regret the next hour for days, maybe months.


  An awkward silence hung between them until they reached the restaurant. Alex found a table in the corner overlooking the lawns. The air-conditioning units whirred quietly, cooling the conservatory as the midday sun flooded the room.


  “This is nice,” Danni murmured, pulling out a chair.


  Alex watched her. “You want a drink?” he asked, trying to keep everything civil. He had plenty to say and under an hour in which to say it, but it was best to be polite.


  Danni shook her head. “No alcohol. Just a fruit juice or something.”


  Alex no longer had an appetite, despite having looked forward to his chicken and fries for the past two hours. Danni ordered the salmon, and after the young waiter had bought their drinks, she leaned forward. There was a coldness in her eyes.


  “How did you find out about Darren?”


  “I was serving their table and you flashed up on his phone.”


  Danni rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, Alex! That’s a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it? You really expect me to believe that?”


  “It’s true! Okay, I knew you were seeing someone. I saw your profile picture.”


  “You’ve been checking out my page?”


  Alex shrugged. “I just wanted to see what you were up to.”


  “For God’s sake!” Danni snapped. “Get a life, Alex!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “For what? Trying to screw up my relationship? Just cos you can’t have me, no one can? Is that it?”


  “No!” Alex protested. “I just don’t know what I did wrong. I thought we were getting on really well.”


  Danni sighed. “You were too intense. I felt overwhelmed.”


  “But that’s what I can’t get my head around. If you’re crazy about someone, you want them to be just as crazy about you as well. If you’d been messaging me all the time…well, I’d have loved it.”


  Danni shrugged. “Maybe I didn’t feel quite the same way.”


  There. She’d said it. The words he hadn’t wanted to hear. His father had been right. She’d never loved him, not the way he loved her.


  All the pain fuelled his frustration. “No, you obviously didn’t, because you’re just a typical woman. You don’t want a decent bloke.”


  Danni glared as if she wanted to slap him.


  “I don’t do all that macho shit, Danni. It’s not me. But that doesn’t make me any less of a man. You women spend years trying to domesticate your blokes, and then you go and walk out on them cos they’re fucking boring! Well, if it’s excitement and danger you want, fine. You go right out there and look for it. But I’ll tell you now, there are refuge centres all over the country full of battered women who wish they’d settled for a boring man!”


  Danni looked shell-shocked. “Where did all that crap come from?”


  “I just wasn’t macho enough for you, was I?” Alex snapped. “It was poor Alex. Alex the wimp.”


  Danni groaned. “For fuck’s sake, that was just a comment I made when we were having an argument. I didn’t mean it.”


  “Of course you did! Well, maybe I am a wimp. Or maybe I just wear my heart on my sleeve while real men act like they don’t give a shit. Like that scumbag, Pascoe.”


  Danni looked as if she were about to cry. “It’s just a word! Stop being such a child!”


  Alex’s heart was banging so hard it was becoming was an effort to even talk. “It’s what the word represents. It’s a word women use to describe men who care and don’t talk with their fists. You hardly ever hear a female described as a wimp, do you?”


  Danni stared at him, totally bewildered. A tear ran down her cheek, but he wasn’t done.


  “There was this couple on the TV this morning, talking about gender neutrals or something. Neither of them wanted to be recognised as either male or female. They said gender wasn’t about your genitals, it was how you felt, and I thought, what a load of utter bullshit. But you know what? They’ve got a point. If I hadn’t had to live up to your preconceptions of what a man was supposed to be…we might still be together.”


  Danni wiped away another tear. “I’m sorry, Alex. I never wanted to hurt you, and I honestly thought you’d have moved on by now. You are a good bloke. You’ll find a girl who loves you, and I reckon she’ll be one of the luckiest girls in the world. But that girl isn’t me. You have to understand that.”


  Alex felt like he was going to throw up. The words, as simple as they were, had come like a bolt out of the blue, and he realised for the first time that deep within his heart, he’d still harboured a hope that if they met again, she’d realise what she was missing. Now, the truth hit him. He’d never managed to let go because he had never accepted she’d gone.


  Danni stood. “I’m sorry. There’s no point in us having lunch together. I’ve hurt you in a way I never wanted to hurt anyone, ever.” She forced a smile through the tears that streamed down her cheeks. “And you know something? Right now, I really wish I did love you. But I don’t.”


  Alex watched her turn and walk away. He waited until she was out of sight and then, in the corner of Crest Hill restaurant, he buried his head in his hands. His life was unravelling, his spirit crushed beneath an unbearable weight. It really was over. The buzz of conversation filling his ears became a murmur. People would be looking at him, watching a member of staff fall apart before their eyes. It was unprofessional, but he no longer cared. What did it matter anyway? It was best to leave, hand in his resignation and find himself a park bench, somewhere he could curl up with a bottle and die.


  But then he felt a hand on his arm and looked up into the face of an elderly lady, sitting in the very seat Danni had occupied minutes earlier. She was tall and thin, with a shock of grey hair.


  “My dear,” she said gently. “I’ve been watching you and the young lady.”


  Alex wiped his eyes with the paper napkin she offered him.


  “You are grieving for the loss of someone who lives, and believe me, that is one of the hardest things you will ever do.”


  A warmth emanated from her as she touched his hand.


  “She is not the girl you’re meant to be with. Your grief is overpowering, but once you let go, your heart will heal. That is when you will see the world with different eyes, and you will find your soul mate.”


  “But I don’t want anyone else,” he replied.


  “Of course you don’t, because you can never imagine loving anyone else the way you love her.”


  Alex looked into her eyes—deep blue eyes that sparkled with a youthful energy. “I know you’re right,” he said, “but I can’t handle the pain—”


  The woman held a finger to her lips. “Say no more,” she whispered, taking a scrap of paper from her purse on which she scribbled a number. She pushed it across the table, smiling warmly and revealing a set of remarkably white teeth, making the single gold one on the left particularly noticeable. “Call me whenever you need to talk.”


  It was just a number; no name or any other details. When Alex looked up again, she’d left the restaurant. He sloped out after her, hoping none of the other diners had been paying him too much attention.


  As he climbed behind the wheel of his buggy and took off towards the pool, he wondered if Danni had managed to find Pascoe. His heart ached, and his stomach felt as if someone had tied it into several knots. He looked around, but the old woman was nowhere to be seen.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  The wild hatred in Taylor’s eyes sent a chill through Darren’s whole body. He grasped for words that would form some kind of response, but the whirlwind in his head tossed them out of reach and all he heard was Taylor’s voice whistling through his consciousness like an arrow as his heart beat furiously. The loathing was mutual, but Darren’s opponent had the upper hand.


  “I see you’ve got yourself a little family.” Taylor wore the look of a victor with a cold and twisted smile. “And a girl, too.”


  Darren wished he had a smart reply, but his tongue felt like lead.


  “What’s up, Pascoe?” Taylor taunted. “You don’t look that pleased to see me,”


  “Why?” Darren sounded as if Taylor already had his hands around his throat.


  Taylor’s smile vanished. “You really have to ask? You didn’t think I’d come looking for you?”


  “You’ve had three years. Why now?” Darren asked, his voice a little stronger.


  “Because life ain’t fair, and I’m still tryin’ to figure out how you’ve ended up where you are. What did you do, Pascoe? Turn on the tears? Tell them how sorry you were? Did you tell them it was all that nasty Kevin’s fault?”


  Taylor stepped out from the shadows. His face was pale and thin, and Darren wondered if a person’s malevolent nature eventually manifested itself in their physical appearance.


  “You’re a snivelling, shitty little creep, Pascoe, and I hate creeps. I didn’t make you drink that cider, did I? I didn’t make you drive that car, and I definitely wasn’t behind the wheel when you killed that tart and her sprog.”


  Darren had never felt so much disgust for anyone in his life, not even that snake Tony from his uncle’s garage. “I made a mistake, Taylor, and I’ve paid for it. I don’t have my parents—they died because of what I did. You still have yours. You still have your family.”


  For a moment, Taylor was silenced, but the steely glare never faded. “I couldn’t live with them. They’ve turned into Mr. and Mrs. Goody-fucking-two-shoes!”


  “That’s your choice,” Darren said with a shrug, knowing he’d scored a few points.


  “Yeah, right.” Taylor scowled. “But doing two years in that shithole wasn’t. That was all down to you and your stupid conscience. We could have made it back to our place in less than twenty minutes, and my dad would have given us an alibi.”


  Taylor knew the location of all the CCTV cameras and, with their hoods pulled up, they might have made it back. But Darren would have been looking over his shoulder for years, waiting for that knock on his door.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I couldn’t have lived with myself.”


  “But your mum and dad would still be alive, arsehole!” Taylor snarled. “They paid a high fucking price for your dithering.”


  Revulsion bubbling like boiling acid in Darren’s belly. “Yeah, and I wish it was you. I wish you had died. I wish I’d fucking killed you in that field. I wish I’d killed you when I realised you were a total psycho. I wish—”


  He didn’t finish the sentence. Before he could react, Taylor lunged forward and was on top of him, using the speed he’d learned fighting his battles on the Kirkland Estate. Most of the kids there spent more time at the local martial arts club than they did at school, and Taylor had picked up quite a few moves.


  The bracken beneath Darren’s back was like a bed of nails with Taylor straddling him, staring down. “No one!” he bellowed in Darren’s face. “No one fucks with my life and gets away with it! I tried to be your mate. I tried to give you a bit of proper advice and make a friggin’ man out of you. But you, you shitty little runt. You stabbed me in the back! You told them pigs it was all my fault—told them you never wanted to see me again!”


  Taylor drew out a six-inch serrated blade and jammed the tip under Darren’s chin. “I should slit your scrawny throat from ear to ear,” he snarled. “But that would be too easy.”


  He withdrew the knife and stood, peering down. “Get the fuck up and start walking. And don’t stop walking till I tell you.”


  A knife in Taylor’s hands was as lethal as a gun. “Where?” Darren struggled to his feet and brushed the dead wood from his shirt. “Where are we going?”


  “Just walk!”


  Taylor pointed beyond the clearing to a gap in the cluster of trees, and Darren set off, listening to the footsteps behind him. It was better not to ask any more questions. Taylor was on the edge, walking a few metres behind. The forest grew darker as they struggled on, picking their way between the branches, stumbling over the roots that lay hidden beneath the undergrowth. His phone was there in his pocket. If he had a signal, just one bar, maybe… He pressed his palm to the cold screen; did he have time to make a call? He’d have to work fast.


  He registered the loud roar behind him a split second before the single, hard blow to the back of his head that knocked him to his knees. He cried out, the sound ricocheting around his brain.


  He lay, dazed, his eyes closed and the smell of the earth permeating his nostrils. His head, if it still was attached to his shoulders, was bleeding. The warm, sticky liquid ran over his neck. Don’t pass out! Hang on! Just hang on! But when he opened his eyes and tried to lift himself onto his elbows, the excruciating pain made him vomit.


  I’m dying, he thought, feeling himself fading. His heartbeat seemed to slow, and the thoughts tumbled around in his head until they made no sense at all. And that was when he let go.


  ***


  Jenny was pushing Isaac along on his plastic kiddi-cart when she heard footsteps to her side. She looked up and was surprised to see Danni standing there with tear stains streaking her face.


  “Oh God!” She grabbed Isaac’s shoulder as he threatened to make a break for it. “What are you doing here? Does Darren know?”


  Danni shook her head. “I’ve tried calling him, but he’s not picking up.”


  “He’s gone off to meet up with some mate of his. Well, not really a mate, just this guy on Facebook.”


  Danni frowned.


  “Don’t worry, it’s only in the forest. He’s a wildlife photographer or something. Darren didn’t go into much detail. You know what he’s like.”


  “How long will he be?”


  Jenny shrugged. “Leave him a message, he’ll pick it up as soon as he gets a signal. He’ll be back like a shot when he finds out you’re here, I’m telling you.”


  Danni smiled. “I haven’t slept,” she admitted. “I can’t get it out of my head, but you know what he did. It was your mum and sister, and I thought…if you could forgive him, then I can too.”


  “He’s a good person, Danni. And we’re a strong family—stronger than many who aren’t quite so dysfunctional.”


  Danni blushed. “I’m sorry. I said some pretty shitty things.”


  “You were in shock. I get that.”


  “I just want a fresh start. It’s not going to be easy, knowing what he did. But he’s not a thug, and I know he’s sorry.”


  Jenny smiled. “He lives with it every day, Danni. I see it in his eyes. There are times when I honestly believe he wishes he was the one who’d died in that accident.”


  Danni nodded. “I just bumped into Alex—my ex. He works here.”


  Jenny understood her wanting to change the subject. “Really? How did that go?”


  “Badly. He’s still got a thing for me.”


  “After all this time?”


  “Yep. That’s why I’ve been crying. I had to tell him straight, and you should have seen his face. He was devastated. It was like he really thought we were going to get back together. I hated hurting him so much. It was like kicking a puppy.”


  Jenny still clung to Isaac’s shoulder, but the kid was getting restless.


  “Look, why don’t you go inside and get yourself a drink or something? They’ve all gone for lunch and left me with this little monkey.”


  Danni managed a half-smile. “I’m not really up to eating, but I wouldn’t mind a coffee.”


  “No problem. Everything you need is in the kitchen, and the mugs are in the cupboard next to the fridge.”


  Danni disappeared into the lodge, and Isaac must’ve sensed he had his mother’s attention once more. “Car!” he squealed and kicked his legs.


  A young couple walked close by, hand in hand, followed by an older woman with a baby in a buggy. “Beautiful day!” she called over with a breezy wave. “I love the scent of the trees.”


  Jenny smiled and nodded, inhaling instinctively. All she could smell was burning flesh.


  ***


  Darren looked up at the branches of the trees swaying rhythmically overhead as if engaged in some kind of ritual dance to a beat he could not hear.


  “You’re awake, then?”


  Darren tried to turn his head in the direction of the voice, but the pain felt like another blow. “What am I doing here?”


  There was no reply. The movement of the branches overhead made him nauseous, but as he closed his eyes, it all came flooding back in an angry, raging torrent.


  “Taylor! You could have killed me!”


  “Good to see you remembered,” came the snarling reply. “I was worried for a moment.”


  “If you hate me that much, why didn’t you?”


  “What? Kill you?”


  Darren’s head throbbed. Taylor must have turned him over at some point, maybe moved him too. He couldn’t remember where he’d fallen. Trees were trees, and when they were clustered together like this, the scenery was pretty samey. He opened his eyes to see his nemesis peering down at him like an animal inspecting its prey.


  “You really thought I wouldn’t see you going for your phone? Maybe I should have killed you. Or maybe we should just swap lives. I should invent a time machine and take you back to Kirkland and I’ll go and live in your posh house with your posh dad and fit mum.”


  Darren closed his eyes again. He couldn’t bear to look at that face. Taylor was crazy. He was talking like a guy riddled with jealousy, yet his own parents had presented him with a stable home, along with a fresh start, and he’d rejected it.


  “Then maybe you’d have turned out like me and I’d have turned out like you.” Taylor pressed his foot on Darren’s chest with enough force to make him cry out in pain. “You lot always bounce back, don’t you? Look at you now. Playing happy families. You think anyone would have forgiven me if I’d killed their mother? Not a fucking chance, mate. Not a chance.”


  “You chose to live the way you do,” Darren retorted with as much venom as he could muster. “You don’t have to. No one does.” He opened his eyes and squinted up at the beads of perspiration on Taylor’s face. One dropped onto Darren’s cheek.


  “You don’t get it, do you?” Taylor growled. “I don’t know any other way. I learned to fight. But Kirkland was my fucking world, and I could have done okay—I could have been king—but you fucked it all up for me!”


  Confronted with Taylor’s screwed-up logic, Darren thought it was best to say nothing. In any case, talking hurt like hell. He thought about Danni and wondered if she would ever forgive him. He thought about Jenny and Jake. He’d become an uncle and a brother and ended up with a job that didn’t pay the best wages in the world but was certainly better than the money Snake-Pit-Tony managed to cough up. Things were pretty good, and now he was paying the price.


  Taylor took his foot off Darren’s chest. “How long do you think it will be before they come looking for you? An hour? Two hours?”


  Darren didn’t answer.


  Taylor grinned menacingly. “Well, I think it will be late afternoon before they start checking their watches. You’re a big boy now. You can look after yourself. They won’t be treating you like a kid and sending out a search party when you’re on an afternoon out with your geeky photographer friend, will they?”


  “So what have you got planned?” Darren asked, suppressing a moan. “You’re just gonna stand over me till I pass out again?” Daylight was still visible through the foliage overhead, and although he had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, they must have had quite a few hours before it went dark.


  Taylor looked around the trees and nodded. “I reckon a night in here would be fun. Just you and me, alone in the woods. Anything could happen.”


  “I wouldn’t advise it,” Darren said. “This place is creepy enough in the daylight.”


  Taylor bent low, his face within striking distance. “Aww, so is our little mummy’s boy scared of ghosties, then? You think the bogeyman is gonna get you?”


  Darren clenched his fist, knowing he would never summon the strength to take out his tormentor, but Taylor straightened before he had the chance to even try.


  “I’m your bogeyman, Pascoe,” he barked. “I’m the only thing you need to be scared of around here.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  “Pool?” Isaac had mastered a hang-dog look and this was the fourth time he’d pointed towards the building and asked.


  Jenny smiled and ruffled the child’s hair. “We’ll give it a few minutes more and then Danni and I will take you.”


  Isaac nodded and went back to his toy cars, oblivious to his mother’s anxiety. Danni kept checking her phone, but there was still no word. “What the hell’s keeping him? I’ve come all this way and he’s not even here!”


  “He’ll have just lost track of time,” Jenny said with little conviction. Maybe she should have warned him to stay out of the woods. There had been that dream—the fire, the acrid smell and the whispering voices along with the screams.


  Danni had already picked up on her unease. “Are you okay?”


  Jenny stood. “Yeah, sure. Come on, let’s go. I’ll message Dad and Jo. They’re probably still by the lake and on their third ice cream.”


  At those words, Isaac jumped up, sending a toy car skidding across the wooden floor. Danni had been watching him play, no doubt wondering if one day Darren would be a father too. Jenny was sure it would happen, and she was certain he’d make a great dad. But how would he feel when his child reached the age of the little girl he’d killed—her beautiful little sister, Hanna?


  It was something he would have to live with. They all would. But the moment that child entered the world, Darren would understand, for the first time, the love a father feels for his child. He would understand how it would have felt to lose that child forever. She knew her brother now. She knew that beneath the heady excitement of fatherhood, the pain and the guilt would bubble like a volcano, ready to spew its deadly poison.


  ***


  The loathing Kevin Taylor felt right up to the moment he set eyes on Darren Pascoe had melted away, leaving him confused and disorientated. Pascoe sat up, leaning against a tree with his head in his hands.


  “Why am I even here? What’s the point of all this? What good is it gonna do either of us?”


  The truth was, Taylor didn’t know. He couldn’t even answer the first question. Looking for revenge had seemed like a good idea, and the bitterness that fuelled the venture would have made it all worthwhile. But now he felt only emptiness—an emptiness that had led him to confess he didn’t know how to live any other way than on the very edge of a society that would never accept him. An outcast—a Kirkland kid. It was a label he’d worn with pride yet it hung like a millstone around his neck and always would.


  Guys like Pascoe would never understand why he couldn’t live with his parents in their refurbished home. They’d reformed, turned their backs on old friends yet struggled to find new ones. The thought of fitting in terrified him, and as much as he hated to admit it, there lurked a sneaking admiration for the way Pascoe had turned things around. But it hadn’t stopped him picking up a clump of wood and taking a swipe at Pascoe’s head, knocking him out cold. Taylor thought he’d killed him, which was when he’d realised he didn’t hate Pascoe after all. He was angry and jealous. But he had to keep up the act. He couldn’t show any sign of weakness.


  “I need a doctor,” Pascoe said weakly. “I feel really dizzy. I think I’ve got concussion or something.”


  Taylor’s panic rose. “You can’t! I can’t get you a doctor. Not now.”


  Pascoe looked up at him, fear in his eyes. “Please, Kevin, I think I’m dying. Just go. Leave me here and call me an ambulance. I’ll tell them it was Mendez, whoever the hell he was.”


  It had all gone so wrong. Why did he lash out like that? “Why would I believe you? How do I know you won’t grass me up?”


  “I won’t. You reckon I owe you? Well, this is me paying up.”


  Taylor felt a surge of relief. He turned without another word and headed back towards the park, stumbling through the nettles that stung his hands. It was nature in the raw and he felt as if it was about to swallow him whole. He had only known city streets and seedy bars; this place was new to him. The sound of his heartbeat pounded in his ears while above him, the leaves rustled in the breeze as loud as the roar of an angry crowd.


  He stopped to get his bearings; he should have been at the perimeter fence by now, but there was nothing but trees as far as the eye could see. Maybe his mind was playing tricks. Maybe they had ventured further than he thought. But no; he had simply retraced his steps. This had to be the right way. He stepped off again, then stopped dead. He heard something, a sound he couldn’t identify, but it made him want to run. Why, he wasn’t sure. It was probably only a bird or a fox, except foxes didn’t howl. Wolves howled, and not like that.


  Taylor was gripped by a fear he’d never known before. It wasn’t a fear of his surroundings, or even the possibility that he’d got himself lost; it was something else. Something he couldn’t see or hear. Something he felt surrounding him: something dark. Quite suddenly, his chest tightened and he was struggling to fill his lungs.


  Sinking to his knees, he recalled the moment he’d nearly died when his foot became entangled in a discarded bike frame at the bottom of the canal. He felt exactly like that now, as if the whole damned place was underwater. The air was too thick and heavy, and he was drowning.


  ***


  Blakely closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, exhaling loudly enough for Penny to hear from the bedroom.


  “Everything okay?” she called breezily.


  “Yeah, just tired,” he replied, wondering if his wife realised he was lying.


  His fascination with the spirit world was fading fast. He’d been online, checking out the sites dealing with paranormal activity, which said there was a difference between ghosts and spirits. Ghosts, he had learned, were not conscious; they were rather like holographic recordings on a loop and had no awareness of human presence. Spirits, however, were a whole different entity. When a person died, their spirit lived on but they didn’t, and it was often believed they would suddenly transform into some kind of angelic being. According to his research, death did not change the nature of a person, which made sense, when Blakely thought about it. Amelia Root had been a troubled girl, and she had remained troubled until she was laid to rest a century after she had died.


  But now, weird things were happening all around him. Things that threatened to shatter his dreams. It was more than just a few creaks and bangs in a spooky old house. This was flying pushchairs, pitchforks with a life of their own, and a kid who talked to ghosts. No, not ghosts; troubled people who had passed over.


  If Penny was worried, then she was hiding it well. It was business as usual, and her manager’s hat never slipped. Blakely needed a strong woman, and the thought he might have left his wife for Kim appalled him. In time, her rampant sexual desires might well have led her into the arms of another man, leaving him alone, mourning the marriage he’d destroyed.


  But Kim was dead. He could still see her body lying in the woods, her shattered skull covered by a jacket. It was her death that had kept him focused on Penny and her commitment to Mosswood Adventure Park. He turned to see her standing in the doorway, looking every inch the business woman. She smiled briefly.


  “I’m just going over to the reception. One of the girls had a bit of a run-in with a guest. Apparently, he was particularly abusive, and she’s in tears.”


  Blakely nodded. “Don’t forget what my father always says: the customer is always right.”


  Penny glared at him. “No, Dennis, they aren’t always right! If some jerk has abused one of my staff, he’ll get a warning, and if he tries it on with me, he’ll be on his way home.”


  “How do you know it wasn’t the receptionist’s fault?”


  Penny picked up her briefcase and turned. “That’s what I’m going to find out.”


  Blakely chuckled to himself. Whoever the guy was, he had no idea what was coming his way.


  ***


  Jenny’s heart sank the moment she set eyes on Kayla in a skimpy white bikini. “Why are you wearing that?” she hissed, checking she was out of Isaac’s earshot.


  Kayla was taken aback. “It’s a bikini, and I’m having a swim!”


  “It’s a bit brief, isn’t it?”


  “I like it! What’s the problem?”


  “You know what the problem is.”


  “Look, if you can’t handle seeing my body—”


  “Bitch!” Jenny muttered under her breath.


  “What did you say?”


  “You’re being a bitch!”


  Kayla flushed. “Jenny, I’m not gonna let you dictate what I wear. I like this bikini, okay? So have a word with yourself and stop behaving like a control freak.”


  Jenny watched helplessly as Kayla plunged beneath the water and reappeared on the other side of the pool. Why did she have to open her mouth? Why couldn’t she have just concentrated on her child? But she was aching, not just for the girl who had become like a sister, but for Jake, the man who loved her. The man who knew nothing of the turmoil in her heart.


  Isaac peered up at her with questioning eyes. Kids picked up on tension so quickly. They didn’t need to understand or even hear; they seemed to feel it like a vibration.


  “Hey, sweetie,” she cooed, kissing Isaac’s forehead. “Wanna go over by the fountain?”


  Isaac nodded enthusiastically. Of course he did. Fountains were his favourite. Jenny sensed Kayla watching and glanced over at Danni, sitting alone with a coffee in the café bar. Had she seen the confrontation? Had she seen the hostility written across their faces? Maybe she knew. Jenny pushed the thought from her mind. That was verging on paranoia.


  By the time she and Isaac returned from the fountain, Danni was on her third drink and was on the verge of leaving.


  “I’m giving him another ten minutes,” she threw her phone down in frustration, “then I’m gone.”


  “He hasn’t answered you?”


  Danni bit her tongue. “Er, no!”


  Isaac ran his plastic car over the tabletop, using the coffee cups as roundabouts. “Where’s Gan-gan?” he asked.


  Jenny smiled. “That’s a good idea. We can go see Grandad. Maybe Uncle Darren will be there, too.”


  Danni scowled. “I wouldn’t bet on it.”


  Isaac grabbed his mother’s hand, and in that moment Jenny wanted to take him in her arms and never let him go. His innocence shone like a beacon of light in a murky world of betrayal and mistrust that she feared would swallow him whole in the coming years.


  Chapter Thirty


  Cody had woken that morning after a dreamless sleep. There had been no midnight adventures and no visits from his special friends. Not that he minded too much. His parents had booked an archery lesson, and he quite fancied being Robin Hood with a real bow and arrow.


  The whole thing proved to be an adventure; he managed to hit the bullseye and everyone clapped and treated him like a superhero. It took a while to get used to the bow, and he narrowly avoided shooting the instructor in the bottom, which made all the other kids laugh. Mum got pretty close to the bullseye too, but Dad missed by a mile and said it was because he had a dodgy elbow.


  Afterwards, they bought him a plastic bow and arrows with little red suckers, and he spent an hour trying to knock empty tin cans off the table outside the lodge. Then they went riding on the cycle trail, keeping away from the perimeter fence and the gate that led to the creepy part of Mosswood that Jacob Root had warned him about.


  When they got back to the lodge, Dad ordered pizza for tea, which was pretty neat; next to cheeseburgers, pizza was Cody’s favourite, and because he’d been so good, he was promised a chocolate milkshake special, which had ice cream and chocolate sprinkles along with a little pot of popcorn.


  It had been a good day. Everything had gone well, and he’d almost forgotten about Bailey but still wondered what had happened to Jacob Root and why those men had killed him. They were scary and mean, and he guessed they would have killed him too if he’d been there at the time.


  Mr. Root hadn’t reappeared since. The only other dead person Cody had seen was the boy with red hair who’d been standing behind Bailey’s mum by the pool. Maybe he’d ask her who he was. Mum had said she was coming over for a drink, which probably meant Bailey was coming too. Cody thought it best not to be alone with her anymore. Not after she’d pulled him off the ladder.


  Cody opened his sketchpad and emptied his multicoloured plastic case of crayons and pencils onto the table. He was hungry, but the pizza and the milkshake wouldn’t be here for at least an hour, so he had plenty of time to draw something…or someone. He waited a moment, his hand resting on the page, and felt the familiar tingle in his elbow, travelling down his arm and into his fingers. The pencil began to move, slowly at first but then, as always, it quickened, leaving his mind trailing behind.


  When the pencil fell from his hand, Cody stared at the face looking up at him. It was a woman with her eyes wide open, like she’d seen something really bad, but before he could even guess at what, there was a smell, like the time Dad had left a burger under the car seat for two weeks, but much worse. It was horrible, and then, suddenly, his face was getting hot, the way it had when he’d opened the oven door that time.


  It lasted only a moment, both the smell and the heat, but that was enough. Cody ripped the page from his sketchpad and screwed it up, hoping that whoever the woman was, she wouldn’t pay him a visit in the night.


  ***


  Darren wasn’t sure if he was dreaming. He could see his own feet, and that had to be a good thing, but he could also hear a voice—his father’s voice—followed by his mother’s cries as she fought to push Darren from her womb. A long, ear-piercing scream and the sound of a soothing lullaby drifted over the tick of a clock, and then he was in his father’s arms, the stubble of his father’s unshaven face against his cheek.


  It was his life, rushing by. His life, from the cradle to the grave—things he’d never have been able to recall, yet they were sounds he recognised instantly, but they faded as he regained an awareness of where he was. It was during those lucid moments he realised Taylor had deserted him. There would be no ambulance and no help. No one would come looking until it was too late.


  The chatter, cries and squeals of the playground filled his consciousness, the smell of the classroom, the sound of the teacher’s voice. His favourite teacher, Miss Claymont—the first woman he’d ever mentally undressed. She had dark-brown eyes, and he would find himself gazing into them, oblivious to the words that fell from her perfectly formed lips. The infatuation had faded after a couple of months, when Samantha Benson arrived in her hitched-up school skirt.


  It was love at first sight, and now her mouth pressed against his own in that stolen kiss at the bus shelter. He felt the rush of excitement, the pounding heart. She was his first girl, but she’d broken his fourteen-year-old heart and moved down south with her parents. He cried at the memory, the pain as sharp as it had been that Friday afternoon as she waved goodbye outside the school gates.


  He’d found someone new. Alison Henshaw. But Alison never replaced Sammy in his heart, and although he smelled her perfume and heard her voice in his ear, she passed through his mind almost as quickly as she’d passed through his life. The sounds of the following two years echoed in his head, the voices from his past converging, creating a cacophony that made him cry out in pain. And then he was alone with Kevin Taylor in Alshaw Park, the chatter of the girls at the lakeside phasing in and out with the heady effects of cheap cider.


  He screamed to drown the sound of the car engine, plugging his ears in a vain attempt to block out the next few minutes. But it didn’t work, and the screech of brakes was followed by a sickening thud that exploded in his mind. The sound of death.


  Everything stopped in that single moment, as if the recording of his life had come to an abrupt end, leaving him nauseous and drained. “I’m so sorry, Dad,” he whispered. “I let you down. I’m so sorry.”


  His voice was drowned by the sound of his father’s strangled cries—a man begging forgiveness, in despair at having failed his son. No words were needed. Darren realised in that moment; his father had never blamed him. Maybe he’d understood only too well that the breakdown of their marriage had broken his son’s heart. Some kids could cope. Some couldn’t.


  Silence fell. Darren’s life was going to end right there. Taylor had tricked him, using a false identity, just as Kayla’s psychotic boyfriend had tricked Jenny and Jake nearly three years ago. They had survived because they were good people. They had never killed anyone. He had. It was that thing they called karma. A life for a life.


  Footsteps.


  He could hear footsteps, and tried to lift his head, but the pain made him cry out. He tried again, a little slower. The wood was so dark and there was nothing upon which he could focus.


  “Are you okay?” The voice came from close by. A young female.


  “No!” he croaked. “I think I’ve got con…” The word escaped him.


  “You need to get out of the woods.”


  Darren didn’t answer. Trying to form even the most basic words seemed beyond him, but through the darkness, he could make out a figure. Yes, it was definitely a girl.


  “You need to get out of here,” she repeated. “Right now!”


  Gradually, his eyes adjusted, and he could see her. She looked about ten or eleven and wore baggy blue denims and a bright-red top with the word Winner emblazoned in silver across the front. But it was her fiery red hair that made her stand out from the other kids, and word had got around. She was the one who’d pulled that kid off the ladder.


  “What…who…what are you doing here?” Darren managed to utter even though his tongue was like a strip of dead meat he couldn’t swallow or spit out.


  The girl didn’t reply. She just smiled, but there was something about her eyes…


  Something that sent a chill from Darren’s aching head through to his toes.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Cody sat impassively. Bailey’s mother stood with her hands on top of her head, howling, “She’s gone! I just went to make myself a drink and…”


  “Oh my god! When?” Cody’s mother asked. “How long ago?”


  “About an hour.”


  “Where have you looked?”


  “Everywhere. Don’t even go through the frigging list cos I’ve been there.”


  Cody looked down at the face he’d just drawn. It was Bailey, with hair of red flames. Her eyes seemed to look beyond him, and for a moment, he thought she was going to leap from the page.


  “She’s in the woods,” he blurted and looked up. His mother stared at him.


  “How do you know that?”


  “Has she said something to you?” Bailey’s mum asked. “Did she tell you she was going?” Her voice broke.


  Cody wasn’t sure how he knew; the words had fallen from his lips before he’d had time to think. It was one of those things that grown-ups didn’t understand. “She never told me anything. I just know that’s where she is.”


  Bailey’s mother looked as if she was about to collapse.


  “I can help you look for her if you like,” he offered, hoping that she wouldn’t take him up on it.


  “No!” his mother screeched. “There’s no way you’re going back in there.”


  Cody shrugged, and Bailey’s mother burst into tears.


  “I don’t know what’s up with that girl,” she sobbed.


  “It’s because she’s got a dead person inside her,” Cody said casually, wondering again if he could stop the words escaping even if he’d tried.


  Cody’s mother had never laid a hand on him until that moment, and it took him by surprise as she pulled him out of the chair and slapped him hard across the back of his legs. He screamed in pain and anger. “Why did you do that? I only told the truth!”


  “That’s a terrible thing to say. I’m sick to death of all this ghost stuff!”


  He fished in his pocket for the screwed-up drawing. His pain and anger turned to defiance as he almost ripped the paper, spreading it out, and held it up to his mother’s face.


  “That’s her!” he said. “That’s the woman making Bailey do these—” He stopped. He heard a name, repeated over and over again in his head, and looked straight at Bailey’s mother, who was staring at him in disbelief. “She’s called Winifred Miles.”


  ***


  Alex picked up the message on his radio. They needed a team to go looking for a girl who had gone missing in the woods—the same girl who’d disappeared the other day and turned up a few hours later as if nothing had happened. She’d probably do the same thing again, but her mother was panicking like crazy, so his boss had paired him up with Liam Garret, a new starter who looked as if he could take care of himself.


  They’d been told to stay together, which seemed a little odd. Surely it would have been better to split up and keep the radio link open, but his boss had been insistent. There would be another team, Stan Moorcroft and Holly Abbott, who would contact them if they found the girl.


  Mosswood management would be glad to see the back of that Bailey kid. They couldn’t afford to take staff out of the park in peak season, and Alex was still wondering why they needed four people to do it. Blakely was probably concerned she’d end up spending the night there, but that wouldn’t be such a bad thing—teach the little brat a lesson.


  Alex was starting to question whether Liam was cut out for Mosswood. He’d clearly misunderstood what his new job entailed, under the illusion that ranger meant he’d play the part of some kind of local wildlife adventurer. He’d done three years in the army, so they’d put him in charge of the assault course with its zip wires, climbing walls and nets. He was ideal for the part, except they’d forgotten to ask if he liked kids. Needless to say, he didn’t.


  Several parents had complained about his overzealous style but, dressed in combats with a testosterone-fuelled approach to the role, he attracted most of the older boys and girls, anxious to impress their new taskmaster.


  Alex didn’t like him much. Apart from Darren Pascoe, he rarely disliked anyone, but Liam was one of those macho guys that rubbed him up the wrong way and wasn’t even that good at hiding his dislike of the younger kids. As far as Liam was concerned, they were a pain in the arse. But it was Garret’s attitude to women that really wound Alex up, and the way he preened himself like some strutting cockerel every time one walked within his radar. He was the kind of bloke who would steal your girl from under the bed sheets without an ounce of remorse.


  “You take left and I’ll go right,” Liam said with an air of authority he didn’t have. They’d only walked ten metres and he was already issuing orders.


  “Er, no. We have to stick together.”


  “Why? That’s bollocks!”


  “I don’t know, but that’s what we’ve been told.”


  “Fucking mental! We’re gonna split up. I’m tellin’ ya, we’ll find her quicker.”


  Alex was already pissed off, having to spend time with this meat-head, with him trying it on. It was time to pull rank. “You go off and I’m calling Blakely.”


  Garret’s eyes darkened. “You’re a proper little jobsworth, aren’t ya? Too frightened to be on your own? Is that it?”


  “No. I’m doing what I’ve been asked and, in case you’ve forgotten, I’m senior to you, so we stay as a team. That’s an order. You’ve spent long enough in the army—you should be used to obeying them.”


  Garret’s shoulders dropped. One more complaint and he’d be on his way out; he knew that. “Okay, it’s still crazy, though. It’s only a forest. We’re not fighting the fucking Taliban.”


  Alex was relieved at having avoided any further conflict, plus he didn’t really like grassing up other members of team to Blakely, no matter how much he might dislike them.


  Garret looked at his watch with its many dials and buttons. “We’ve got three hours till sundown,” he said in his best commando tone. “We need to find her before then.”


  “I’m surprised you can tell the time on that thing,” Alex quipped, trying to lighten the mood. “It’s got more fingers than me.”


  “It’s bomb-proof,” Garret announced proudly. “Literally bomb-proof. You could drop it in the ocean and it would still be working a week later.”


  Alex didn’t comment. His £15 watch from the local supermarket had been ticking away for the past five years without losing a minute.


  They reached the clearing and Garret spotted the cottage straight away. “Fuck me! Who’d wanna live there?”


  “Well, judging by the state of it, no one does.”


  Alex’s mild sarcasm was lost on his companion, who was already heading for the door. “That kid might be in here. Come on, let’s take a look.”


  Alex followed at a distance. There was a chance, of course, but it was unlikely. The kid was probably still wandering around in the undergrowth, trying to avoid anything that might jump out or sting her.


  Garret looked like he was on some kind of raid, pushing against the door with his shoulder when it was pretty clear a good sneeze would have blown it off its rusty hinges.


  Alex slowed down and waited. The pseudo commando would emerge at any moment, on his own, and no doubt act as if searching the cottage had been Alex’s idea.


  Except he didn’t emerge. Silence fell across the whole clearing, only to be broken by a scream that ripped through the forest and turned Alex’s blood to ice.


  He ran towards the cottage, expecting to find the body of a dead girl. Instead, he found Liam Garret lying prostrate on the floor, his eyes filled with terror.


  “What the f…”


  Garret looked beyond Alex at something only he could see. “Get me out of h-he-here,” he pleaded. “Please g-g-get me out now!”


  ***


  Jenny found her father sitting in the bar, hanging over a mug of coffee, while Josie and Jake shared a bottle of wine. They all looked suitably surprised and pleased to see Danni, assuming that her presence meant she’d seen sense and forgiven Darren.


  “Want to take your son to the play park for a while?” Jenny asked Jake curtly with a look that told him he didn’t really have a choice.


  “Sure,” he replied. “You can finish my wine if you want.”


  She detected neither animosity nor sarcasm in his tone and felt guilty for having snapped at him.


  Jake stood and ruffled Isaac’s hair. “Hey, buddy, fancy going on the big slide?”


  Isaac grinned and nodded, grabbing his father’s hand. Jake led him away, glancing over his shoulder to say, “Nice to see you, Danni.”


  Danni smiled and turned back to the others. “I’m sorry about some of the stuff I said, Mr. Adams. And you too, Josie. I think it’s wonderful what you’ve done for Darren.”


  Josie smiled. “Hey, hun, it’s fine. We understand. We’re just glad you’re here. Darren would have been heartbroken if he’d lost you.”


  Danni flushed. There was something of the schoolgirl bashfulness still lurking there.


  “He might not have lost her,” Jenny interjected, “but we seem to have lost him.”


  Her father frowned. “He’s still with that photographer guy?”


  Danni nodded. “I can’t get in touch. No signal, apparently.”


  Jenny’s father pulled out his phone. Seconds later, he was talking to Blakely. “Hi, Dennis. Look, I know you’re busy, but have you seen that photographer anywhere? Darren went to meet him in the woods and we haven’t seen him since.” He listened to whatever Blakely replied, his expression changing. “No, there was some bloke coming to do some wildlife stuff. Owen something or other. He said he’d got permission.” … “Well, the guy must have gone through reception at some point!”


  Jenny could hear Blakely’s voice, but the words were muffled. Her father killed the call, looking agitated.


  “What was that all about?” she asked.


  “Blakely’s in reception now. He said no one by that name signed in, and they would never give a day pass to anyone unless they were guests of a resident family.”


  Panic flashed across Danni’s face. “Not even if they were working? You know, taking photographs for a magazine or something?”


  “That’s just it. Blakely was adamant that they wouldn’t let anyone go into those woods—not beyond the boundaries.”


  They all looked at each other.


  “And the other thing is that bloody stupid girl has gone missing again. They’ve got four staff out looking for her!”


  ***


  Liam Garret grasped Alex’s hand as he reached down. His fingers felt cold and slimy, like meat way past its sell-by date. A stench emanated from his body that made Alex recoil.


  “What the hell is it?” he asked. “What have you seen?”


  Liam stared back, his eyes filled with terror. “There’s something in here,” he gasped. “Something bad.”


  Alex pulled as hard as he could, but Garret struggled to sit up. “I can’t seem to…I can’t…”


  “Try! Come on!”


  “I am fucking trying!”


  Alex felt as if something was sucking every ounce of energy from his body. “I can’t pull any harder.”


  Garret gritted his teeth and, with one final effort, managed to sit up. From that position, he twisted onto his knee and slowly pulled himself to his feet. He looked Alex in the eyes, his body swaying. “Help me!” He gulped. “Please, help me!”


  “Let’s get out of here,” Alex said, trying to calm him. “You’ll be okay when we get out of the woods.”


  “I can’t! It won’t let me! It won’t let me go!”


  “What won’t? What the fuck are you talking about?”


  Garret took a step forward, “Holy shit! Just get out! Run! Run now!”


  “Not without you. We’re going together.”


  There was a loud crack as Garret was thrown across the room, crashing into the wall. Alex stared in horror at his companion who lay on the floor with blood seeping from his head. The force had knocked him out cold. There was nothing Alex could do. Garret was too heavy for him to carry.


  His strength returned a little as he staggered across the clearing, fighting for every breath against a tightness in his lungs and throat as if something were trying to choke him. His heart raced, and it was hard to keep going, but unless he got help, Liam Garret would probably die in that cottage.


  He climbed up onto the perimeter fence, falling to his hands and knees on the other side. It was early evening, and most of the guests would be eating. He had to call Blakely and explain why he’d aborted the search. The sooner he confessed to having made a run for it, the better.


  ***


  The second Alex had a signal on his phone, he called his boss.


  “You found her yet?” Blakely barked.


  “No. Something’s happened.”


  “What?”


  “In the cottage. Something happened to Liam.”


  Alex’s voice faltered as he told Blakely everything, exactly as he remembered it. He half expected to be met with a polite, managerial version of ridicule, but instead was greeted with silence.


  “Oh, Jesus,” Blakely muttered finally. “We need to get someone over there.”


  “Who?”


  “I don’t know, but we can’t leave Liam in that cottage.”


  The phone went dead, and Alex breathed a sigh of relief. At least he’d not been instructed to go back in. There was no way he was going anywhere near that cottage, even if it meant losing his job. A child passed him on a trike, followed closely by his father. They both waved, blissfully unaware of what had occurred beyond the fence. Alex remained, feeling a duty to wait and keep an eye out for the missing girl. At least he was doing something. His radio link crackled; a voice came through. It was Stan Moorcroft.


  “Where are you? Over.”


  Alex didn’t want to relate the whole story nor admit he’d cut and run. “I’m on the edge of the wood—just in case she comes out. Over.”


  “No sign of her yet? Over.”


  “Nope. Is Holly still with you? Over.”


  “Yes. Why? Over.”


  “Make sure you stay together—and don’t go near that cottage! Over.”


  “Yeah, okay. But why? Over.”


  “I can’t explain now, but just stay away. It’s not safe. Over.”


  Alex stopped short of telling them to get the hell out of the forest as fast as they could. Stan was in his mid-sixties, a friendly face on a staff of twenty-somethings that the grandparents could relate to. Blakely knew more than he was letting on. That was why he’d insisted they stayed together in pairs. So why had he sent them in to begin with? Why had he taken that risk?


  Alex sank down on a wooden seat that had been carved from a tree trunk; maybe Garret would emerge, a little shaken and bruised but still very much alive. Maybe. But Alex recalled the terror in those eyes. It was as if something had taken hold of Liam. Something that could toss an adult across a room with ease.


  Something that would still be there, waiting, when he regained consciousness.


  ***


  Blakely felt the migraine coming on, moving in like a storm cloud. He popped several pills, two more than the pharmacy label on the bottle advised, but they weren’t the ones who had to suffer the blinding pain.


  “What is it?” Penny stood over him as he threw up in the sink. She’d know something or someone had brought this on. He could cope with the everyday stress of running the park; he loved the place. This only happened when something went wrong.


  “Not now, Pen,” he muttered, wiping the vomit from his chin.


  “I’m sorry, but I’m not going to let this go. It’ll be easier if you just tell me.”


  “It’s the woods.” Blakely groaned, steadying himself. “Alex and Liam went into that old cottage—where I found the pitchfork—and something happened.”


  Penny frowned. “What, exactly?”


  “Alex said he found Liam on the floor, screaming to get out, and then he got flung across the room. Alex ran to get help. I think Liam is unconscious.”


  “Oh God!”


  “We need to get help, but who are we going to ask? The police? And what do we tell them?”


  “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t tell them the place is haunted. That’s not going to go down well.”


  “I know.” Blakely felt totally helpless. “This is supposed to be an adventure park, and some kid’s got themselves lost. Now we’ve got a ranger down. What the hell is going on?”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  Danni wasn’t hanging around any longer. “Something’s wrong,” she said, pushing back the chair. “If that bloke never turned up then where’s Darren?”


  Jenny glanced at her father. “Maybe we should go and see if we can find him. He’s got to be somewhere.”


  Josie nodded. “Yeah, best if we all go together.”


  Rob pulled out his mobile. “I’ll let Blakely know. We’re not supposed to go past that fence, but under the circumstances…”


  Jenny shrugged. “I’m not arsed if he likes it or not. I just want to find my brother.”


  Kayla arrived as they were leaving. “Where are you lot off to?”


  “To find Darren, but you don’t have to come.” Jenny bit out the words.


  “Hey, you two!” Danni intervened.


  Jenny blushed. Maybe she really did need to back off a bit. Okay, Kayla wasn’t making it easy, but wearing a skimpy bikini wasn’t a crime, and maybe she hadn’t intended to provoke her.


  Danni was still checking her phone as they reached the perimeter fence that separated the untamed woodland from the rest of the park. Her expression changed when she saw Alex, sitting on a log seat by the NO ACCESS sign.


  “What are you doing here?” she demanded.


  “I’ve been searching for that girl,” he replied, looking flustered.


  “You haven’t found her?”


  Alex shook his head.


  Jenny wasn’t surprised Danni and Alex’s relationship hadn’t lasted. She couldn’t imagine the two of them together.


  “And you haven’t seen Darren at all?” Rob asked.


  Alex winced at the name. “No. No one.”


  “We’re going looking for him,” Danni said. “You can come with us if you want.”


  Alex looked aghast. “You can’t go in there. You…you just can’t.”


  Jenny noticed how pale he was. “Why?” she asked, even though she already felt the darkness drifting through the trees towards them.


  “We don’t have a choice,” Josie said firmly.


  “Mr. Blakely’s called an ambulance. You should wait.”


  “An ambulance?” Danni gasped. “Why?”


  Alex looked flummoxed. “Because… It’s one of the staff. He’s unconscious.”


  “Oh God! What happened?” Josie asked.


  “He banged his head.” Alex looked as if he wanted to curl up into a ball and disappear under the nearest rock.


  Danni glared at him. “So why are you sitting here?”


  “I had to get help. There’s something in there.”


  “Something?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know what it is!”


  Danni spun around to face them all. “What’s he babbling on about?”


  Jenny looked away. There wasn’t time to go into the history of Mosswood, and she had no desire to repeat what Cody Nelson had told her.


  “Let’s just go,” Josie said, taking the lead. Danni followed reluctantly; she clearly wanted an answer.


  They climbed the gate, each lending a hand to the other until they were safely over. Jenny noticed her father was especially uneasy. “It will be okay,” she assured him. “We’re all together this time.”


  He looked unconvinced. “That boy was right,” he muttered under his breath. “There’s something weird in here. Did you see the look on his face?”


  Danni eyed them all suspiciously. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”


  Jenny didn’t reply. They were all too busy picking their way through the undergrowth, and she could sense a presence. This was it: the place Amelia had taken her in the dream.


  Jenny went cold, recalling everything Cody had told her. They all stopped as the cottage came into view on the far side of the clearing. It was Jacob Root’s modest home, yet she’d found no reference to it in Amelia’s diaries. It was times like this Jenny wished she’d read every one, cover to cover.


  “Don’t go there. Let’s just carry on.”


  “Why?” Danni asked. “What if Darren’s in there?”


  Kayla stared at the dilapidated building. “Why would he be? I mean, who’d want to go in there? It looks like it’s going to collapse.”


  Danni shrugged. She wasn’t up for a confrontation. “I guess,” she mumbled as they all stepped into the clearing.


  “The thing that I don’t get,” Josie whispered, “is why everything else is overgrown and this doesn’t have so much as a weed growing on it. Just dead leaves and bracken.”


  “Yeah, it’s not like anyone looks after it,” Kayla said.


  Jenny remembered the flames licking the trees as Amelia stood, her face clearly visible through the tongues of fire. Even scorched earth would eventually recover and the vegetation would return. But she knew nothing would ever grow here. It was barren for a reason.


  Once they got beyond the clearing, the undergrowth became increasingly difficult to negotiate. The uneven ground was covered with tangled roots and thick shrubbery, while overhead, the canopy of leaves grew so dense that very little of the daylight filtered through.


  “Why would you want to come and photograph this?” Danni asked. They all murmured in agreement.


  “I think that guy was a fake,” Kayla said.


  “So where the hell is Darren? If the bloke didn’t turn up, why didn’t he come straight back?” There was panic in Danni’s tone. She wanted an answer, and Jenny didn’t have one.


  “Let’s just keep looking,” Josie suggested, trying to calm them down, but Jenny saw the fear in her eyes.


  Kayla must’ve seen it too and asked, “What if he’s back at the lodge wondering where we are?”


  “We can’t go back yet,” Danni said. “I’m not leaving this hell hole without him. What if he’s injured and can’t walk? We can’t leave him here all night.”


  “Jesus, this place goes on forever,” Rob muttered. “How are we supposed to find anyone here?”


  No one answered.


  Every step took them deeper into the darkness. Jenny was bothered by a stale aroma she didn’t recognise: a pungent, deeply unpleasant scent that burned the back of her throat. It was almost distracting enough to miss the noise that came from behind them. They all turned; through the gloom they saw a girl standing with a flaming branch in her hand.


  “What the…” Rob almost jumped backwards.


  “You should not be here,” the girl said. She seemed to be in some kind of trance, and her voice sounded from somewhere else, as if it had travelled through the forest. “You should all leave, right now.”


  “Everyone’s looking for you, Bailey,” Jenny said. “What are you doing here?”


  “It’s them. They told me to come.”


  “Why have you got that branch?” Rob asked.


  “I have work to do,” Bailey replied. “They will protect me…but not you!”


  Jenny’s father lunged forward to grab the girl.


  “No, Dad! No!”


  But it was too late. Bailey swung the flaming branch, agile as a gymnast swinging a baton. The flames leapt from its tip like bolts of lightning, igniting the trees in an instant. Jenny watched in horror as the flames spread from branch to branch until they were surrounded by a wall of fire.


  Kayla screamed. “Oh my god, let’s get out!”


  “What about Darren?” Danni shrieked.


  Rob stood, transfixed. “This isn’t right. It shouldn’t go up like this. The wood isn’t dry enough.”


  “What the hell does that matter?” Josie yelled, grabbing his arm. “We need to find Darren before the whole place goes up!”


  ***


  Darren would have wept if he’d had the strength. The girl had vanished as quickly as she’d appeared. A hallucination. There was no other explanation. Maybe he should try to move, even if it meant crawling out on his hands and knees, but as soon as he opened his eyes, everything began to spin. His only hope was that someone would find him before he passed out. Unconsciousness would be the portal to death.


  He thought about Danni, trying to recall the first time he had held her beneath the bed sheets, felt her silky flesh beneath his fingers. It all seemed so long ago. The memory was fading fast, and as desperately as he’d tried to hang on, she was slipping away. He had to summon the strength from an untapped reserve deep within. Darren Pascoe inhaled, raised his head and let out a scream that ripped through the forest.


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  “It’s no use running in the opposite direction,” Josie yelled at them. “We’ll be trapped!”


  Breathing hard, Jenny pulled out her phone and opened the compass application. “We need to head south, towards the park.”


  “We need to get a signal and call the fire brigade,” Josie said. “Everyone just keep checking their phones.”


  “What about Darren?” Danni asked. “We can’t leave him in here!”


  Jenny could still see the flames in her mind; she could still see Amelia. Josie hadn’t bought into the idea that this was anything other than an ‘ordinary’ fire started by a screwed-up kid…until they reached the edge of the clearing and a voice cried, “Help me. Please help me.”


  They turned to find Bailey standing mere feet from the flames, the baton of wood hanging, extinguished, by her side.


  “Quick!” Josie urged, and Rob ran over and swept the girl up in his arms.


  “Where am I?” Bailey whimpered. “Why am I here?”


  “You set light to the forest,” Rob snarled, unable to help himself.


  Bailey looked as though she had just woken from a deep sleep. “Why did I do that?” She looked over at the flames, which had engulfed several more trees.


  Jenny was praying silently that Darren had found his way out. Maybe he had never been in the forest. Or maybe he’d met another girl, unable to deal with losing his. Luckily, that thought didn’t seem to have occurred to Danni, who kept calling his name every few seconds.


  And that’s when they heard the scream.


  “That’s Darren!” Josie yelled, lurching forward, but she lost her balance and landed face first in the undergrowth.


  Danni spun around, looking in every direction. “Where did it come from?”


  Rob helped Josie to her feet. “I think it was over there.” He pointed in the direction of the fire.


  “Oh God,” Josie cried. “Please don’t tell me…”


  Kayla burst into tears, stumbling forward. “Jesus! No,” she whimpered.


  Danni held a hand over her forehead, trying to figure out which direction the sound had come from. “I think it’s over there.” She indicated an entirely different direction to Rob—away from the fire.


  “Let’s hope so,” Josie said.


  “Wait!” Rob shouted. He picked up Bailey and threw her across his shoulder. “That thing’s spreading fast.”


  Danni yelled, “Where are you? Just let us know where you are! Darren!”


  That was the signal for them each to call his name in turn as they stumbled through the shrubbery, ducking and dodging the branches that had become so interwoven overhead in places they were a tangled tapestry of wood.


  Jenny saw something. It looked like a piece of fabric caught on a branch, but Josie had already spotted Darren sitting on the ground, slumped forward, with his head between his knees. “It’s him!” she cried frantically, pointing ahead.


  Danni was acting on instinct. She staggered forward and crashed to her knees as she reached him. “He’s hit his head on something.” She cupped Darren’s face in her hands, her lips just inches from his. “Please, please…open your eyes! Please!” She turned, looking up at them. “Somebody help me. Oh God! I think he’s dying!”


  Jenny fought back tears as Kayla hurried forward. “Open his eyes. Are his pupils dilated?”


  “How the fuck do I tell?” Danni retorted. “What difference does that make, anyway?”


  “He might just be unconscious,” Josie offered, bending down and taking his wrist between her thumb and forefinger. “He’s got a pulse,” she added, trying to catch her breath. “He’s alive. Let’s go.”


  Jenny looked at her father. Bailey was still over his shoulder. “We’ll have to carry him. We can’t leave him here.”


  The sound of snapping wood grew louder and the smoke drifted towards them.


  “It’s spreading too fast. We need to get out of here now.” Josie was close to tears. “That kid can walk. You need to help us with Darren.”


  Rob let the girl slide down through his arms. Her eyes were closed. “Hey, kiddo.” He shook her gently. “Wake up. You’ll have to help us out, here.”


  Bailey’s eyelids flickered and opened. She stared back at him with a look of puzzlement. “What? Where am I? Where’s my mum?”


  “That’s where we’re taking you now, but you’re gonna have to walk a bit, okay?”’


  Bailey nodded, looking for all the world like a white porcelain doll.


  “At least she can stand up,” Danni hissed, having already lost patience with the kid. Suddenly Darren lifted his head with a groan like an old creaking door.


  “Darren!” Danni cried. “It’s me. We’ve got to get out of here!”


  “What?” He tried in vain to open his eyes.


  “Please, babe, we’re all gonna help you, but you need to stand up.”


  Darren let out another groan, as if the very thought of any movement filled him with dread. “I-I can’t,” he whispered. “I’m too…I’m too dizzy.”


  Jenny looked anxiously at her father. “We can do it between us,” she said. “You get one side and I’ll get the other.”


  Danni spun around. “I want to help as well. He’s my boyfriend!”


  Darren might have been slim but he wasn’t light. It took four of them to lift him. “I’m gonna puke,” he hissed, retching loudly. He vomited down the front of Rob’s shirt.


  “Ewwww!” Bailey cried, emerging from her trance. “That’s gross!”


  “Come on, try to walk,” Rob goaded without looking down or breathing in.


  Darren’s first steps were slow as he tried to focus on the mesh of roots beneath his feet. He winced, his left leg buckling.


  “You’re gonna be okay, we’ve got you,” Danni said softly.


  For the first time, Darren managed a smile, which was wiped from his face by a loud explosion behind them.


  “Holy shit!” Josie shouted. “What was that?”


  It seemed as if the whole forest was suddenly alight. They watched in horror as the flames raced from trunk to trunk, branch to branch.


  “It’s spreading faster than we can run,” Jenny cried.


  “And I can’t even walk,” Rob protested, staggering forward under Darren’s weight.


  “We’re all gonna die here.” Kayla sobbed. “We’re gonna burn to death!”


  “Don’t be stupid!” Josie snapped. “Just let’s keep moving as fast as we can.”


  “That’s not a plan,” Danni protested, looking at Jenny. “You said we had to head south—”


  “We are heading south,” Jenny confirmed.


  Rob breathed hard. The ground made it difficult enough to move without supporting a grown man as well. “You sure we’re going the right way?”


  “Please! Please don’t say that,” Kayla cried. “If we’re lost, we’re done for!”


  Josie struggled to hold back tears. “Tell you what, why don’t we all shut the fuck up and just concentrate on staying alive?”


  Another branch fell nearby, igniting the undergrowth. Thick smoke billowed above the trees, plunging the woodland into semi-darkness; flames flickered up ahead as several more branches crashed to the ground.


  “Go left,” Rob instructed, fighting for every breath.


  Jenny turned to her father. “But the park is that way!”


  “You wanna walk through that fire?” Kayla asked sarcastically.


  Jenny wondered if her father had been right. Maybe they hadn’t been heading in the right direction and they were lost. Tears streamed down her face. Was her life really going to end here? She knew what it was like to lose a mother; how would Jake tell Isaac who, right now, would be playing happily, unaware his little world was about to fall apart?


  Follow me, my child.


  The voice was in her head, but it made Jenny look up. There, amidst the flames, stood Amelia, her white nightdress almost translucent in the gloom. Amelia pointed left; they were going the right way.


  “Follow me,” Jenny said, repeating Amelia’s words before pushing to the front. “We’re going to be okay!”


  “How—” Rob tripped on a root and grabbed the nearest branch to steady himself. “How do you know?”


  Jenny saw the confusion on her family’s faces, but she couldn’t tell them. It was something within her, a cord that existed between her heart and that of her great-great-great-grandmother. A cord that stretched across the generations. There had not been a day when Jenny had not thought about Amelia.


  “Trust me,” she said, searching once more for Amelia and spotting a luminous orb, now hovering between the trees. Amelia had transformed into an energy—a light they could follow.


  “Why am I here?” Bailey whimpered, hanging on to Josie’s arm. “Did you bring me here? I want my mum.”


  “You’ll see your mum soon,” Josie promised, unable to disguise the frustration she felt.


  Jenny’s legs became stronger and her steps lighter, as if the ground before her had surrendered to a greater power. Ahead of them, the orb grew larger and brighter. Now they could all see it.


  “What is that?” Kayla gasped.


  Jenny waved them onwards. “Keep quiet and just follow.”


  “Follow that light?” Josie asked, pulling the sobbing teenager behind her.


  A shadow crossed their path like a cold wind. They all saw it; they all felt its presence. There was another, just above them, dark and without form. It hovered and seemed to dive, hitting a tree alongside them. The bark exploded into flames.


  “What the hell is that?” Josie and Kayla shrieked in unison. Bailey fell to the ground as the heat hit them like a blast from a furnace.


  Jenny didn’t reply. There were several more up ahead, hovering like clouds of black mist amid the branches. They were angry spirits; there was no doubt in her mind. One hung over the orb for a moment and then descended, enveloping it, swallowing the light in its darkness. “No!” Jenny screamed. “Leave us alone!”


  The orb flashed suddenly, dispersing the spirit with a blinding flash.


  “Bloody hell!” Rob muttered. “What happened there?”


  “This is freaking me out!” Kayla cried. “I want to get out. Just get me out!”


  The light stopped as they moved forward. The trees continued to ignite, and thick, grey smoke drifted up into the darkening sky. Another shadow crossed above them, setting light to the twisted mass of branches. The orb flickered and darted to the right, between a small cluster of trees. Whispers like the gentle sound of a summer breeze passed through the leaves above their heads, and as they moved on, the whispers became louder. They were the voices Jenny had heard in her dreams.


  Josie stifled a scream, pulling a sobbing Bailey closer to her side. Kayla and Rob’s eyes were filled with terror.


  “We’re gonna be okay,” Jenny reassured them as calmly as she could. “Just keep going.”


  The orb floated high above, its light flooding their path as they wound their way through the undergrowth. Heat scorched their backs, the flames fanned by shadows that darted and dived around them like swallows defending their young.


  All the while, Jenny kept her eyes fixed on the light, struggling to block out the sinister cries of the forest. Amelia would lead them to safety, and in her mind, Jenny was already giving thanks to God. She would see Jake again; she would get to hold her little boy.


  Chapter Thirty-Four


  Alex stood alongside his boss, staring up at the smoke above the treetops. Blakely looked like a broken man; words literally failed him. Liam was still in there with Bailey and the family that had gone looking for her. Alex’s heart thumped. The fire brigade was on the way. Blakely reckoned they should be able to keep the fire contained, but the lodges had been evacuated immediately, and the guests were left standing in the grounds, gazing up at the unscheduled bonfire.


  The restaurant and bar were empty, the pool was closed, and the staff all stood in their whites, wondering how the hell it had started. But it was the speed with which the flames had taken hold that troubled them most. Mosswood was burning with the ferocity of an Australian bush fire.


  Some people thrived on drama, regardless of the death toll, but Alex was different. His heart raced if he so much as saw a flashing blue light. Death terrified him.


  The sound of engines drew sighs of relief from the crowd; Blakely rushed to meet them as they drove onto the park. Within minutes, they were negotiating the narrow woodland tracks.


  Alex watched the engines moving slowly, some of their crew walking alongside, guiding them between the trees. Several branches caught on the hydraulics and snapped, leaving a trail of giant wood splinters in their wake. They were there to keep the fire from spreading to the lodges; it would be impossible to venture any further to put the blaze out.


  Blakely followed but reappeared five minutes later, his face pale and drawn. “They said it’s too dangerous. They won’t even let me go up to the perimeter, so God knows how anyone on the other side is going to get out.” There were tears in his eyes. “We’re going to have to close the park. There’s no way we can keep the place open, even if everyone gets out alive. They’ll be investigating how the fire started, and the media will just love it. We won’t be able to give those fucking lodges away.”


  Alex didn’t care about the park. Not right then. Danni was somewhere in those woods, dead or alive. If only she hadn’t walked away. If only she’d stopped a while longer and had another drink. He looked up at the darkening sky. Was her spirit floating up above the flames at that very moment? Had those believers in the afterlife got it right? Was she looking down at him, wishing she’d given him another chance?


  He checked his watch: 21:00. Blakely was on his phone, trying to find the guests someplace to sleep. There were no spare rooms in the hotel, and The Lakeside, which was just ten minutes away, only had four singles unoccupied. “We’re gonna need a shitload of sleeping bags,” he said. “We’ll have to move the tables and put people up in the restaurant—that’s unless some of them decide to go home.”


  Alex said nothing. He wouldn’t be needing his bed tonight. All he wanted was a bottle of anything that would numb the pain.


  This was something only ever seen on TV. When it happened on their own doorstep—when they could feel the heat and see the sparks flying heavenwards, the roar of the fire and sounds of splintering wood—it was human nature for people to take out their phones and hope they’d catch some footage to post on social media.


  Alex suppressed the rage that swelled inside him, the sudden urge to snatch away the phones and smash them into a million pieces. Didn’t they care people might die in there? This wasn’t a firework display, it was a disaster! He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and walked back towards the staff quarters, trying not to think of how Danni might have met her demise. Maybe the smoke would choke her, or perhaps she’d pass out before the flames took hold. Either way, he was convinced he’d never see her again.


  Chapter Thirty-Five


  By ten o’clock the following morning, the fire was under control, and the guests were able to recover their belongings from the lodges. Several families had been put up in bed-and-breakfast accommodation around Tabwell, while most had been supplied with blankets and sleeping bags and had used the restaurant as a makeshift dormitory.


  Blakely popped another two pills and swilled them down with the dregs from a can of warm cola. The fire had drawn the locals, along with the press. It hadn’t taken long for the news to travel; six people may have lost their lives and the reporters were after names. They wanted to speak to the distraught mother of the thirteen-year-old girl and the young father with the kid who may never see his mother again.


  It wasn’t that they didn’t care. The young woman asking most of the questions had probably never covered anything bigger than the local fête. She was a rookie at The Tabwell Herald and had been thrown in at the deep end. Blakely saw the tears in her eyes. Maybe she had a kid of her own and realised the chances of getting out of there alive were pretty slim.


  Of course, Blakely’s father was on the first available flight from Portugal. For once, he’d accepted this hadn’t been his son’s fault, but he’d want to know why there were six people in a restricted area. A fire was one thing; six bodies was quite another.


  It was only a matter of time before the real mud-slinging started. The media would be looking for someone to blame, and when the big guns arrived, they would be asking the loaded questions that the public had become so accustomed to hearing on the news. The three receptionists were earning their money, dealing with requests for compensation as the guests checked out early. The park had ground to a standstill; the pool was empty, and there were no more than a couple of families in the restaurant, grabbing a late breakfast before heading home.


  Blakely had made it clear to the local press that the park would close until autumn, and they would be giving holiday vouchers to any families wishing to return next summer, but his main concern was the missing guests. Ambulances stood by as the fire crews picked their way through the smouldering forest, looking for signs of life.


  A reporter asked how he felt. Blakely told the guy he was totally numb, and the reporter nodded sympathetically but, unlike the rookie reporter from The Tabwell Herald, this middle-aged, grey-haired hack was a hardened pro, looking for the story behind the story. It was best to be guarded with his kind. Yes, someone might have started the fire, but no, Blakely had no idea who it could have been.


  The hack had obviously done his homework on the way down. He brought up the locals who’d objected to the park and seemed to think if he caught Blakely early enough, he’d be upset enough to start flinging allegations around, but Blakely knew to keep his mouth shut. Once these guys got the beginning of a story, they were quite capable of making up the rest.


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  Darren still had a pulse, although Josie thought it was getting weaker. Jenny reached out to steady Kayla as she stumbled forward on the uneven ground, and their father moved tentatively, watching every step, still clinging onto Darren. Several hours ago—hours that felt like days—the orb had stopped and hovered above a tiny gap in the trees. Jenny imagined a road or track would run around the perimeter of the forest, but they found themselves in acres of open farmland.


  It had been difficult to see in the dark. There were no streetlights nearby and the smoke from the fire had drifted overhead, blocking out the moonlight. They needed to get their bearings, and it would be better to wait a few hours till dawn and then head back.


  Jenny’s heart sank as she peered into the inky blackness. She was pretty sure they were sitting on a grass verge at the edge of a ploughed field. It was impossible to follow the perimeter of the forest because the farmer had turned over what might once have been a footpath. Even without Darren, it would have been difficult, so they’d looked for the firmest and flattest ground they could find, which took them away from the park. Kayla thought it would be better to head for a road anyway. At least they’d be able to flag down a car. Surely someone would stop and call an ambulance.


  They headed off as soon as light dawned, and by the time the sun appeared over the distant trees, the group were on a farm track.


  “This has got to lead to a road,” Rob said wheezily.


  Jenny glanced back at the smoke rising from the forest, wondering if the orb was still drifting overhead somewhere. But all she saw was a lark, hovering on the early morning breeze.


  After a couple of miles, they came across a fork in the track.


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Danni muttered. “Which way are we supposed to go now?”


  “I’d go to the right,” Josie suggested. “It’s quite worn, so it’s more likely to lead to a road or at least a farmhouse.”


  They all nodded in agreement—all except Bailey who still looked like a lost child. Darren was mumbling something none of them understood beyond the mention of Kevin Taylor.


  “That’s all in the past, babe,” Danni said softly. “It’s okay. We’re all good.”


  Darren shook his head. “No…you don’t…you don’t understand.”


  “You sound pissed, hun,” Josie joked, trying to lighten the mood. “Tell us when you feel better.”


  Darren groaned, hanging his head. “Taylor did this,” he grunted out.


  “I think he’s a bit confused,” Jenny mouthed at Danni.


  Darren’s left arm was around Danni’s shoulder but Rob was taking the brunt of his weight, and the strain was showing.


  From the near-distance came a sound, and Jenny looked up, shielding her eyes from the sun. A vehicle, moving slowly, its roof visible above the hedgerow. Another track? But then, coming from the opposite direction, was a white van.


  “It’s a road!” Jenny yelled. “We’ve found the road!”


  ***


  “Of course we don’t know how the fire started!” Penny yelled at a young reporter who looked as if he were on a school outing and just happened to have a microphone with him. “And get that frigging thing out of my face!”


  Blakely knew when his wife had reached the end of her tether. Unfortunately, the young bloke from the local satellite TV station didn’t. He was clearly out of his depth, but his media training had taught him not to back down. “How do you feel about the fire?” he asked.


  Penny glared at him. If they hadn’t been facing several months under the microscope with the relevant authorities waiting to pounce, she might have laughed.


  “How the hell do you think I feel? You’ve asked me two questions so far, and neither of them merit an answer, so why don’t you leave us alone?”


  Blakely moved in beside her. “Look, I know you’re after a story, but we’ve nothing to tell you. We don’t have a clue how the fire started, and we have a park full of guests. They’re our priority at the moment.”


  “We just need a statement, that’s all,” the reporter protested.


  “Then go and stand by that tree with your cameraman and tell your viewers exactly what we’ve told you. If you want to speculate then speculate. Just do it somewhere else.”


  “I know he’s a kid,” Penny mused, watching him walk back to the front of the hotel, looking like a wounded puppy, “but it’s just a job to him. This is our world, Dennis, and it’s falling apart.”


  ***


  The road turned out to be a lane, which was almost as quiet as the farm track.


  “God knows where this will take us,” Jenny said, “but Tabwell has got to be over that way.”


  “I need…I need to sit.” Darren stumbled and almost went down.


  Jenny groaned. She hadn’t intended to show her frustration, but Danni was on to it right away. “Give him a break, will you? He’s sick! Can’t you see that?”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry. I’m worried about him too, but I don’t know how long we’ll have to wait for a car, and then we have to hope they’ll stop.”


  Darren eased himself down onto the grass bank at the side of the lane while the rest of them stood like meerkats, waiting in silence. Bailey had found some comfort in Josie and clung to her arm.


  Half an hour passed before the sound of an engine drifted across the fields towards them. There, in the distance, they saw the cab of a tractor above the hedgerows.


  “Please, please be coming this way,” Danni muttered.


  “He’s got to,” Jenny said, hoping the driver wouldn’t swing into a field before he got within half a mile of them. Their eyes remained fixed on the cab as it moved, snail-like, along the lane. It passed the only opening they could see before disappearing behind by a row of conifer trees, but the sound of the engine grew louder. Danni yelped with joy as the tractor appeared around the corner, its tyres skimming the verges on either side of the lane.


  Josie stood, waving her arms as the farmer brought the vehicle to a halt. He was a young man with jet-black, spiked hair and a pale complexion; he looked like he’d be more at home behind a fender Stratocaster than the wheel of a tractor.


  He glanced down from the cab. “You lot lost or summat?”


  Josie stepped forward, dwarfed by the giant wheels. “We just got out of the forest. We need an ambulance for our son.”


  The farmer glanced over at the smoke, still rising in the distance, then at Darren who sat with his head between his legs.


  “Have you got a mobile?” she asked impatiently.


  The driver grabbed an old Nokia from the dashboard. He nodded at Darren. “What’s up with him?”


  “We think he’s got a concussion,” Danni said.


  Darren looked up. “What’s happening?” His voice was barely audible.


  Danni bent down and kissed him gently on the forehead. “It’s okay, babe. You and me are going to be just fine.” She looked up at them and smiled. “We all are.”


  Part Two


  Chapter Thirty-Seven


  It had been three weeks since they’d left Mosswood. Three weeks since Jenny had arrived back at the park to find her distraught husband desperately trying to pacify their son. Jake had been pale and confused, having convinced himself he’d lost his wife. Bailey had been reunited with her sobbing mother, who was so relieved to see her errant child that any thought of chastisement had been forgotten.


  Darren had been allowed home after an overnight stay in hospital. They were happy the blow to the head had not caused any internal bleeding. The X-rays and scans were clear, and he’d been dispatched with strict instructions that he must inform his doctor if there were any further attacks of dizziness or headaches.


  They’d found the charred remains of Liam Garret’s body in what was left of the tiny cottage. Three-quarters of Mosswood had been destroyed, but the locals had suffered nothing more than a smoky haze hanging over their town for several days. The national rags carried the story on the inside pages; Jenny suspected that if a young worker hadn’t lost his life, it wouldn’t even have warranted a mention, not when a celebrity had been caught with the first signs of cellulite on her thighs while holidaying in Marbella.


  Jenny had two new numbers in her phone. Nicky Rosales and Laura Nelson had wanted to know what the hell was going on with their kids, and she had been promoted to the dubious position of chief expert in the field of paranormal activity. Bailey had told her mother about the strange ball of light that had led them through the forest, and now Jenny was waiting for the inevitable call.


  It was for those reasons she came to be sitting in the antique familiar armchair, watching Sebastian Tint cradle a glass of brandy. The old guy was still going strong. He still had all his faculties, and his mind was as sharp as a razor. He loved Isaac and had proved to be more like a grandfather than godfather. For a man who had lived on his own for so long, he’d taken to the role with an energy that surprised them all.


  Isaac found Uncle Seb’s wrinkly skin particularly fascinating, stroking and prodding and pulling his face as if it were some kind of comfort blanket. “He can take this old stuff home with him,” Sebastian joked. “As long as the man upstairs gives me some new material to dress these old bones.”


  It was difficult to imagine Sebastian as a young man, although Jenny imagined he’d been quite handsome in his day. There was something about his face that age could never malign, and she often found herself equally as transfixed, listening as he spoke with a voice that carried the profound wisdom born of a deeper knowledge than could ever be learned in the universities at which he’d studied.


  “So these apparitions you saw,” he said. “Did you sense they were hostile?”


  Jenny had focused on the orb at the time; everything in the forest felt hostile. “They appeared to be spreading the fire.” She called the images to mind. “They swooped like birds, then they’d hit a tree and it would explode into flames.”


  Sebastian nodded, taking another sip of brandy. “If what you tell me about the boy—sorry—I’ve forgotten his name…”


  “Cody Nelson.”


  “Yes, Cody. If the spirit of some woman warned him not to venture into the forest then it’s obvious something happened there, possibly a long time before Amelia was born.”


  “So you don’t think it’s connected with Jacob Root’s body?”


  The old man shook his head. “According to the diaries, Amelia’s father refused to tell her where he lived. My guess is he was trying to protect her from something.”


  “Do you think he knew what had gone on in the past?”


  “If he did, he was unlikely to have told his daughter. He would not want to frighten her.”


  “But if the place was haunted, why did he continue to live there?”


  Sebastian smiled ruefully. “We are talking about the late 1800s. He had a home provided by his employers. If he’d turned it down, where would he have gone?”


  “But that kid, Bailey. She went really weird and started that fire like she was possessed. Even my dad started behaving strangely after he came out of the forest. Why wasn’t Amelia’s father affected?”


  Sebastian shrugged. “Maybe the spirits had their targets, or perhaps some are more susceptible to them. You said Darren was fine, and he was there with your father all the time, wasn’t he?”


  Jenny nodded.


  “I don’t have all the answers. I wish I did. I’d speculate there’s someone in Tabwell who knows exactly what happened in Mosswood. Perhaps Mr. Blakely should do some digging before he opens that park up to the public again.”


  ***


  Alex had thought about moving back home several times over the past few weeks. An eerie silence had fallen over Mosswood. The hotel was empty, and the only people he saw were wearing either fluorescent jackets or suits.


  At least he still had a job, so maybe it was better to stay onsite. Blakely had been good to the resident staff, finding work around the grounds with the promise that he’d try to keep them employed until the place reopened.


  The grounds had to be maintained, the rooms continually checked, and the pool was there for them to use in their leisure time, but the evenings still dragged. Alex glanced at the slip of paper on the bedside cabinet. In his mind, he could still see the old lady with the amazing eyes and thought it might be a nice gesture to take her for lunch and thank her for her concern.


  His hand trembled as he punched the number into his phone. What if she was some kind of cougar who still thought she could pull a man young enough to be her grandson? He held the phone to his ear and listened as it rang out. Everything will be okay, he assured himself. Even if she was a bit loopy, an old lady was hardly going to be dangerous, was she? And besides, he could do with some company.


  “Hello? Who’s speaking, please?” The voice on the end of the line didn’t belong to the lady who had sat opposite him in the restaurant. It may have been her daughter, or even her granddaughter.


  “Oh, sorry. I have a piece of paper with this number on it. My name’s Alex, and I think your mother may have given it to me.”


  “My mother?”


  “Yes, or grandmother?”


  “I’m sorry. What did you say your name was?”


  “Alex. There must have been a mistake, I’m sorry. You’re obviously not the person who left me with this number.”


  “Hang on a minute, what was her name?”


  Alex glanced down at the scrap of paper. “She didn’t leave a name. Just a number.”


  “What did she look like? I mean, how old was she?”


  “I’m not sure. She was quite old, but she had really blue eyes, the kind you can’t help but notice.”


  Alex heard the girl breathing heavily into the silence.


  “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”


  “Yes. Yes,” she replied. “I’m just…” Her voice sounded strained.


  “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  “Did she have white hair?”


  “Er…yes.”


  “And did you notice if she had a gold tooth?”


  “On the right? Yes!” Alex replied, relieved the mystery woman hadn’t given him a wrong number.


  “Oh my god,” the girl breathed. “It’s my grandmother.”


  “That’s great. She was lovely. She really—”


  “No! You don’t understand.” There was another brief pause, and then she said, “Alex, I hope this isn’t some kind of sick joke, because it’s not funny. My grandmother died three years ago.”


  Chapter Thirty-Eight


  Early reports from the fire department suggested they were also perplexed by the ferocity of a fire. It would have taken several months of blazing sunshine to turn a damp forest into a tinder box, and even if an arsonist had gone in with a tanker full of petrol, they’d not have succeeded in causing such devastation.


  Blakely knew better than to start talking about haunted woodlands when even a casual remark would leave him open to ridicule. Right now, he wanted to exhume Jacob Root’s body with as little fuss as possible. His ex-foreman and the builders who had found the remains nearly three years ago could be relied upon to oversee the demolition of the cycle shelter under the ruse they were planning something bigger in its place.


  There would be no funeral, no minister, no service. The coffin was going to be a simple wooden structure, unpolished with no brass or inscriptions. Jacob Root would lie alongside his daughter, the grave unmarked; the only people with him at the burial would be Blakely, Penny and Jenny Adams.


  ***


  Kevin Taylor lay shivering on his bed, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. Now he knew what death looked like. He knew how it smelled, too. It had stared him in the face and threatened to take him down, but somehow he’d crawled back to safety. As soon as he’d reached the gate to the cycle trail, fresh air had filled his lungs once more. No one had noticed him as he’d brushed himself down and walked out of the park, throwing his wristband into a bin by the exit.


  He’d not slept properly since. Maybe it was some kind of bug. He rarely got them because his body had built up an immunity from spending most of his childhood avoiding dog shit and bins overflowing with decaying food along with the inevitable army of rats and mice.


  The house he shared with the Romanians wasn’t warm, even in summer, but he’d never felt this cold. The new quilt wasn’t helping, and he’d never, ever worn a sweatshirt to bed. But sleep scared him. It scared him because he always ended up back in that fucking place, drowning in thin air and ducking around the shadows that hung from the branches like demonic bats. But it wasn’t the shadows that really freaked him out; it was the voices in his head, whispering and wailing.


  Maybe those voices had saved his life. Perhaps he wouldn’t have found the will to escape if it hadn’t been for that fear. He knew, even now, with a rational mind, those shadows were waiting for him to die.


  He’d never believed in all that ghost crap, and he certainly didn’t believe in God. Besides, he’d robbed enough stuff from the local churches to have made an enemy out of the big guy if he actually existed. His online searches revealed nothing, but there was something in that forest.


  Taylor had escaped the fire by a few minutes and had since read every newspaper account he could find. The whole place had felt a bit damp, which was why it became known as Mosswood, but he’d seen firsthand how quickly the place had gone up. The memory loomed like a thundercloud above him.


  Velma must’ve noticed the change in his mood because she came to check on him.


  “What’s the matter with you?” she asked, tentatively peering at him around the slightly open door.


  For once, Taylor responded without sarcasm. “Dunno. Just feel like shit. Probably a bug or something.”


  “You’re very pale. Have you seen a doctor?”


  Taylor shook his head, and Velma turned to leave, but it seemed foolish not to ask.


  “Fancy a quick one?” he asked with a leery grin.


  To his surprise, she smiled and nodded. Presuming it was a freebie, he opened the door wider and invited her in. No need to tell the boys.


  She undressed quickly and slid under the duvet beside him. Taylor tugged off his sweatshirt and underwear and pulled Velma on top of him.


  “Maybe this will warm you up,” she whispered, taking him in her hand.


  This was good. This was what he needed. Taylor closed his eyes as Velma straddled him, focusing on the softness of her thighs against his hips, her scent filling his nose.


  The comforting darkness was suddenly permeated by the scent of burning wood and a chill that ran the length of his spine. Gripped by an inexplicable fear, he opened his eyes and was instantly paralysed with horror. It wasn’t Velma’s face he saw; it was the charred remains of a woman whose breasts were barely distinguishable and whose eyes burned with hatred. Taylor screamed, pushing the stinking remains away, and leapt from the bed. He stood, staring down at Velma, who glared at him in disbelief.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” she screeched. “Why did you do that?”


  Taylor was trembling. “I’m sorry. I thought I saw something.”


  “Saw something? What?”


  “It doesn’t matter. It was…a hallucination.”


  Velma pulled the quilt around her. “You are a crazy fucker! I should tell Stefan what you did!”


  Taylor recoiled at the thought. Stefan wouldn’t ask questions. He had a wiry strength and worked out on pads in the back room. It would only take one punch.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’ve just been a bit screwed up lately.”


  Velma eyed him with suspicion. “Maybe you should stop smoking that cheap shit.”


  The cannabis hadn’t helped, but he’d stopped a couple of weeks back, and things hadn’t got any better. Maybe he should come clean; Velma would understand. She might like all that spirit stuff. After all, Dracula was from her part of the world, wasn’t he?


  Taylor pulled on his top, quickly followed by a grubby pair of denim jeans which were still stained with tomato ketchup from the burger he’d had three days ago—a burger he’d brought back up half an hour later because he couldn’t seem to hold on to a proper meal recently. The nausea usually came on just seconds before the food came back, and then he’d feel okay until the next time.


  Taylor had stuck to biscuits and cola, which he’d managed to keep down. It was probably all part of the same problem—some weird virus these sweaty immigrants had brought in with them. Taylor had thought of joining the Union Flag march, but if Stefan ever found out he was a neo-Nazi sympathiser, he’d probably run a blade through Taylor’s gut.


  He watched Velma, who stood in front of the mirror, pulling on her underwear. It wasn’t worth asking if they could try again. She didn’t look like she wanted to be in the same room as him, so he decided not to tell her what had really gone on in the forest. She’d tell the boys, and they’d take the piss for weeks. Maybe living with his parents wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. They were the only people in the world who might believe him. Of course, it would mean going straight for a while, but he needed to get out of this place, even if it meant sleeping on a bench in Alshaw Park.


  Chapter Thirty-Nine


  Jenny dropped into the driving seat and sighed loudly. It was good to be free for a couple of hours, and Isaac wanted to see his grandfather anyway. Kayla buckled up beside her. It was a girly day, and they planned to have something to eat and head off into town. Jake was working locally and promised to be home by six—they could grab an early evening meal at the local pub before picking Isaac up.


  Back at the cottage, Jenny hovered over the kettle, waiting for it to boil, her mind revisiting to the forest fire and those shadows. She felt a breath on her neck and turned, startled, to see Kayla, her face just inches away. Kayla pulled her forward, and an electric current surged through Jenny’s body as Kayla’s lips met tenderly with her own. It lasted no more than a few seconds, but her eyes had been closed, and when she opened them, Jake was standing in the doorway.


  Jenny gasped, and in that moment, it felt as if her whole life flashed before her. The life she had built with her man, the cottage, the little boy who shared their genes—everything she loved and was about to lose.


  “It’s…it’s not how it looks,” she stammered.


  Jake stared, open-mouthed. He could not have looked more bewildered if he’d found her dead body lying next to him in bed one morning.


  Jenny wanted to run over and embrace him—anything that might reassure her husband—yet she was afraid. The fear of rejection, that he would push her away, rooted her to the spot. “Please, babe…I know what you must be thinking, but—”


  “It was me,” Kayla interrupted. “I kissed Jenny. That’s it. That’s what happened.”


  Jake blinked, as if he’d just emerged from a trance. “I-I can’t believe it,” he gasped. “I saw you…”


  Kayla stepped forward. “Jake, I just told you—it was me.”


  “You’re a lesbian?”


  “Well…I had a boyfriend. I’m sure you, of all people, haven’t forgotten him.”


  Jake still had the scar on his shoulder where Caden Reece had shot him, but Jenny guessed he’d sooner take a bullet in the other shoulder than witness his wife kissing another girl.


  “You mean…you fancy Jenny?”


  Kayla nodded. “Yes,” she replied quietly.


  Jake closed his eyes, leaning against the doorframe, looking as if he were about to collapse.


  “I’m sorry,” Kayla pleaded. “But it’s my problem, not Jenny’s, or yours. It’s you she loves!”


  Jake exhaled, his eyes still closed. He didn’t believe either of them. “Please…” His voice was little more than a whisper. “Please tell me you two haven’t…you know…got it on.” He opened his eyes. Jenny felt them burning into her.


  “No!” she snapped, more angry with herself than with Jake.


  Kayla’s eyes filled with tears. “I’ve ruined everything! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.”


  Jake was still staring at Jenny. “And you never wanted to do anything? You’ve never fancied her?”


  Jenny shifted her gaze. “No!” I’ve never ever fancied any girl—ever.”


  Jake looked at Kayla. “Then what possessed you to kiss her like that?”


  “I was just stupid. I had feelings, and I was stupid. I’d never want to hurt anyone, honestly. Not you or Dad.”


  Jenny’s heart thumped hard. “Please can’t we just forget this? I didn’t ask her to kiss me.”


  Jake shook his head. “No, babe, I can’t forget this.” He was still glaring at Kayla. “And if you can’t control your feelings, then I suggest you stay away from the cottage. And stay the fuck away from my wife!”


  ***


  The atmosphere was fraught. Kayla left immediately, after her car took several minutes to start. Jake would normally have gone to her aid, but he stood and watched impassively from the window.


  The silence that followed felt like the end. He slept on the sofa, leaving Jenny on her own in the double bed. It was a long night, and one which left her exhausted and tearful.


  She rose early and went downstairs to find Jake waiting for her with coffee bubbling in the percolator. He had that look his eyes—the look she knew so well—that told her things were going to be okay after all.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, “I overreacted. It was a shock.”


  She felt guilty. It wasn’t about whether she had cheated. Nothing had happened between her and Kayla—that was the truth. But she’d lied about her feelings, and it weighed heavily on her conscience.


  She sat at the table. “We need to talk. I wasn’t completely honest with you.” Jake looked horrified. “Oh, it’s not that,” she added quickly.


  “Then what?”


  Jenny sighed. “Look, I promise you—absolutely promise you on Isaac’s life—I’d never have acted on it, okay?”


  Jake nodded slowly, looking confused.


  “I mean, I’ve never been attracted to a woman before. I knew when someone was pretty and all that stuff, but I’ve never had any kind of feelings for them.”


  “Until Kayla?”


  Jenny nodded and started to cry. “Babe, I’m so sorry!”


  Jake sat with his head in his hands. His anguish was palpable.


  “I couldn’t live a lie because I love you,” she continued. “I always will.”


  She prayed a genuine prayer in her head that his grief would not turn to anger. “We can work through this together. No one else needs to know.”


  Jake looked up. The pain in his eyes made her heart ache. “Who? Who’s gonna work this out together? You and her? Am I going to be looking after Isaac while the two of you go on Pride weekends and live your lives on some bloody rainbow ticket?”


  Jenny reached out to take his hand but he pulled away.


  “If you’re a lesbian then you’re a lesbian. That’s the end of it. Be true to who you are—isn’t that what they say? Don’t live a lie!”


  “I’m not living a lie!”


  “You don’t belong with me if it’s her you really want. Me and Isaac, we’ll be fine. You just go. Leave us alone!”


  Jenny’s whole body trembled. This couldn’t be happening, it just couldn’t.


  “I’m not going anywhere, Jake. If you need time to get your head around this then fine, I get that. But I’m not giving you a divorce. You can forget it!” Jenny stood and headed for the door.


  “Just tell me…” Jake called after her.


  She stopped and turned to see him standing, his fists clenched by his side. “How long have you had feelings for her?”


  “Babe, it doesn’t matter. Don’t do this.”


  Jake nodded knowingly. “I see. So it was right from the start. All this time—all this time! Even when you were carrying our baby, you wanted her.”


  “It wasn’t like that. All I could think about was Isaac and you. We’re a family!”


  Jake’s eyes flashed in anger. “We’re a fucking sham! That’s what we are. A sham!”


  Jenny slammed the door and headed down the path. She needed to get away—from the cottage, from Jake and his pain. The pain and the heartache she had caused. But Jake followed her.


  “I need to know something else. If I wasn’t around, would you be with her?”


  “What kind of dumb-fuck question is that?”


  Jake stood with his arms folded, eyeing her in suspicion. “I reckon it’s one you can’t answer honestly, that’s what kind of question it is.”


  “I have been honest. Maybe I should have lied—is that what you wanted?”


  “I want an answer. I want to know if my wife is capable of having sex with another girl. I want to know if—”


  “Okay!” Jenny’s face burned like the pits of hell, “I get it. You want me to paint you a picture? You’re a bloke, Jake. Don’t try to tell me you’ve never seen girl-on-girl porn.”


  “Don’t you dare try to turn this back on me! You think I’m fantasising about you and her?”


  “I didn’t mean it like that.” Jenny turned, continuing down the path, half expecting Jake to follow, but when she reached the car and looked back, he was on his knees, sobbing uncontrollably. Jenny felt as if her heart had been torn in two; the pain was almost physical. She turned and walked back to him, crouching down beside him. “I’m never giving up on us, Jake,” she whispered. “Never.”


  Reluctantly, she left him and climbed behind the wheel of her car, firing up the engine. She drove away, unable to look back.


  ***


  Dennis Blakely found his father waiting in the hotel reception with a face like thunder. “Jesus! This place is like a bloody ghost town!” he barked. “We can’t afford to run this show without an audience.”


  Blakely wasn’t in the mood for a fight; it was best just to nod in agreement without actually making any verbal commitment, wait until the dust settled and the southerly breezes no longer carried the scent of charred wood.


  “Do we know why the fire spread so quickly?”


  Blakely shrugged but, out of the corner of his eye, noticed a figure lurking in the background. He turned to see the white-haired ex-councillor standing beside a much younger man in a dark, tailored suit.


  Matthews stepped forward. The younger man hung back. “Mr. Blakely. We spoke a few weeks ago, by the lake.”


  “I remember,” Blakely replied, shaking his hand. “So what brings you back?”


  “I’m sorry about the fire,” he said ruefully. “And that poor boy who died…” The young man at his side lowered his head instinctively. “But I really need to talk to you,” he added before looking directly at Blakely’s father. “In private, if that’s possible?”


  Blakely senior bristled. “I own the place. If you have something to say, you can say it to the both of us.”


  Untroubled, Matthews nodded in the direction of a corner table. “Very well. Do you mind if we take a seat?”


  Blakely senior rolled his eyes, reluctantly joining them. Matthews pulled up a chair and sat. “This is my son, Gerard,” he said. “He’s studying to be a psychiatrist.” Matthews was quite obviously proud of his boy. “I wish I’d made more of my life instead of settling for a dead-end job.”


  “Hey, you were a councillor,” his son pointed out. “And a good one.”


  Blakely’s father sat forward, tapping his fingers on the table, agitated by the interruption. “So are you going to tell us what this is about?”


  Matthews raised his eyebrows. “I came here to help, Mr. Blakely. Maybe I shouldn’t have bothered.”


  One of the staff, a young man, out of his familiar uniform, hovered in the background and waited to be summoned. Matthews raised his hand. “Could I have a coffee please?”


  “Another three,” Blakely’s father ordered. “Americano, please.”


  Matthews was clearly unimpressed. “At least you got a please,” he said to the young man. “I’m guessing that makes you a bit special.”


  Blakely glared at his father. It wasn’t often he felt driven to take on the old guy. “He occasionally remembers the P-word. We’re teaching him how to say S-O-R-R-Y.”


  Matthews held up his hand. “Okay!” he said, “this is not what I came here for. Let’s just try and play nicely.”


  Blakely’s father looked as if his head were about to explode, the veins in his neck standing out like ropes. “What have you come here for?”


  Matthews leaned forward. “I’ve come to give you some advice—the same advice I gave you a few weeks back.”


  Blakely’s father frowned.


  “This fire has only confirmed my fears, and I’m telling you both, stay out of that forest.”


  Matthews’ son was staring down, nervously sliding a paper napkin between his fingers.


  “There is a history to that place,” the councillor continued. “One this town would rather keep to itself—”


  “I’m sorry,” Blakely senior interrupted, “but what the hell has the history of Tabwell got to do with turning that forest into something the public can actually enjoy?”


  Matthews sighed, running his hands through his hair. “If you open that place up, you might as well unleash a box of tarantulas into a kids’ playpen. I can’t stop you—I know that. It’s your land, although, at the time, I did everything within my power to prevent you buying it. I failed—obviously—so now I’m appealing to you directly.”


  Blakely’s father gave Matthews one of his death glares. “I’m sorry, Councillor, but I’m a businessman, and you’re telling me I can’t use something that’s mine—something I paid good money for—and you’re not going to give me an explanation?”


  Matthews shook his head. “You’re going to have to take my word for it.”


  Blakely’s father leapt to his feet. “You’re wasting my time. I’ve got a park to run. A park that’s costing me mega-bucks and making me zero.”


  “You’re going? What about the coffee?” Matthews protested.


  “Fuck the coffee!” Blakely’s father retorted, storming off towards the hotel foyer.


  Matthews shrugged and managed a weak smile. “Well,” he sighed, “you’ve all been warned. My conscience is clear.”


  Chapter Forty


  Alex didn’t believe in angels. He’d never really believed in anything, and his parents had never even set foot in a church since they married thirty years ago. Sure, he liked to watch the occasional horror film, and had read a couple of Stephen King books, but that was just fiction. It got the heart pumping a little faster, got the imagination working overtime, and that was all it was. Imagination. Yet there had been something in that cottage—something that could throw a grown man across a room—and the old lady had been real. She had touched his hand; that wasn’t something ghosts were supposed to do.


  Maybe the girl on the other end of the phone was yanking his chain, but she was a damned good actress. The mystery woman’s granddaughter had sounded genuine and had hung up pretty quickly, so maybe it had happened before.


  Alex lay back on the bed, allowing the sounds from his Bluetooth speaker to wash over him. Blakely had warned the staff they would be on reduced hours from next week, so Alex had gone to the supermarket and picked up a twelve-pack while they were on offer.


  After three bottles, he decided to call the mystery girl again. She picked up immediately, and Alex waded straight in. “Hi, I’m sorry, but I need some answers. It’s about your nan.”


  There was a long silence. Alex sensed she was about to put the phone down. “Please,” he blurted. “This is screwing with my head.”


  The girl sounded irritated. “Yeah, and mine.”


  “I wasn’t joking about your nan. I mean, I really was talking to her.”


  The girl was breathing heavily, as if she’d been working out. “And I wasn’t joking, either. She’s dead. I can take you to her grave if you don’t believe me.”


  “I do believe you, but I don’t believe in ghosts. So what’s going on?”


  “Well, I certainly do,” the girl replied impatiently.


  Alex wasn’t quite sure what to say but decided it might be good to meet up. What’s your name?” he asked.


  “Maddison.”


  Alex tried to picture her in his mind. Blonde? Brunette? “Okay, Maddison, where do you live?”


  “Tabwell. Hunter Grove.”


  “You fancy meeting up?”


  She paused before answering, “Well, yeah. I guess.”


  “Tomorrow? About five?”


  “Yeah. I can meet you on the corner of our road.”


  “Great. See you then.”


  Alex flipped the phone on the bed beside him and lay back, picturing Maddison. Now she was there, in his mind, as pretty and as sexy as any girl he’d ever seen. Maybe that’s where she should stay, he thought because two beers later, he was wondering if the phone call had been such a good idea after all.


  ***


  The meeting ended quickly. Matthews gave nothing away, and it was hardly surprising that Blakely Senior had stormed out. The retired councillor seemed anxious to protect the town’s reputation, but why? It was history, after all. If the locals’ ancestors had behaved badly several generations ago then who would really give a damn? Okay, Reverend Allington had become something of a saint, and Blakely understood why they wanted the man’s character to remain intact, but what else—who else—had been shitting on their own doorstep, and when?


  Matthews downed his coffee in three gulps and disappeared with a final shot across the bows of Mosswood Adventure Park. “I hope you see sense,” he said with a weary smile. “Open up that cesspit of rage and you’ll live to regret it.”


  Cesspit of rage? What the hell was that supposed to mean?


  Penny wasn’t impressed. “What is that guy playing at? I don’t blame your father for storming off. This is a business! If he thinks we should sit on that land, then your father deserves an explanation.”


  Penny was right, of course. Blakely had thought the same thing but feared the explanation wouldn’t cut much ice with the old man. To him, it was just a forest, and unless the trees—what was left of them—had evolved into some kind of flesh-eating species, they needed to get in there as soon as possible before the company lost even more money.


  Matthews might have left with a warning shot, but Blakely’s father issued one of his own.


  “I’m heading back to Portugal,” he said, slinging his overnight bag across his shoulder. “I need this sorting, Dennis. because I’m starting to wonder if Mosswood is gonna be more trouble than it’s worth.”


  Blakely felt as if he’d been kicked in the stomach. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “I’ll be honest with you, I’ve been talking to a top chef over in Portugal. He’s interested in coming in with me, opening a restaurant over there. Maybe more than one.”


  “Then you should,” Blakely said with a half-smile.


  His father shook his head slowly. That was always a bad sign. “The restaurant trade sounds really appealing to me, Dennis. It’s where I’d like to put my money. And I mean all of my money.”


  Blakely’s heart sank. Mosswood was his mistress—his love, his future. All his dreams, even the nightmares, revolved around the place. “You mean—”


  “Yes, Dennis,” his father interrupted. “I’ll give you twelve months to get this place back on its feet.”


  “Or what?” Blakely asked meekly.


  “Or it goes to the highest bidder, and you’ll be working with Pablo, serving coffee to tourists in your best tuxedo.”


  Blakely didn’t tell Penny that bit. He needed to talk to the Adams girl first.


  ***


  Jenny had always found it easier to forgive than harbour any resentment, but it was difficult to look at Kayla, who’d insisted on trying to put things right by turning up at the cottage with a box of chocolates and a card with I’m so sorry on the front, along with a sad-faced emoji.


  Jake saw the chocolates not as an apology but a gift—a lover’s gift—and he’d stormed off to work half an hour early. That left them together. Alone. Jenny’s world was crumbling. A few chocolates and a pathetic card from the local supermarket wasn’t going to cut it, anyway. Kayla had dressed down—no make-up, just an unflattering pair of grey joggers and a loose, white top.


  If Jenny had physically attacked Kayla—if they had ended up grappling on the floor—she wondered where it would have ended. She really wanted to hurt Kayla, to slap her and watch her cry in pain. That’s for messing up my life, bitch! Jenny had never experienced such utter confusion—to hate someone yet to desire them too—but it wasn’t Kayla’s fault. Not really.


  An hour later, cradling a lukewarm coffee in Sebastian’s lounge, Jenny felt safe, away from the eyes of a judgemental world. She’d told the old man it was a social call, but it didn’t take him long to see beyond the fake smile and small talk.


  “There’s something troubling you,” he said. “And I’m guessing it’s the reason you’re here.”


  Jenny began to cry, just as she had cried when Jake stormed out. Just as she’d cried after telling Kayla to get out of her house and never come back.


  Sebastian waited. She loved that about him. It was at least five minutes—maybe more—before she composed herself. “I keep thinking about the fire,” she lied. “I keep remembering those flames and how I thought we were all going to die.” She shrugged. “It sounds stupid, I know. I’m alive, and I should be thanking God, but it just gets to me.”


  Sebastian nodded slowly. “You were lucky. It must have been very frightening, but the memory will fade in time.”


  Jenny smiled. The old guy had bought the lie—she thought.


  Sebastian took a sip of coffee and, replacing it carefully in front of him, leaned forward. “Now, how about you tell me what’s really bothering you?”


  Jenny sat up, rigid. “What do you mean?”


  “I’m not suggesting your woodland adventure wasn’t traumatic, but you are a strong young woman. You escaped. You’re alive. You’re troubled by an affair much closer to your heart, but if you don’t wish to elaborate, I won’t press you.”


  Jenny choked back fresh tears. “It’s Jake,” she sobbed. “It’s me and Jake.”


  “You’re having marital problems?”


  “Yeah, you could say that.”


  “He’s found out about Kayla?”


  Jenny gasped. Her stomach lurched up towards her chest and a cold chill ran through her. “What?”


  “My dear, I have eyes. I’ve seen the way she looks at you—and the way you look at her.”


  “Oh God.” Jenny rocked forward in her chair.


  “I hoped it would blow over,” he said softly, “but I’m guessing it’s blown up instead.”


  “Nothing’s happened,” Jenny assured him. “I mean, nothing serious. She thought we were alone and kissed me, but Jake was standing in the doorway. He went crazy then apologised the next day—that’s when I confessed I had feelings for her. He couldn’t handle that.”


  Sebastian smiled ruefully. “You have feelings,” he repeated, “but are you in love with her?”


  Jenny shrugged.


  “Or is it lust?”


  Young people didn’t use that word much these days. Jenny couldn’t recall how long it had been since she’d last heard it. “I don’t know.”


  Sebastian looked dispirited, appearing every inch the grandfather watching his family fall apart before his eyes. “I think you know what I’m going to say.” He paused for a moment, as if the advice he frequently issued with such eloquence had become a burden weighing heavily on his soul. “I cannot watch you throw away your life. There are those who would encourage you to leave Jake and stake your future with Kayla. They’d tell you to be honest. To be proud of who you are. And if you were unhappy with Jake—if you had known all along that your marriage was a sham—then I’d have to agree. But we both know that’s not the case. As far as I’m concerned, cheating with another woman is no different than cheating with another man.”


  “I haven’t cheated,” Jenny protested.


  “But you will,” Sebastian said. “You’re looking for some kind of absolution within your heart—a release that will allow you to wander.”


  “I’m not. I don’t want to feel this way!”


  Sebastian looked sternly over the top of his reading glasses. “Then you must find the resolve within yourself.”


  Tears coursed down Jenny’s cheeks. The old man was right.


  “When you find that strength—that resolve—Jake will see it in your eyes.”


  Jenny looked down. Her whole body trembled.


  “You do well to avert them,” Sebastian chided. “For I do not see that resolve. It may be some time before Jake wants you in his arms again. He may be cool, he may be distant, but you must never make his behaviour an excuse for taking Kayla into your bed.”


  Jenny glanced up, catching the steely doggedness in the old man’s creviced face. He wasn’t going to let this happen. He was going to fight for the family he’d adopted, and if words were his only weapon, he would wield them with the ferocity of an ancient gladiator.


  “Your future is with Jake,” he said. “I truly believe that. Any relationship with Kayla—other than a platonic one—will bring only misery. Not only to you but to everyone else in your life.”


  Jenny stood. Sebastian’s words had crushed her spirit. Up until that moment, there had been a seed of an idea; small and almost undetectable, it had been nestling there, nevertheless. Could Kayla be the one? Could we find happiness together? She had not dared to consciously ask herself those questions, but they had lain there, beneath the guilt and desire to do what she believed was right.


  “I have to go. I have to speak to Jake. I’ve got to put this right.”


  Sebastian followed her to the door. She turned to face him as he leaned forward and kissed her gently on the cheek. “Now,” he whispered. “Now I see that resolve in your eyes. Be strong. Be strong and everything will be all right.”


  Chapter Forty-One


  Jenny wasn’t surprised to discover three missed calls from Dennis Blakely on her phone. She’d expected he would want to talk about Jacob Root’s remains as well as Mosswood itself. She pulled up outside the cottage, glancing through the windscreen at the empty driveway. Her heart sank. Jake wasn’t at home. He’d be camping out at his father’s place for a few days while he cooled down. Maybe his father would make him see sense.


  She tapped on Blakely’s number and waited.


  “Hi, Jenny.” The guy answered as if he’d been sitting with the phone in his hand. “I need to talk to you about the fire. I need to find out what the hell’s going on in that forest.”


  Jenny sighed. “I’m sorry, Mr. Blakely, it’s not a good time right now—”


  Blakely cut in. “How about you and your fella come and spend a weekend here? On the house.”


  Jenny could almost see Sebastian looking at her over the top of his glasses. Resolve! Yes, that was it. She needed to take control.


  “Actually, that sounds like a plan. Would this weekend be okay?”


  “Brilliant. You can have the executive suite.”


  “I didn’t know you had one.”


  “Well, to be honest, we don’t. It’ll just be a standard room with a couple of bottles of champagne thrown in.”


  Jenny laughed. She wasn’t going to ask Jake if he wanted to go; she was going to tell him this was a second honeymoon. “Mr. Blakely, any chance you could scatter some rose petals on the bed?”


  ***


  Alex’s heart beat hard. Was Maddison going to be the one? |Was there really someone out there who he’d learn to love as much as he loved Danni? From a distance, things didn’t look so good. There was someone standing on the corner, dressed in a pair of baggy denims and a grey tracksuit top with the hood pulled over their head. Their gender wasn’t clear.


  Alex was hoping for a girly girl, but he couldn’t back out now, and any company at all would be better than another night in front of the TV. He was only a few metres away when Maddison turned, pulling down her hood to reveal a short bob of mousy-brown hair.


  “Hi,” she said brightly, “I wasn’t sure you’d show.”


  Alex flashed her a smile. “Really? Why?”


  “I must have sounded pretty crazy on the phone.”


  “And are you?”


  Maddison’s smile faded. Alex thought she looked like one of those sixties girls without the make-up. She was pretty, there was no doubt about that.


  “I promise I’m not,” she said. “The place you saw my nan? She died there when it was Crest Hill. Everyone reckoned the place was haunted, and to be honest, I think it was.”


  Alex thought it would be better not to say anything more until he’d found a rational explanation for what had happened to Liam. “What makes you say that?”


  “My nan saw a girl. A young woman in a white nightgown with blood all down the front.”


  “You believed her?”


  Maddison tapped her temple. “Nan might have been old but she was all there. She used to work on the council, years ago.”


  This girl was either a brilliant actress or she was telling the truth. “You fancy a burger or something?” he asked, changing the subject and hoping she hadn’t sensed his scepticism.


  Maddison smiled. “Sure. I know a good place about a mile away.”


  Alex nodded and they began to walk. “We could go see a movie after if you want?” The words tripped off his tongue before he’d had a chance to think twice.


  “Like a date?”


  Alex shrugged. “Doesn’t have to be. Just mates.”


  Maddison grinned. “Sounds good. Is there something you want to see?”


  “Not bothered,” he replied with a nervous laugh. “As long as it’s not about ghosts.”


  ***


  Blakely stood on the spot where the cycle bay had been a few hours ago, staring down at the concrete through which the pitchfork had burst in his nightmares. It would take a couple of hours to break it up and sift through the rubble before they could exhume the remains of Jacob Root. His foreman was back with the two builders who had discovered the body. He was paying them well for their silence. They would oversee the whole operation, reuniting father and daughter.


  He prayed it would put an end to the nightmares. The man would be able to rest in peace. Justice would be done. Blakely inhaled deeply; the heady sent of burnt wood was strangely pleasant yet deeply unsettling at the same time. The air was still—gloriously still—but the silence was broken by a sound that made him jump. He turned to see Councillor Matthews’ son standing behind him, looking out across the woodland.


  Blakely offered a fake smile. “Are you here with your father?”


  Young Matthews shook his head. “I need to talk to you.” He looked as stern as his old man.


  “I’m guessing it’s about this place?”


  “Yep—and my father.”


  Blakely walked towards him. “It’s Gerard, isn’t it?”


  Matthews nodded. “My father doesn’t know I’m here. He’d flip.”


  “Don’t worry, I won’t say a word. Just as long as you’re honest with me because we need to get this place open before my father pulls the rug from under me.”


  Gerard frowned. “He’d do that?”


  “He’s a businessman. No time for sentiment, unfortunately.” There was an awkward silence. “So what exactly do you want to tell me?”


  Gerard Matthews looked down at his feet, appearing to study them for a while before looking up. “My father can be a bit of a crank sometimes, and I think he should have explained why he wants you to stay out of the forest.”


  The son was obviously more of an open book than the ex-councillor. It might be worth pressing him a little harder. “Look, Gerard, if my father is going to agree to fencing off a good square mile of woodland, he’s going to need a bloody good reason.”


  The young man sighed. “You’re right, but I can’t tell you. And to be honest, I don’t think your father would buy it even if I did. He seems like a very practical man.”


  “But I’m not like him,” Blakely said. “The whole place is creepy—”


  “I know about the whole thing with the girl in the attic,” Matthews interrupted. “My father and I have followed the story. Mosswood is something of an obsession of his.”


  Blakely could well imagine the councillor would have obsessed over something or other. He had that look about him, but that didn’t make him a crank. “So why exactly are you here,” he asked abruptly.


  Young Matthews took a deep breath. “I’ve come to plead,” he said in little more than a whisper. “As my father mentioned, I’m training to be a psychiatrist. I don’t have a lot of time for all this kind of stuff. My career involves dealing with troubled minds, not troubled spirits whose existence is not generally accepted in my field. But I’m begging you, on my father’s behalf and for the sake of the whole town, stay out of that place. Whatever the cost. Stay out.”


  ***


  Alex bit into his burger. Maddison was right. It was the best he’d tasted in a long time. “How did you find out about this place?” he asked.


  “I used to come here with a few friends. Weekends mostly—Saturday afternoon—while the local lads played football. We had quite a good local team at one time. They actually won the league.” She gave him a rueful smile. “But a lot of the younger ones got jobs and moved out. It’s more of a bowls and cricket place, now.”


  “And you’ve never thought of moving away?”


  Maddison shook her head. “I like it here. It’s quiet, and that suits me. I’d hate to live in a big city.”


  Alex nodded, wondering how many friends she really had. “So, what’s your name?”


  The girl frowned. “Maddison. I already told you that.”


  Alex blushed. “No, I meant your surname.”


  “That’s Maddison too,” she replied, looking slightly embarrassed.


  “What? Maddison Maddison?”


  “Yeah. My parents have a bizarre sense of humour, but Maddy Maddison sounds okay.”


  He was warming to the girl. She had one of those faces—the kind that would defy the aging process—a smooth, rosy and almost childlike complexion that made it difficult to tell exactly how old she was.


  “That sounds cool to me.” He took another mouthful of burger, trying desperately to make it last in case he ended up with a clean plate before Maddy had taken her first bite.


  She grinned, taking a long draw from a large banana milkshake topped with ice cream. “I hated them for it when I was growing up. Got teased mercilessly at school. But then the other kids got bored and the name kind of grew on me, especially when I decided I wanted to be a rock chick. Maddison sounds a bit like Madonna.”


  “So what happened?”


  “I discovered I couldn’t sing. And I don’t mean I wasn’t that good. I was friggin’ awful!”


  Alex laughed; it felt good. He’d not done too much laughing since Danni walked out. “You wanna do this again?”


  Maddy blushed. “Isn’t that something you’re supposed to ask me at the end of the night?” She offered an impish grin.


  Alex shrugged. “Take it as a compliment. You’re really good fun.”


  Maddy’s eyes hardened. “Okay, I’m gonna level with you. If you want to see me again then that’s fine with me as long as there’s no one else on the scene. No girlfriend?”


  “None, I promise.”


  “No exes that you’re still in love with?”


  Alex paused long enough for Maddy to guess he wasn’t going to give her an honest answer.


  “You might as well ’fess up because I’m no one’s second best,” she said coldly. “So if there’s someone you’d rather be with, I don’t want to get involved. I’m not getting mixed up in some love triangle.”


  Alex smiled. This girl wasn’t going to take any shit. Her warm smile masked a steely determination. He liked that. Something told him that if he won the heart of Maddy Maddison, it would be his forever.


  ***


  Jenny looked up briefly from her book to see Jake pass by like a fleeting shadow with little more than a cursory grunt. Her heart was heavy, but Sebastian’s words gave her determination. She sprang to her feet and followed him into the kitchen.


  He turned, his eyes hard and cold. “I’m off out for a drink.”


  Jenny suppressed her frustration. “Great. I really fancy a glass of wine.”


  Jake gave her a withering look. “I’d rather be on my own, thanks.”


  “That’s fine. Isaac’s with Dad, so before you go, I thought we could talk?”


  “We’ve got nothing to talk about.”


  Jenny took a deep breath. Raising her voice would just give him more ammunition. “I think we have, babe,” she said softly. “And I’d rather we did it before we went away.”


  “Went away?” Jake looked confused.


  “Mr. Blakely’s given us a free weekend at Mosswood. In the hotel.”


  Jake studied her, and his eyes seemed to bore into her soul. “And you really think that is the answer to all the shit that’s going on?”


  “We need to spend time together,” she hissed. “We need to sort this out. I’m not letting you destroy our marriage, Jake. I won’t!”


  “Me? It’s you that’s destroying our marriage! How can I sleep with you knowing you’ve got the hots for someone else—your sister!”


  Jenny’s face was burning. “Jake, I love you! You’re the one I want.”


  Jake stepped back, as if the words had hit him like a blast of hot air. Jenny moved forward, closing in. “I can’t explain my feelings for Kayla. I can’t explain because I don’t understand them myself. Maybe it’s some kind of crush, I don’t know. But I need you, Jake. I need you more than I’ve ever needed anyone.”


  Jake stared at her and, for a moment, she believed he was considering her words. But then his eyes darkened again. “I’m sorry. My mind is made up. I’m going back to my father’s house to stay. I think it’s for the best.”


  Jenny’s legs buckled. “For how long?”


  Jake looked away, staring out of the window. “It’s over, Jen,” he said in a whisper. “You can stay here with Isaac until my father sells the place. I’m sure we can sort out the access stuff amicably. I’m not a monster. I just can’t deal with this, that’s all. I can’t get you and her out of my head.”


  Jenny wanted to scream. This couldn’t be happening. Jake placed a hand on her shoulder as he passed, leaving her standing motionless, listening to his footsteps on the stairs. Then she heard the wardrobe doors opening and shutting, the familiar squeaks and creaks he’d never got around to sorting.


  She watched from the window as he threw two suitcases into the boot of his car and climbed behind the wheel. Without a backward glance, Jake drove away. Jenny listened until the familiar sound of his silver-grey Ford faded into the distance. Only then did she allow herself to cry out in anguish. It reverberated around the house—a house that was cold and lifeless, standing like a memorial to her world as it fell apart.


  Chapter Forty-Two


  Isaac was too busy kicking a balloon between his grandfather’s legs to look up as Jenny walked in. She tried to sound breezy, ruffling his hair. “Hi! How’s my little man?” Isaac gave her a cursory smile and picked up the balloon.


  Jenny’s father looked up and nodded. “He’s going to play for England one day. Isn’t that right, kiddo?”


  Isaac giggled and took a swipe at the balloon with his hand, sending it high into the air.


  “Grandad’s just going to have a rest now, pal.” Rob flopped back onto the couch.


  Jenny sat on the chair opposite, desperately trying to hold back tears. It wouldn’t be right to cry in front of Isaac, but she could hardly ask him to leave the room.


  Josie walked through from the kitchen, and Jenny smiled, but Jo had a knowing look in her eyes. “Hey, Isaac, you wanna help me with these cupcakes?”


  Knowing it meant he’d get to lick the mixture from the bowl, he was through the door like a bullet. Jenny breathed a sigh of relief.


  “Okay,” Rob said. “What’s up with my girl?”


  Anything would have set her off at that moment, but to be called my girl after everything that had happened—after all the pain and the heartache they’d been through together—it was too much. Jenny sobbed uncontrollably. Everything was such a mess, and yet she had done nothing wrong. Not really.


  “Me and Jake…” she bawled. “It’s over.”


  The silence made her glance up only to see her father staring at her.


  “What?”


  Jenny nodded, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “He’s gone back to his dad’s place.”


  “What happened?”


  Jenny managed to stop crying, but her whole body felt weak. “He thinks I’m in love with someone else.”


  Her father’s eyes darkened. “But you’re not, are you?”


  Jenny shook her head.


  “Then why would he think you are?”


  “It’s complicated.”


  “I don’t care how complicated it is. I’m your dad. You can always talk to me.”


  “I’ve already hurt Jake. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  He leaned forward and asked gently, “Jen, what’s going on?”


  “I’m not having an affair, if that’s what you think.”


  “I always thought you two were solid, so something must have happened.”


  Jenny managed a half smile but her heart was a lead weight in her chest. “It’s Kayla,” she said eventually. “Kayla likes me.”


  “Of course she likes you! But what’s that got to do with you and Jake?”


  “No, she has feelings for me. Proper feelings.”


  The colour drain from Rob’s face. “How? Kayla’s straight…isn’t she?”


  The silence that followed was like a wall between them. Things were not as they’d seemed, and the truth was slowly sinking in. “How did Jake find out?” Rob asked in little more than a whisper.


  “I’ve known how she felt for a while now,” Jenny admitted. “But nothing’s happened. I love Jake.”


  “I believe you, sweetheart, I really do. But there’s something you’re not telling me.”


  Jenny wiped more tears away as she saw the look in her father’s eyes. “Jesus, Jen. Please don’t tell me you have feelings for her too.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “What exactly are you telling me? You’re bisexual?”


  “I guess. I’ve never even looked at a girl before. And I’ve told Jake I love him. I’d never want us to break up…”


  “He won’t know how to deal with this, Jen. You’ll have to give him time. You two are meant to be together.”


  “I know,” Jenny cried. “I can’t lose him. I can’t.”


  “Okay, so what are you going to do now?”


  Jenny shrugged. “Dennis Blakely invited us to spend the weekend in the hotel. Jake won’t come with me, so I’ll just take Isaac. It will be a break.”


  Her father nodded slowly. “That might not be such a bad idea. It will give you both some space.”


  Jenny stood abruptly, angry at his casual acceptance of Jake’s refusal to accompany her. “I might ask if I can stay a little longer,” she retorted. “Maybe a couple of weeks.” She immediately softened when she saw her father’s sadness, but it was too late to take it back. His two girls were threatening to blow apart the family he had built—the family that gave him the strength to carry on.


  ***


  Darren Pascoe had been having nightmares every night since he arrived home from hospital. He was still in that forest with Taylor, along with someone else, or maybe something else. He’d thought he was going to die, and sometimes, even during the day, under a clear blue sky, his world felt dark. Danni had put it down to concussion and the fire. They had all wondered how they were going to get out of that place alive, and they’d all seen the glowing orb. But no one, especially Jenny, had wanted to talk about it.


  Taylor had left him to die, and he wondered if that scrawny bastard had even bothered to check if his charred remains had been found. The guy was one screwed-up excuse for a human being, and Darren wasn’t going to waste time seeking him out and planting that single left hook that would smash Taylor’s jaw in several places. Darren could almost hear the bone splintering and imagined himself looking down into Taylor’s dazed eyes and laughing. “You thought I was dead and I’m gonna make you wish I was!”


  But revenge wasn’t going to help him sleep at night; not even the pills he took did that. The little white tablets the doctor had prescribed were probably the mildest on the market, and he hadn’t even felt drowsy, not even when he managed to empty his head while listening to the songs Danni loved so much.


  Darren closed his eyes. He had an early start in the morning and hoped Jake was in a better mood than he’d been in today. It had to be to do with Jenny. Something was going on, and Darren was starting to worry about his adopted family. If it fell apart then he’d end up back with his uncle, working in that grease pit with Creepy Tony for a boss. Maybe he was getting paranoid, but Jenny had seemed a little tense recently, and she’d been a bit cool towards Jake too. It wasn’t that they’d been arguing—that was normal in most relationships. This was something deeper.


  Darren turned back the quilt. His bedroom was warm, and the neighbours were having a party. They were playing the sixties stuff—Beatles, Rolling Stones, Chuck Berry—and obviously weren’t kids. With any luck, they’d wear themselves out by midnight and return to their Horlicks and slippers.


  Darren reached over and pulled his headphones over his ears, clicking the music channel on the TV. A blue screen flickered into life. Adele was singing the final bars of ‘Someone like You’. He wondered if Danni would ever grow tired of him and find someone new—if she’d marry them, settle down and live happily ever after.


  It was in the twilight hours he realised how tenuous his grip on happiness really was, how easily it could all slip through his fingers. His job, his family, his girl. Nothing lasted forever, not these days. Now it was Sinéad O’Connor singing about lost love—‘Nothing Compares 2U’. He hated these nights. He hated the tears. But most of all, he hated the dreams.


  Chapter Forty-Three


  Isaac fell asleep after just two pages of Thomas the Tank Engine. Jenny had decided to set off on the fifty-mile drive before breakfast. Her father had agreed to look after the dogs, and she’d messaged Jake to tell him he’d be welcome to join them if he changed his mind.


  She checked her phone. It was eleven, and there was an old Burt Lancaster movie running on a satellite channel. Jake hadn’t replied, so she turned off the TV and headed upstairs, pulling off her top as she went. There were two painkillers on the bedside table; she popped the soluble tablets into half a glass of water and watched as they foamed. Sleep would not resolve her problems, but it would provide an all too brief respite. They would kick in after twenty minutes—just enough time to get ready for bed.


  Jenny considered opening a bottle of wine but decided against it. Alcohol rarely did anything to lift her spirits, and she had never been able to drown her sorrows. But the pills… Jake had bought them at the local chemist when he wrenched his shoulder a couple of weeks back. They were the strongest he could get without a prescription, and they had worked well.


  She showered quickly and dried herself as she walked to the bedroom, standing in front of the full-length mirror before dropping the towel. Her skin was pale, like Kayla’s. In fact, their bodies were similar. Maybe Kayla had slightly smaller breasts, but their hips and legs were the same shape; they’d shared clothes during those first few months and everything had fitted just fine. Jake might well have asked her why she wanted Kayla’s body when she could stand in front of a mirror and admire her own. That’s how straight blokes thought.


  Suddenly the bedside lamp flickered and went off, plunging the room into inky blackness. Jenny swore under her breath, reaching across the bed and feeling around for her phone; she quickly turned on the torch and caught sight of the flashing battery symbol in the corner of the screen, then it was gone. The room was dark again.


  Jenny stumbled across to the window and pulled back the curtains as the moon appeared from behind a cloud. She turned, having decided to go to bed naked, but something caught her eye. In the far corner, the shadowy figure of Amelia stood, motionless. She looked angelic, so far removed from the girl who had haunted Jenny’s dreams nearly five years ago.


  “You saved us,” Jenny whispered breathlessly. “You led us out of the forest.”


  Amelia smiled. “And you have returned,” came the voice inside her head.


  Jenny nodded. “Without Jake.”


  Amelia nodded slowly and began to fade. There was no answer. Maybe it really was the end of the marriage if even Amelia could see it.


  Jenny climbed under the duvet. “Why won’t you tell me anything? Why did you appear now? Am I in danger?”


  A deathly silence hung over the room. Jenny lay back and closed her eyes. The distant hoot of an owl broke the stillness, and she began to cry, taking Jake’s pillow and holding it to her breast. What was her husband—the father of her child—doing at that very moment? Was he lying awake, thinking of her, wanting her? Or had he decided it was time to move on? Had he really given up so easily? In her heart, she knew she would grieve for him and it would feel like a death.


  ***


  Robert’s heart raced when he heard Kayla’s key in the lock. Josie had tried her best to reason with him, but it had done nothing to suppress his anger. “I’ve been through all this myself, hun,” she said softly. “Just talk to her. Let her explain.”


  Kayla stopped short and stared at the two of them. Rob saw that look in her eyes; she knew they knew. “Erm… Hi, you guys. Everything okay?”


  “What do you think?” Rob grunted at the sharp kick from Josie’s heel in the back of his leg.


  “Something wrong?” Kayla frowned.


  “Look, hun,” Josie interrupted before Rob had a chance to reply, “we know about this thing…with Jenny.”


  “And,” Rob added, “I want to know what the hell is going on! I thought you were straight.”


  Kayla often used arrogance as a form of defence, but this time, she shrugged, clearly wounded by her father’s aggression. “It’s not that simple,” she said, her eyes flashing from one to the other. Rob saw the pain there, but his daughter possessed much of her mother’s spirit.


  “I’m sorry, Kayla. I don’t understand.”


  “What don’t you understand? Feelings? Emotion?”


  Rob guessed what was coming next.


  “Don’t you remember how I got here in the first place? Don’t you remember hooking up with my mother behind your wife’s back?”


  “It’s not about feelings,” Rob retorted. “It’s about sex. Is Jenny the first girl you’ve ever liked?”


  Kayla hesitated.


  “Oh, I see!” Rob boomed, ignoring Josie’s fingers digging into his side. “And you never thought of mentioning it?”


  Kayla’s eyes flashed with anger. “Why should I? Every guy I’ve cared about has either been a pervert or a psycho. I’m more comfortable around girls.”


  Josie gave him another dig, hard enough to make him back off and start listening. He gestured for Kayla to continue.


  “I never knew I was gay,” she said. “I was forced into sex before I had time to find out who I was or what I wanted. I got with Caden because he seemed kind and I wanted someone to look after me, but I lied to you. We never had a sexual relationship. I kept telling him I needed time and—”


  “He accepted that?” Josie interrupted.


  Kayla nodded. “Yeah. He was screwed up, I know. He did those terrible things, and I still blame myself.”


  Josie sighed. “We all do stuff, Kayla,” she said gently. “And I can understand how and why you became attracted to Jenny, but you must have realised it was going to destroy the family.”


  “I know.” Kayla lowered herself into the same chair in which she’d sat and introduced herself several years ago. “I had some weird idea that it would all work out. I didn’t really want to break up Jen’s marriage, I just wanted her to love me…the way I love her.”


  Josie had her shrink’s hat on. “And when you realised she had feelings too? Didn’t that sound the alarm bells?”


  Kayla nodded. “I knew it was wrong, I just couldn’t help it.” She glared at Rob. “Just like he couldn’t help it!”


  Josie placed a hand on Rob’s arm, but he was too stunned by what he was hearing. “Well, he got you, so I guess something good came out of that little affair.”


  Kayla’s eyes widened. “You really think so?” she hissed “Because I don’t. My own father’s ashamed of me. Look at him! It’s there in his eyes!”


  Rob ducked as a glass flew over his head and shattered on the wall behind them. Kayla ran from the room, slamming the door and bounding up the stairs. “I wish I’d never found you!” she screamed. “I wish I’d never come back!”


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have got so angry.” Rob turned to Josie, feeling utterly helpless.


  Josie stood and started picking up the glass. “Well, there’s no doubt you’re in touch with your emotions, Rob. It’s just a shame you don’t know how to control them.”


  Chapter Forty-Four


  Blakely studied his wife from across the room. In the past few weeks, she had risen even higher in his estimation, and he often felt he was living beneath the shadow of her wings. He hated duplicity in all its forms, yet he had succumbed so easily when the young waitress had invited him into her bed. Penny was made of stronger stuff. She had steel in her veins, and people crossed her at their peril.


  Maybe the flowers he had delivered that morning would sum it all up. A way of thanking her for being there—for believing in him. For being the best manager he’d ever known. There had been a few tin-pot dictators who had wormed their way into his father’s company over time. They were usually rude and walked around with some kind of chip on their shoulder: a deep-seated resentment that resulted in them wielding their power with sadistic delight.


  One in particular had worked at a large sports centre that his father had bought as a going concern. Ian Strich Shinark was portly, with suspiciously blonde hair and a heavy London East End accent. Blakely’s father, for a reason unbeknown to him, had promoted the guy to the position of manager. Several members of staff had left, replaced by poorly trained youngsters who had little idea of how to deal with the general public. Blakely had stepped in, working in the shadows to find out what was going on.


  It hadn’t taken long for Shinark to show his true colours. The man behind the jolly exterior was quite happy to knife any member of staff in the back the moment the opportunity presented itself. He succeeded only in dividing the workforce and creating a hostile atmosphere that had spread to the gym floor. Blakely had called his father, who had given him the authority to do as he wished. He had enjoyed calling the bastard into the office and sacking him on the spot before taking up the reigns. Within four months, the membership had doubled, but he couldn’t help imagining how Penny would have dealt with Shinark. The staff had called him Shine-arse, and Penny would have addressed him as such too—not necessarily behind his back. Blakely would have paid good money to watch her take him down.


  He knew only too well his wife could have walked away after his affair with Kim, yet she had chosen to give their relationship a chance. That took some guts. Now, living in their modest quarters, he wondered if she regretted that decision.


  Penny turned and smiled at him, clearly oblivious to what was on his mind. “I was thinking,” she said, “if you’ve got the Adams girl staying, how about we give Jacob Root a proper burial?”


  Blakely was stunned at her sudden change of heart. “Really? But we’d have to inform the police and then there—”


  “I know,” she interrupted. “We’d have to go through all the formalities, and it could take a few weeks, but Jenny’s right. The man deserves some respect.”


  “Well, it would please her, I guess.”


  Penny nodded. “And the park is closed anyway. Surely you don’t need to tell your father.”


  It felt good; it felt right. A short graveside service, an added inscription. And even if his father objected, well, it was about time he stood up to the old guy. If he ended up in Portugal serving cocktails to tourists, then he would be doing it with a clear conscience.


  ***


  The film hadn’t been that good, but Alex thought maybe it was down to his lack of concentration. He wasn’t exactly in love with Maddy, but she sure made him feel a whole lot better about himself. She was bright, and funny too, and that put him at ease, but the banter started for real when the movie finished. He’d teased her about hiding in her hoodie all through the movie, and she’d called him a Bear Grylls wannabe.


  “You must be a real tough guy, surviving all those months in the wilds of Mosswood,” she quipped mischievously. “I mean, with nothing but a five-star restaurant and access to all the beer you could possibly consume, it must have been hell!”


  Alex laughed. “Well, if this wannabe Bear Grylls ever wants a wannabe chav to keep him company—”


  Maddy had laughed so hard the last gulp of her drink shot out of her nose. He’d left her on the corner of her road, and it was then she’d touched his cheek. “Don’t hurt me, Alex,” she whispered. “Please don’t hurt me.”


  It was the first time he’d not thought about Danni since they’d broken up. Maddy’s laugh was infectious, and she had a smile that was as warm as her eyes. He wasn’t going to hurt her. He’d never hurt anyone the way Danni had hurt him, and when he was finally free—totally free of her—he’d tell Maddy all about the heartache and hope she considered him worth the risk.


  Chapter Forty-Five


  Isaac had fallen asleep less than ten minutes into the fifty-mile trip to Mosswood. Jenny turned off the radio and drove on with a heavy heart. She’d wanted to be alone with her thoughts, but the stream of love songs was sending her into an emotional overload. This should have been a family break, just the three of them, no Kayla. A few days away from the routine.


  Danni was right. They were a dysfunctional family.


  Watching Kayla and Rob together that first year had been difficult. Kayla was getting to know her biological father, his strengths and weaknesses, when all Jenny knew of her own biological father was that he had trained as a psychiatrist. Darren still talked about him. He was a good man. A caring, loving man who preferred to practise as a therapist simply because he possessed an innate ability to empathise. Jenny sometimes wondered if she’d inherited her ability to forgive from him, though she wasn’t feeling very forgiving just now.


  She pulled up outside reception in the deserted car park and eased Isaac, still sleeping, from his seat, placing him gently into the pushchair. She wanted to cry. Jake usually took over the pram duties, always managing not to wake his son. This time, Isaac opened his eyes and let out a howl of protest.


  “Hey, baby, it’s okay. We’re here.”


  Isaac frowned; he looked more and more like his father every day.


  “We’re on our holidays! Isn’t that great?”


  Jenny wasn’t looking for an answer. She headed for the reception door, where Alex greeted her. The last time she’d seen him, he looked like death. Now, he had some colour in his cheeks and seemed cheery and anxious to help.


  “The restaurant isn’t open,” he said, “but the staff quarters will be—that’s if you’d like something to eat?”


  Jenny shook her head. She wasn’t hungry. Her heart ached, and the pain had travelled to her belly. “I’ve got food for the baby,” she replied glumly. “I can give him that in the room.”


  She left the car where it was and walked up to the hotel, following Alex, who insisted on carrying her small suitcase in an act of chivalry that she found quite endearing. It took less than three minutes for the boy to drop the name of a girl he’d met. Maddy Maddison. Jenny guessed she would be the reason why his walk resembled a kind of dance, and she envied him. When love lifted you, it lifted you to the heights of ecstasy, and when it dropped you, it dropped you into the pit of hell itself.


  Dennis Blakely greeted her with an awkward hug as they walked into the hotel lobby. Isaac stared gormlessly into space, trapped in a hazy world of semi-consciousness.


  “Where’s your fella?” Blakely asked breezily.


  “It’s a long story,” Jenny mumbled, avoiding eye contact.


  Blakely nodded knowingly. “Ah, right. A domestic, I assume.”


  It would have been easy to tell him to mind his own business, but considering she was staying here free of charge, Jenny thought it was best to shrug and smile.


  Their room was large with a two-seater sofa and a king-size bed. Jenny filled up when she saw the rose petals on the sheets and bottle of champagne standing in a silver ice bucket.


  Blakely looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I hope it’s nothing too serious.”


  Jenny gave him a weary look. “I’ll be okay. Just going through a bit of a patch.” She looked over at the champagne. “But thanks for all this. I could use a drink right now, if you fancy joining me.”


  Blakely checked his watch. “Tell you what, why don’t we go down to the bar? You can save that bottle for later.”


  Jenny glanced at a drowsy Isaac who wasn’t going to be bothered where his mother wheeled him as long as he didn’t have to walk.


  “Sure, and you can tell me everything that’s been going on,” she said with a grimace. Blakely looked like a man with plenty of troubles of his own. The fire was bad enough, but he had a square mile of land which lay under some kind of curse. People could be as sceptical as they liked, but even the most hardened cynic would not last the night in that forest.


  ***


  Sebastian sat with Amelia Root’s diaries spread out in front of him. The young girl, immersed in her books, had often referred to the great writers of her day, frequently quoting passages. Given her knowledge of Christ’s teachings, it was hardly surprising that she had challenged Reverend Allington and called him a hypocrite.


   


  He knows nothing of the love of which St. Paul writes in his letters to the Corinthians. And I wonder if his maker will let him ponder on that passage before abandoning his errant servant to the fires of hell. For it is written ‘They shall say, Lord, Lord, we healed the sick in your name, we cast out demons in your name. And I shall say unto them, ‘Depart from me, for I never knew you.’


   


  Sebastian smiled to himself. He saw the grief and the bitterness in those lines; he also saw what appeared to be a tear stain at the bottom of the page. He understood the anger, although he’d never believed in hell fire or judgement day. Those were mankind’s ways of dealing with the world’s injustice—the belief that everyone would face the Almighty in the end.


  But even in those early years, when she first set pen to paper, Amelia’s childlike sketches and daily observations fascinated Sebastian. Somewhere, the girl would have left a clue—maybe a passage or even a single line. How much of Mosswood’s history had Jacob Root really known? Sebastian emptied his glass, pouring himself another shot of brandy before slowly turning the page.


  ***


  Jenny stared hard at her fingers, wrapped around a large glass of Prosecco. They looked pale and gnarled, and for a moment she felt as if she’d aged overnight. Was this how if felt? The weariness? The feeling that you no longer cared about things that once mattered more than anything else? So many of the elderly seemed to see death as a friend rather than a foe, and it had always baffled her. Life was precious, something you clung to. But now, she began to understand.


  “I’m sorry.” She looked up at Blakely, who studied her with palpable concern. “I’m not very good company at the moment.”


  Isaac busily sucked away on his bottle of juice, happy to be somewhere different. He’d soon get bored, but the pool was open and there was always the soft-play centre. It shouldn’t be too hard to keep the kid entertained.


  Blakely took a sip from his beer and wiped the line of foam from his lips. “Look, I know you were a bit pissed off with me over the thing with Amelia’s father. I was out of order, I know that.”


  Jenny smiled, unsure where he was going.


  “Anyway, we thought it might be good to have a proper burial. You know the kind of thing, a little service at the graveside?”


  Jenny felt strangely warmed by the thought. Maybe she hadn’t died inside after all. “You’re going to get Francis to say a few words?”


  Blakely nodded. “I’ve informed the police. I’ve told them we’ve found the remains of someone we believe to have been the gardener here in the late 1800s.”


  “They’ll need to do all the DNA stuff, won’t they?”


  “Sure. They’re not just going to take our word for it, but we have a copy of Sarah Bell’s letter stating Jacob disappeared into the woods followed by the doctor’s henchmen and was never seen again.”


  “As long as they’re happy that it’s not the body of a missing person on their books.”


  “I’m not that well up on the forensics,” Blakely admitted. “I assume they’ll want to recover the remains and study the site itself, but I don’t think it will take too long. They were pretty quick with Amelia.”


  Jenny felt a chill in her bones. The girl seemed very much alive at the moment. “Is there any news about the fire?” she asked, changing the subject.


  Blakely shrugged. “You were there, Jenny. You were in the middle of it. Isn’t there anything you can tell me?”


  It was almost as if he knew. Realising she was gripping the glass so hard it was in danger of shattering, Jenny forcibly relaxed her grasp. “I’ll tell you on one condition. You have to promise not to tell anyone else, okay?”


  Blakely frowned. “Go on.”


  Jenny’s heart quickened. “Bailey Rosales started the fire.”


  With the revelation, the temperature in the bar room seemed to drop several degrees. Jenny had always believed the less said about that night, the better, but now she found herself telling Dennis Blakely exactly what had happened in the depths of Mosswood. He listened without a word until Jenny finished with, “The thing is, it wasn’t her. It wasn’t really Bailey. I think you know exactly what I mean, don’t you?”


  Blakely looked stunned. But she also saw fear in his eyes. Of course he knew.


  “So there won’t be any recriminations…right?”


  Blakely shook his head slowly, his hands caressing the glass. “My father will sell this place unless we get it up and running. That includes every square metre of the land.” He paused and smiled ruefully. “There are people in this town who know what went on in those woods. But they won’t talk.”


  Blakely told her how Councillor Matthews had approached him beside the lake and the meeting at which his father had stormed out. Then there had been a subsequent visit from Matthew’s son, Gerard.


  “They seem pretty determined,” Jenny said.


  “Yeah, and that troubles me more than anything. We had two kids here who saw things—and did things.”


  Jenny took a sip of wine but then pushed the glass away. “I need to keep a clear head. I’ve got Bailey’s mum’s number. Cody’s parents, too. I’m going to give them a call later.”


  “What are you going to say?”


  “I’m not sure, but I need to know what those kids are up to. If Cody is still seeing Jacob, and if Bailey is—”


  “Still setting fire to things?” Blakely interrupted.


  It should have been funny, but it wasn’t. “She was in some kind of trance with no idea what she’d said or done, and Cody claimed Bailey was talking like an old woman. I just want someone to tell me all that weird shit has stopped.”


  ***


  Sebastian pictured the diminutive young figure in a white bloodstained nightgown, standing by the lakeside with the knife still in her hand—the same hand with which she had penned those final words before taking her own life. The old man’s tears dripped down his cheeks as he emptied his glass and pushed aside the diary. Its cover was a little worn around the edges but, having been stored in a trunk away from the sunlight, it was in remarkable condition.


  He’d found nothing in those pages from the first of January, when Amelia had spent the day languishing on her own, pining for her father; nothing that would suggest the girl knew anything of Mosswood’s dark history. There were another ten diaries, of course, none of which he had read in their entirety, but Amelia’s words lay heavily on his heart, and maybe it was time to take Ricky out for a stroll along the lanes. The fresh air would do him good. It had taken a while for Sebastian to get back on his feet after Caden Reece had beaten him to within an inch of his life, and he’d missed the walks.


  Sebastian thought about Amelia as he walked. The girl had been left, unwanted, growing up in a tiny attic room and it had all happened over a hundred years ago. Yet, during a century of change and apparent enlightenment, children and animals still required organisations to protect them. Women were still beaten and abused; there was still race hatred. There were still people needlessly losing their lives every day due to greed and corruption.


  Mankind was still capable of great evil. Mosswood was testament to that. There were people who knew what had gone on all those years ago, and it was all coming back to haunt them.


  ***


  Nicky Rosales sounded tired. “Jenny who?” she asked sleepily. “This isn’t a sales call is it? Cos I’m telling you right now—”


  “It isn’t,” Jenny interrupted quickly. “I was at Mosswood—remember we brought your daughter back?”


  “Oh God! Jenny. I’m sorry.”


  Jenny laughed nervously. “Don’t worry. I’ve been told I sound like a cold caller before. Anyway, how are you? How’s Bailey?” Receiving no answer, Jenny prompted, “Mrs. Rosales?”


  The reply came, but it was almost inaudible. “I’m still here.”


  “Is everything okay?”


  Nicky Rosales sobbed. “No, it’s not okay. It’s not. It’s really not. I can’t cope, Jenny. I can’t cope!”


  The woman was hysterical, her anguish tangible.


  “What’s wrong, Mrs. Rosales? Is it Bailey?”


  More silence. Jenny waited a moment before pressing any further. “What’s happened?” Panic rose through Jenny’s chest. “Please tell me. I want to help.”


  Nicky Rosales choked on her words. “Bailey took her own life. She’s dead, Jenny. Bailey’s dead!”


  ***


  Alex had eaten little that day. He’d called Maddy and suggested they meet for a burger; she’d agreed and his stomach had been flipping since, although he wasn’t quite sure why. Maybe he really was falling in love and had finally found someone who would love him back. But then he’d thought Danni loved him, in those early days, and that hadn’t worked out so well. This time, he would play it cool. If Maddy wanted to spend some time with her mates, then that was fine. He didn’t need to keep checking and asking how she was.


  The burger place was busier today. The weekend brought out the families, although the kids tended to be older, mostly pre-teens waiting to spread their wings. Soon, they would be there with their friends, eyeing up people they fancied.


  Maddy arrived, wearing the same hooded top but this time Alex detected the faintest traces of eye shadow and maybe a little foundation as well.


  “It must be weird working in that place when there’s no one around,” she remarked, sucking a strawberry milkshake through a long multicoloured straw. “I’d hate it. A deserted hotel? God, I’d think I was in a Stephen King novel!”


  Alex laughed. “What? The Shining?”


  Maddy nodded. “That film scares the crap out of me.”


  “It’s that corridor with those twins standing at the end,” he said. “Maybe we could watch it sometime? You know, together?”


  Maddy’s eyes lit up. “I’d love that! Can I come to your place? Is that allowed?”


  Alex nodded. The occasional guest wouldn’t be a problem, particularly as the building was almost empty. “We could always watch it in the hotel!” he said, reaching out and grabbing Maddy’s hand. She wasn’t watching and screamed in fright, then covered her mouth and apologised to the family at the next table.


  “I scare easily,” she explained unnecessarily. “So you’ll have to walk me back home after the movie.”


  “Of course. I’d do that anyway.”


  Maddy smiled, then looked at him quizzically. “Are you sure you want to watch it with me? I thought you didn’t like ghost stuff.”


  “I don’t generally, but The Shining is a classic. And I wouldn’t describe it as a ghost film as such.”


  Alex hadn’t wanted to tell her the way he was feeling and how he’d have watched anything as long as she was there with him, but Maddy seemed to read his thoughts.


  “I meant what I said the other day,” she said, serious all of a sudden. “If this does go further—you and me—”


  “I promise,” he said tenderly. “I won’t hurt you.”


  Chapter Forty-Six


  Dennis Blakely stared down at the bowl of chicken soup steaming on the table before him. The news had left him shaken, and Penny had pretty much ordered him to eat something. She was playing mother again, and her matriarchal concern was pissing him off. Right now, he wanted to be left alone to get his head around what Jenny had told him.


  The statistics would reveal that Bailey Rosales was just another kid who had taken her own life, and those who were paid to pore over those statistics would reach their own conclusions as to why so many young people had committed suicide over the past few years. It was true, Bailey didn’t have many friends, and her mother would be the first to admit she had issues, but in the days that followed her return home from Mosswood, she had become detached and uncooperative.


  They had been on a trip to town, a mother-and-daughter bonding day. Nicky had promised Bailey some new trainers and a meal at the pizza place where she treated herself to a couple of glasses of wine. That was the only reason they took the train. It was mid-morning, and the platform was empty. Nicky had sat with her daughter on one of the brightly coloured benches, trying in vain to start some kind of conversation.


  Bailey’s eyes were firmly fixed on something else. Something only she could see. As the train thundered towards them, Bailey Rosales walked to the edge of the platform, deaf to her mother’s words. “That’s the express, sweetheart—it’s not ours.” Then Nicky watched in horror as her thirteen-year-old girl stepped off the edge.


  Nicky recalled little of the following few hours—she’d woken to find a circle of strangers looking down at her who’d helped her to her feet—but she would never forget the sight of the blanket that covered her daughter’s remains.


  “I need to see Bailey,” she sobbed. “I need to see my baby.”


  But they had shaken their heads and led her away.


  “It was them,” Nicky had told Jenny. “It was them—whoever was in those woods. Bee told me she’d started the fire. and the whole thing tormented her.”


  Blakely pushed away the bowl and looked up at his wife. “I need to speak to Reverend Francis,” he said. “He’s supposed to be a man of God. It’s about time he asked that bloke upstairs what the hell we’re supposed to do with this place now.”


  ***


  It hadn’t taken Alex long to find The Shining on TV, and Maddy seemed keen to make a date out of the evening, insisting they bought pizza and a couple of bottles of wine. Alex had thought about condoms, just in case, but decided that even if they did get a little cosy, it would probably be down to the alcohol. If Maddy wanted him, he would rather she was completely sober and in charge of her emotions. Then he’d know it was for real.


  Alex closed the blinds, killing the sunlight that streamed through the window, before pouring them both a glass of wine. They had decided to leave the pizza until the frozen face of Jack Nicholson stared back at them from the screen and the credits rolled.


  The movie began. It had been at least six years since he’d watched the film—in those care-free days before Danni came along. Now Maddy was here, and if anyone could help repair his broken heart then it was her. She cupped her drink in her hands and glanced at him.


  “Fancy watching Psycho some time?”


  Another date, Alex thought. Did that mean things were going well?


  “You’re really into all this stuff, aren’t you?” he joked. “Should I be scared?” Maddy smiled, but he saw something in her eyes—a kind of sadness. Or was it fear?


  She turned, leaning back against him. “You gonna put your arm around me?”


  Alex’s heart beat a little faster. Maddy was sure to feel it too. Thump, thump, thump. But maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.


  Tentatively, he looped his arms around her.


  “That’s better,” she whispered. “Now, bring on those creepy kids!”


  ***


  It was Sunday night. She should have been at home watching something on Netflix with Jake, not in a hotel room, fifty miles away. How had everything gone so wrong?


  Thankfully, Isaac was asleep. Jenny couldn’t have coped with one of his episodes. The bed was comfortable enough, but she’d watched TV till three in the morning and slept fitfully until the bells of St. Jude’s had woken her.


  It had been a long day, and she already felt guilty as hell for yelling at Isaac for spilling his drink. He’s just a baby—what the hell are you doing? she’d screamed at herself in her head, fighting back the tears and unable to stop. It wasn’t just about Jake or Kayla. It wasn’t even her father’s disappointment. All of that was bad enough, and now some kid she barely knew had thrown herself under a train.


  Jenny wanted to push it from her mind, but that night in the forest had haunted her all day. She wished she’d called Nicky Rosales earlier. Maybe there was something she could have said to Bailey. Something that might have saved her life.


  There was still no word from Jake. Perhaps it would be a good time to open that bottle Blakely had left in the minibar. Two champagne flutes stood on the oak table in front of the window: one for her, one for him. She popped the cork and poured a glass, sipping as she looked out over the grounds. A staff gardener was working on flower borders with a strimmer that sounded like a swarm of angry bees. The bells of St. Jude’s began to ring for the second time that day. Jenny gulped down the wine and refilled her glass, dreading what lay ahead. Tabwell’s past had returned, and those who had been wronged, whoever they were, would never be silenced by the church calling its parishioners to evening worship.


  Chapter Forty-Seven


  They were halfway through their second bottle of wine by the time the closing credits rolled. “That was such an amazing film,” Maddy drawled in her best American accent. “I know Stephen King didn’t like it, but it still rocks.”


  Alex kissed her neck and Maddy giggled. The wine had gone to his head, but he wanted to stay in control. Making a move could ruin everything.


  “Have you read the book?” he asked, trying not to slur his words.


  “Yup. Three years ago.”


  “Better than the film?”


  “Dunno, really. There’s a lot more in the book. You get into the heads of the characters more.”


  If he moved his hand a few inches, he’d be cupping her right breast. The temptation to do so was almost overwhelming, but the smell from the oven told him the pizza was ready.


  “Saved by a hot and spicy,” he muttered, pulling himself away.


  Maddy gave him a quizzical look.


  “I’m starving,” he lied to cover himself as he opened the oven door, immediately recoiling from the blast of hot air. The pizza had been rescued just in time. “It’s hot, spicy…with a hint of charcoal.” He wafted the swirls of smoke away with a dishcloth.


  Maddy laughed. “I’m sure it’s fine. I don’t mind a bit of well done. My mum pretty much burned everything.”


  They found another movie on a satellite channel. Another spook. Three minutes in, Maddy turned to him. “Do you mind if we watch something else?”


  Alex frowned. “I thought you liked this stuff.”


  “I do. I just don’t want to watch this.”


  “But we missed the start—we don’t even know what it is.”


  “It’s a witch thing. It’s just a bit heavy.”


  Alex flicked the remote and found some documentary on how to eat healthy. Maddy laughed. “We’ve just consumed a week’s worth of alcoholic units and calories in one night. Should we be watching this?”


  The guy on TV was looking at the brand labels. “This tells us there are 146 calories—” he tapped his finger on the brightly coloured packaging “—so you’d be forgiven for thinking it’s talking about the whole meal.” He looked into the camera with fake concern. “But this says ‘per portion’, and how many portions are in this item?” He paused for effect. “Well, we have to find the answer on the back—and it’s four—four portions. So I have to ask, who are they supposed to be feeding? Lilliputians?”


  Maddy gasped. “That’s 584 calories! Jesus!”


  Alex recalled how his mother had always checked calories and had never been fooled by the labels. Maybe he had her to thank for the fact he was slim. Burgers had always been a weekend treat, and his parents had never subscribed to the fast food lifestyle. “I’ve eaten more junk in these last few days than I did in a month back home,” he said with a snigger. “You’re a bad influence!”


  Maddy leaned back, finishing the last slice of pizza. She reached over and squeezed his hand. “I hope not,” she whispered. Her eyes darkened quite suddenly. “By the way, that boy who died in the fire—isn’t it the funeral tomorrow?”


  Alex nodded. He detested funerals. His Uncle Peter died of cancer at the age of thirty-six, and he’d hated seeing his mother crying like that. But Blakely had made it clear that all the staff were expected to attend.


  “What happened?” Maddy asked. “In the forest?”


  God only knew if Liam Garret had been conscious as the flames licked around his body. Alex always managed to push the thought from his mind, but now he had to go through it all over again. “Why do you want to know?” he asked.


  Maddy shrugged. “Well, I know about the fire, and I read about the park ranger who died. I just wondered how much you knew?”


  Alex exhaled, pulling Maddy towards him, kissing her gently on the forehead. He couldn’t look her in the eye. Not while he told her how he had left his colleague in that cottage. Not while he told her what a coward he’d been. Whatever had met with them in that place was too strong for him—too strong for them—but he’d always wished he’d done more.


  ***


  Kevin Taylor heard a rumbling from beneath his bed. He’d had two cans of lager and puked on the last mouthful. Now it felt like his belly was full of snakes. He’d had quite a few early nights recently, since the thing in the forest, but there was little chance of getting any sleep. He turned on the TV in the hope there would be something to occupy his mind. The picture was pretty shitty, compared to the sixty-inch plasma screen in the lounge, but it no longer mattered.


  What the hell is that? The rumbling grew louder. Taylor swung his legs from the bed and went to stand but as his feet touched the floor, he let out a scream. Below him, the molten earth glowed, and the stench of sulphur hit his nostrils. He fell back onto the bed and let out another scream as he tumbled downwards.


  It all seemed to happen in slow motion. The ceiling faded slowly into the distance as he dropped through twisted limbs and gnarled fingers that tore at his body, ripping the flesh from his torso. The cry died in his throat, drowned by the cacophony of mocking voices. Suddenly, he felt the arms beneath him, supporting his body as if he were no heavier than a small child. He saw nothing. Everything above was black, not even the tiniest chink of light penetrating the darkness.


  We will not let you go, the voices chimed in unison. We will not rest!


  He drifted, enveloped by the darkness, and a hand touched his chest, fingers moving slowly, tenderly, like a loving mother comforting her child, lulling him until suddenly razor-sharp nails dug deep, slicing through his ribcage like a knife through butter. He cried out a third time, his heart held in the icy grip of a cold claw as he felt himself falling once more. This time, there were no hands and no voices. Just the silence of death.


  Chapter Forty-Eight


  Blakely glanced nervously across the aisle of St. Mark’s, an Anglican church ten miles from Tabwell. The Garret family huddled together on a single row, three generations: the grandfather, the parents and a younger girl who might have been Liam’s sister. Maybe they were waiting until the boy was buried before they started asking questions.


  Several young men dressed in army uniform sat a couple of rows back; they stood to attention as their colleagues carried a polished oak coffin through the doors. What remained of Liam Blakely didn’t know, but Mrs. Garret would never have had the chance to kiss the forehead of her dead son or sit by his side throughout the night, talking to him in hushed tones, praying he could hear every word.


  If they were angry, they hid it well. There had been no reproachful glances as he’d walked into the church with Penny on his arm. Mr. Garret had nodded, averting his eyes swiftly. The coffin was laid in front of the minister, who looked up from a large bible sitting on a wooden lectern. This, he casually informed them, was his third funeral in six days.


  The minister had been quick to add that the others had passed away in their dotage. This was different. Liam was a young man, who had served his country and survived, only to die in a forest fire.


  Reverend Stapes spoke slowly, welcoming the mourners, his dulcet tones echoing through the church. Blakely thought it might have been nice if his own father could have pulled himself away from the golf course in Portugal and shown his face rather than send a wreath to decorate the grave. That was typical of him. A boy may have died, but the world continued to turn, and while there was money to be made, Blakely Senior would never stop.


  The congregation struggled through the opening hymn and listened dutifully as the minister delivered a potted history of Liam Garret’s brief life from the notes that lay on top of his bible. Stapes was an eloquent man and managed to sound as if he had actually known the boy, while Mrs. Garret remained stoic with no sign of tears as she placed a loving arm around her daughter’s shoulders.


  Penny nudged him. “She’s a tough woman,” she whispered.


  “You noticed that too?” he replied under his breath.


  “The girl isn’t crying either.”


  Blakely shrugged. His wife was adept at reading people, and she’d come to the conclusion there was something odd about that family. None of them showed any emotion. No tears, no tissues, their eyes fixed firmly upon the minister as he bought an unusually short service to a close.


  ***


  Jenny checked her phone. She hated Monday mornings, even when she woke in a hotel room with a view and a swimming pool less than one hundred metres away. But she had also woken to a message from Kayla, who was planning on patching things up with Jake.


  Jenny hadn’t been in the mood. Not at seven. Don’t you think you’ve done enough? Stay away from him! I’m warning you!


  She burst into tears, running into the bathroom in case Isaac woke to find his mummy sobbing, then took a shower and put on some make-up. There was a fancy café just ten minutes away; they’d get some breakfast there. Isaac could have a chocolate milkshake and she’d have a coffee and poached eggs on toast. Maybe they’d come back and spend some time in the pool. Time that would pass slowly.


  Jake was working, it wouldn’t be worth checking her phone again until the evening. That’s when he’d have time to reflect and come to his senses. They had vowed to grow old together, but now those vows seemed empty and meaningless.


  Jenny slipped a coat on Isaac. She had to sound cheery, as if this was going to be the best holiday ever. Sometimes she wondered if the best actors were the mums and dads who had to put on a show for their kids every single day of the week.


  ***


  The Garret family stepped forward, one by one, throwing a fistful of earth onto the coffin. Thud, thud, thud. It was a tradition Blakely had never really understood. Throwing soil over your loved one’s casket seemed rather crass, almost as if you couldn’t wait to see them six feet under. He hung back with three of the staff. Alex was present in person but looked as if his head were a million miles away—probably something to do with the girl Blakely had seen him with.


  The mourners filed away, all heading for the local pub where the family had put on a buffet. Mrs. Garret stood alone by her son’s grave and swung around, sensing Blakely’s presence. “Thank you for coming. You’re welcome to come back for a drink and some food.”


  Blakely smiled politely. “That’s very kind but I think I’d better get back.”


  “Sure. I know you must be busy.”


  “If there is anything I can do…”


  Mrs. Garret shook her head. “I’ll be fine. I’m just glad it’s all over.”


  Blakely placed a reassuring hand on her arm. “You’ve been brilliant. You all have.”


  Mrs. Garret looked over at the grave, a gaping hole in the earth. “I suppose you’re wondering why I didn’t cry. None of us did. Especially Emma.”


  “Is that Liam’s sister?”


  Mrs. Garret nodded, so much pain in her eyes. “She blames me, Mr. Blakely, and I can understand why. I protected Liam. I should have reported him, but I didn’t. I couldn’t hand over my own son.”


  “Why, what did he do?”


  “He killed someone.” Mrs. Garret stared blankly at the grave. “One of the tutors at Emma’s ballet class. Liam thought he was pestering his sister and—”


  A chill descended over Blakely. “He killed him for pestering?”


  “He got it into his head that the bloke was a paedophile who liked hanging around kids in tutus. He followed him home late one night and took the poor man out with a single punch. A punch that ended his life.”


  “And the police never caught him?”


  “No, because I gave my son an alibi, Mr. Blakely. I lied to protect him, and that poor man’s family never got their justice. I watched them suffer and did nothing about it. Emma never forgave her brother, and she couldn’t face ballet class. No one could blame her—the guy was innocent. Emma had a massive crush on him, and she wrote things in her diary—you know what teenagers are like. Liam found the diary and thought the tutor was encouraging her, but he’d never laid a hand on any of the kids. She shut herself away and within twelve months lost all her friends.


  “My husband—Liam’s dad—sent him packing. That’s why he joined the army. But we should have reported him. We were horrified when we found out he was working at Mosswood. He shouldn’t be around youngsters, not with a temper like that.” Mrs. Garret smiled ruefully. “Liam’s gone. Some might say it’s karma, but my family is broken, Mr. Blakely. Emma will move out as soon as she is old enough, and I don’t think she’ll ever come back. Jim and I have each other, but the guilt is driving us apart. I didn’t just fail Emma, I failed Liam, too.”


  “Time heals,” Blakely said, unable to think of anything better to say. “Emma will understand as she gets older. She’ll understand how hard it would have been for you.”


  Mrs. Garret shook her head and, for the first time that day, began to cry.


  Chapter Forty-Nine


  Darren was on his fifth can of beer when his mobile rang. He hoped it was Danni. Maybe she’d changed her mind and decided against an early night. But it was a number he didn’t recognise. The voice was female with a foreign accent. “Hello? Is that Darren Pascoe?”


  “Who’s calling, please?”


  “My name’s Velma. You were on Kevin’s friend list. You’re the only one who had a mobile phone number—so this is why I ring you. Sorry.” Apart from saying ring instead of rang, the girl spoke good English.


  Darren paused for a moment. Taylor’s name, his face, the memory of that afternoon all weighed heavily.


  “I’m not his friend,” he corrected. “I don’t want anything to do with him, so please don’t call me again. Whatever it is, I don’t want to know!” He should’ve ended the call, but he didn’t. He stayed on the line, listening to the silence at the other end until eventually Velma spoke again.


  “I’m sorry.” Her voice broke “Kevin’s dead. We found him in his bed this morning.”


  Darren felt like he’d been punched him in the gut. “Dead? When? How?”


  “I don’t know. The boys found him.”


  An overdose? Drunk coma? Was Velma Taylor’s girlfriend? She sounded upset, so maybe it would be better not to probe further.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “There was no love lost between us, but, well…thanks for letting me know.”


  He could hear Velma trying to catch her breath, a girl on the edge of breaking down.


  “You’re welcome,” she whispered and ended the call.


  Darren dropped the phone on the table beside him and grabbed the TV remote, turning up the volume. There was nothing worth watching, but he needed to block out his thoughts, even if it was with some boring documentary about binge drinking. Perhaps he should give that a try—a couple more cans followed by a shot or two of whisky. Anything to help him sleep tonight.


  He shouldn’t have cared. He’d always imagined himself dancing on the grave of his nemesis, but he was sad, and bewildered. Yes, Taylor had died, and something within him had died too.


  ***


  Jenny flopped back onto the bed and closed her eyes, completely drained. Isaac had fallen asleep soon after lunch, but the moment he’d realised his father wasn’t coming, he’d turned into the child from hell. Jenny had been overcome by a feeling of pure desperation and left a message begging Jake to change his mind. No reply to that, she followed it up with:


   


  Jake—sorry about the earlier message. Isaac was playing up big time and it was doing my head in. We’re OK now. Kids are resilient and I’m sure he’ll get used to you not being around. x


   


  Jake would see through the veiled threat. He loved his son, and if anything was going to save their marriage, it would be their mutual love of Isaac, who was still the cutest kid on the planet, even if he did turn into the spawn of Satan some days.


  Jenny felt herself drifting with the sound of the TV in the background. The day had left her feeling vulnerable—a single mother with a disgruntled child. Was this her future?


  She sensed she was beginning to dream. The room was bathed in a hazy blue, surreal light, and Jake was standing at the bottom of her bed. Kayla stood by his side and smiled as she looked up. They were naked. Jake bore the scar from Reece’s bullet on his shoulder, and the cigarette burns on Kayla’s body were clearly visible.


  “What are you two doing here?” she gasped.


  Kayla’s smile faded. “You must choose between us,” she retorted angrily. “You must decide who you want under your bed sheets.”


  “But I want Jake! I’ve told you!”


  “But you desire me. You lust after me.”


  Suddenly, Jake faded, calling out, “Please, don’t do this, babe. Don’t break us up—please!”


  “I’m not,” Jenny screamed. “It’s you. You’re leaving me. You’re disappearing.”


  Jake, now barely visible, reached out to her. “Don’t you understand? I’m still here, I’m only fading in your eyes because you want her!”


  Jenny watched in horror. “What do I do? How can I get you back? Just tell me! I’ll do anything—”


  He was gone.


  A wicked grin formed on Kayla’s face. “You have made your choice,” she whispered, slipping beneath the duvet. “This is what you want. Deep down, this is exactly what you want.”


  Jenny felt the warmth of Kayla’s body next to hers.


  “No! We can’t do this!” But she was powerless. It was as if every ounce of strength had been sucked from her body as Kayla’s hand moved slowly down between her thighs.


  “No!” she screamed again. “No! I want Jake! I love Jake!”


  Sebastian’s face swam into her mind. Resolve. Resolve. She repeated over and over, and her strength returned. She pushed Kayla away, swinging her legs out of the bed and running towards the window.


  Kayla followed her. “You can’t fight this forever. You will have to give in, sooner or later.”


  Jenny swung around. “Leave me alone!” she hissed. “Leave me alone or I swear…” she reached behind her. On the table was the knife she had used to cut Isaac’s pizza a couple of hours ago.


  Kayla was closing in. “You’re mine. All mine!”


  Jenny took the knife in her hand, raising her arm.


  Kayla laughed. “You wouldn’t dare—”


  The next few seconds were nothing but a blur. Kayla staggered backwards, the knife buried deep in her chest. She cried out, choking and coughing blood as her death rattle echoed through the room. Jenny woke with a shriek, her body soaked in perspiration. She had dealt with Kayla just as Amelia had dealt with Allington. The revenge was swift: the reverend had taken Amelia’s child; Kayla had taken Jenny’s life. She had lost Jake, her family, and, if the family courts got involved, she would be sharing her little boy too.


  Jenny showered quickly, wrapped a robe around her body and lay back on the bed. It had only been a dream, yet Kayla had felt so real, and it was Jake she had reached for as he faded in front of her eyes. If only he knew; if only she could find a way to explain. People used a variety of words and phrases in an effort to categorise human emotion. Romantic love, lust, familial love, the love between parent and child, brothers or sisters… Sometimes the waters became clouded, and boundaries were crossed. It was how families were torn apart and lives destroyed. But Jenny was a fighter. She wasn’t giving up.


  Chapter Fifty


  It took four hours to excavate the remains of the man they believed to be Jacob Root. Blakely had spent the morning watching over the uniformed figures standing around the shallow grave. He had passed them a photocopy of Sarah Bell’s letter, explaining how Amelia’s governess had briefly mentioned Jacob, and how he had gone into the forest looking for his daughter, never to return.


  “This doesn’t really prove it was him,” the senior officer said. “But forensics will at least give us some idea of how long the body has been down there—”


  “I’m confident it’s him,” Blakely interrupted.


  “Yes, sir, but we have a great number of open missing person reports, and we can eliminate most simply by height, but for the sake of the families they left, we need to investigate.”


  Blakely nodded. They weren’t telling him anything he didn’t know.


  The officer smiled. “I’m sure you’re right, Mr. Blakely. And thank you for bringing us in. I’m guessing with the fire and all, well, this isn’t a good time.”


  Blakely walked back towards the house, deep in thought. He had turned the place into a hotel, but it was easy to imagine the lady of the house hurrying across the grounds to meet with her lover on the edge of the forest. In a moment of passion, Amelia had been conceived, and now Jenny Adams, her great-great-great-granddaughter, was staying there. He hoped she’d stop long enough to see Jacob buried alongside his daughter.


  ***


  Darren felt the tension in the air. Josie and Rob were dancing around each other like prize fighters, and it was getting on his nerves.


  “What’s up with you two? I’ve just told you Kevin Taylor is dead, and all you can do is shrug your shoulders!”


  Rob turned, and his eyes flashed. “What do you want us to do? Break down in tears? Crack open a bottle of champagne?”


  “No. But I expected some kind of reaction.”


  “And you got one,” Rob countered. “I shrugged my shoulders because I couldn’t give a shit about that scrawny little bastard. He’s dead. So what?”


  Darren dropped back into the chair. “It was a shock. I don’t know why, but it kind of…affected me.”


  Josie managed a sympathetic smile. “Look, I know you two had a history, even if it was a bad one. But you can understand why Rob isn’t exactly grieving. I mean, apart from everything else, he left you in that forest to die.”


  Darren shook his head. “He said things, almost as if he wished he’d been brought up in a decent family with parents who cared. I think he hated the way he turned out but felt he couldn’t change.”


  “We can all change,” Rob retorted, “so don’t you go feeling sorry for him.”


  Darren recalled how his father used to stop by his bedside and ask how his day had gone; how he’d taken time off work to watch him run the relay race on school sports days. Then there were the bedtime stories his mother wrote during the day in which Darren was always the central character, always the hero.


  “I changed, but I had a good family. I knew right from wrong. Kevin was brought up without any boundaries.”


  “But he had time to reflect,” Josie said. “He spent two years in the youth offenders’ place, away from his parents and that estate.”


  “Maybe it was too late,” Darren mused.


  Josie sighed. “Well, at least you’ve got yourself back on track, and we’re both proud of you.”


  Rob grunted in agreement, but there was something else on his mind. “You know Jenny has taken Isaac to Mosswood for a few weeks?”


  Darren guessed there was something going on with those two. “Without Jake?”


  Rob nodded. “I’m sure it will be okay. They’re just going through a bad patch at the moment.”


  “Why? What’s happened?”


  Rob and Josie looked sideways at each other. It must have been something bad.


  “Tell me, please? I’m not a kid.”


  Jo sighed. “It sounds worse than it is—”


  “That’s for me to decide,” Darren interrupted. “Is Jake playing around or something?”


  Rob rolled his eyes. “Do you see him splattered all over the carpet?”


  “No, but did anyone splatter you all over the carpet after Melissa?”


  “He’s got you there,” Josie said.


  Rob ignored the comment. “No, he hasn’t been playing around…”


  Darren froze. “It’s not Jenny, surely?”


  Josie paused long enough for the penny to drop.


  “It is, isn’t it? Jenny’s met someone. She’s cheating on Jake!”


  “Not exactly,” Rob said. “But you might want to stay seated for this one. It’s complicated.”


  Chapter Fifty-One


  Tears stung Alex’s eyes. Young people took their own lives every day, but Bailey Rosales was just a kid. She was obviously a teenager with issues. She’d allegedly pulled the little boy off the ladder in the play centre and then sent a pushchair skidding across the café. But to step off a platform, under the wheels of a train? It had gotten to him, and he’d messaged Maddy with the news, then realised that maybe hadn’t been such a good idea. It was too early in their relationship to be offloading, and he’d followed up with an apology, but Maddy hadn’t replied.


  The tension, the anxiety—it was all too familiar. Maddy had asked him so many questions about Liam.


  “If you actually saw someone thrown across a room by an invisible force, how can you still claim you don’t believe in ghosts and spirits?”


  “I don’t know what happened. I just find it hard to accept that it was something to do with demons and stuff like that.” It seemed rather arrogant to tell her he just didn’t want to believe.


  “But you said Liam saw something that terrified him, and you were too scared to go back and rescue him.”


  “I panicked. I guess I wasn’t thinking logically.”


  Maddy shook her head. “Alex, you know there’s something in that forest. What do you think it is?” Her frustration was obvious. “Or maybe that’s the problem. You just don’t want to think at all!”


  Alex laughed.


  Maddy was no fool, and she read him well. Maybe it was time to drop the subject. Their evening had ended well enough, but now…


  Was she having second thoughts?


  Experience told him to wait. Maybe she was busy. She’d be…actually, he had no idea what she would be doing and was suddenly aware of how little he knew about the girl. Did she have a job? Was she studying? They’d spent most of the time talking about music, movies and food. Maddy liked festivals, he knew that much. But where, for instance, she got the money to buy tickets, he hadn’t a clue.


  ***


  Sebastian Tint pored over another of Amelia Root’s diaries. The skies had clouded over so his daily walk had been postponed. Maybe later. Besides, Ricky might have grown into a healthy, bear-like German Shepherd, but he didn’t like rain. It amused the old man he’d managed to adopt a dog with water issues. Throw a stick into a lake and Ricky would lose interest and go looking for something else to retrieve.


  He was four pages in, wondering if the random approach had been such a good idea. He was usually so methodical and should have started from the girl’s first entry through to her final day, the way one would tackle a series of novels. But today, he’d struck lucky, if it really was luck. He re-read the passage several times.


   


  A glorious day. My mother left early to visit a family friend, leaving me with Sarah who, in the absence of Clara, was able to take me into the gardens after breakfast. The sun warmed my soul as it warmed my body. We walked by the lake where I met with my father. Sarah excused herself, leaving me in his care, and we sat by the water’s edge talking for many hours.


  By the early afternoon, I was hungry and asked if he could take me back to his cottage. I knew from a previous occasion that he was reluctant to invite me back to his home, but I am no longer a child. I am sixteen and consider myself to be a young woman. My father looked troubled. “Do you not think, my darling girl, that if I considered it wise, I’d have taken you into my home before now?”


  It was then that he told me about the women and how they had died at the hands of such wicked men. “Their spirits remain,” he told me. “But I pray for the protection from my Lord, and I am a good and honest man. I feel their anguish. But I am a kindred spirit. I am safe.”


  I asked him why I would not be safe also, but my father shook his head. “Many men who have ventured beyond the clearing have left tormented in their souls. You are my precious daughter. I have a duty to protect you.”


  I think about those women as I write, and my heart is heavy. I pray for my father; I pray God will watch over him. I pray God will watch over me also, but most of all, I pray for the souls of the twelve women of Tabwell.


   


  Sebastian closed the diary and went over to the window, where he stood awhile, pondering Amelia’s words. The shadows Jenny had talked about must have been the spirits of those women, but what had they done? Why had they died in that forest? His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of distant thunder: a deep, ominous rumble that resounded like a rolling drum. Sebastian checked his watch: it was over thirty seconds before the flash of sheet lightning filled the room with a blinding light that brought with it a sudden understanding.


  “Of course!” he gasped. “It’s so obvious!”


  Advancing on his bookcase, he peered along the shelves, checking each spine until his eyes fell upon the one he had been looking for: Malleus Maleficarum; a work by discredited Catholic clergyman Heinrich Kramer, published in 1487. Within its innocuous and rather scholarly cover lay the sinister ramblings of a fanatic, and its most common translation chilled him: Malleus Maleficarum—The Hammer of Witches.


  ***


  Alex jumped when he saw Maddy’s name flash up on his phone. He picked up, giving himself just enough time to disguise the excitement in his voice.


  “Hi, Maddy. Everything okay?”


  There was a brief silence which got his heart beating a little faster.


  “Yeah. I’m really sorry about the girl.”


  “It was a shock,” Alex replied. “I just needed to tell someone.”


  “That’s cool. Sorry I didn’t get back to you earlier. I’ve been thinking about that lad all day.”


  “Who? Liam?”


  “Yep. It must have been pretty scary.”


  Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “That whole place is scary.”


  There was another silence. “Fancy watching another movie tonight?”


  Alex felt as if his heart had performed a couple of somersaults. “Hey, that would be great.”


  “Brilliant. What time?”


  “Seven?”


  “No probs. See you later.”


  Alex slipped his phone into his back pocket and headed off towards the hotel. Penny Blakely wanted him to check a couple more rooms for any carpet stains or scuffs on the paintwork. It was easy work. He’d have plenty of time to think about Maddy.


  ***


  “I can’t believe you did that, Robert!” Josie spun around the moment she was sure Darren was out of the house, her face crimson with anger. “You just can’t help pressing that self-destruct button, can you?”


  Rob recoiled. Josie was within seconds of a meltdown.


  “You know something? If this family falls apart then it will be your fault!”


  “I just told Darren the truth.”


  “Yeah, like those tabloid rags tell the truth—coloured with their own prejudice!”


  “I’m not prejudiced!” Rob protested.


  “Well, it sure as hell sounded like it to me. You had every opportunity to support your daughters, to show some understanding and compassion. When you screwed up, Elizabeth forgave you. But Kayla? No. Jenny? No. You just had to make those snide remarks about lesbians, didn’t you?”


  “I just said girls don’t seem to know what they want these days. It’s the truth, isn’t it?”


  “Really? And what exactly is that supposed to mean? Do you honestly think Kayla chose Jenny for a bit of fun? Do you think she was bored and just decided to make a play for her sister?”


  “They’re not related,” Rob retorted. “Not biologically.”


  “Does that matter? Darren looks up to you! Your opinions matter to him, and you’ve sent him away full of resentment.”


  Rob jumped to his feet, pushing past Josie. “I’m not sitting here listening to this bullshit. I need a drink.”


  And yet…he stopped when he reached the door, wondering what the hell was wrong with him. Josie was right. Everything she said made perfect sense, but before he could backtrack and apologise, she got in the last word.


  “You need to grow up, Rob. If you need a drink to get you through this, then fine, you go and have one. But I won’t be here when you get back.”


  Chapter Fifty-Two


  Danni looked pale and tired, returning from a seven-day computer course late afternoon. Her hair was greasy, and she’d tied it back in a ponytail. She gave Darren a sleepy smile. “Yeah, I know I look like shit. I had one of those nights. Nightmares.”


  “What about? The forest?”


  Danni nodded, her eyes flooding with tears. “I thought the course might take my mind off things, but Accounting for Beginners was hardly going to be riveting.” She paused. “I’m thinking of getting some help—professional help. I need to get my head around what happened. All that weird shit.”


  “They’ll try to give you a rational explanation,” Darren warned. “Is that what you’re looking for?”


  Danni shrugged. “Is there a rational explanation? Those shadows? The trees exploding in flames? That light—the orb thing?”


  “But you’d still be happier if they found one?”


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  Darren smiled. “Me too. I go back there in my head nearly every night. It’s kind of hazy sometimes, but—”


  “You nearly died. We all did.” A tear trickled down Danni’s cheek. “I’ve never been so scared, but we got out. We’re alive. So why am I still so stressed out?”


  “Post-traumatic? Isn’t that what they call it?”


  “Which is why I thought some kind of therapy might help. I wouldn’t mind paying if I found someone good. I might ask Josie about it. Not now, though. Later, when I’ve wound down a bit. I’m not sure what to do for the best. I’m too hyped to sleep yet.”


  “Want to go for a walk?” Darren suggested.


  Danni raised her eyebrows. “Where?”


  “Anywhere. The fresh air will do us good, and we could stop off somewhere for a drink.”


  Danni shook her head. “I don’t really think alcohol is a good idea at the moment. It gives me the blues.”


  “Maybe a coffee, then?”


  “And that’s gonna help me to sleep?”


  Darren grinned. “Hot chocolate? Horlicks?”


  Danni stood and zipped up her jacket. “Yeah, I could manage one of those.”


  “Cool. We can have a good chat, and I’ll tell you what’s going down with Jenny and Jake.”


  “What about them?”


  “They’ve split up.”


  Danni’s jaw dropped open. “What happened?”


  Darren shrugged. “Apparently, Kayla has feelings for Jenny.”


  “Is this some kind of wind-up?”


  “Nope. She’s had them for quite a while.”


  Danni looked so bewildered Darren wanted to laugh.


  “So why have they split up?” she asked.


  “Because Jenny has feelings for Kayla too.”


  Danni’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding! I…I can’t believe it!”


  ***


  Alex scrolled through the movie menu and glanced over at Maddy, waiting for her nod of approval, but it was clear after three minutes that her mind was elsewhere. “You don’t fancy anything?” he asked.


  “I’m not bothered, to be honest. I’ll watch anything.”


  “How about Gremlins? I loved that movie!”


  Maddy smiled, taking a sip from a large glass of Argentinean wine. “Sure. Whatever you want.”


  Alex didn’t want to press her. She obviously wasn’t ready for an inquest into her mood; that was something else he’d learned from Danni. Maybe something had happened at home. It didn’t mean that she was losing interest in him. Alex relaxed. He was learning: learning how to be in a relationship—if that’s what this was—and by the time the movie had finished, they were on their second bottle of wine and Maddy was leaning back, her head on his shoulder, looking bleary-eyed.


  “I should have had something to eat before I came out,” she said.


  “I could order some pizza,” Alex suggested.


  Maddy nodded. “Yeah, awesome. Order two. I’m friggin’ starving!”


  Alex called Tabwell’s one and only decent pizza shop and ordered two Hawaiian specials. When he finished the call, Maddy had her eyes closed. “Is everything okay?” He figured it would do no harm to ask a simple question as long as it sounded casual.


  Maddy sighed, sounding weary. “It’s that forest. I know things. Things I shouldn’t tell you.”


  Alex tensed. “Have you told anyone else?”


  “Nope. No one.”


  “So why do you want to tell me?”


  Maddy opened her eyes and stared at him in earnest. “Because I want you to believe.”


  “Believe in what? God? Ghosts?”


  “I want you to believe in things you can’t always see. I want you to have an open mind.”


  The thought that Maddy cared enough thrilled him. “Well, I definitely saw your grandmother, and I don’t have any explanation for that. But I’m sure there’s some psychologist or scientist somewhere who could enlighten me.”


  Maddy sighed. Killing the sound on the TV, she said, “Some things don’t have a rational explanation. When my grandmother was in her mid-forties, she worked on Tabwell Council. She was a bit of a looker, and all the men liked her.”


  Alex grinned. Maddy read his mind.


  “She didn’t sleep around, she just got to know stuff. They all confided in her. Anyway, she loved historical novels and reading books about the Middle Ages and things like that. Then she decided to trace her family tree.” Maddy laughed. “When Nan got something in her head, she never let it go. It must’ve taken her months, but she traced her ancestry back to the sixteenth century.”


  “Bloody hell!”


  “I know. All the way back to Isabella Harman.”


  Alex frowned. “Am I supposed to know who she is?”


  “No. She was just a local—an innocent woman. A young mother who died in the forest.”


  Alex tensed but wasn’t quite sure why.


  Maddy continued. “There was something odd about her death. An accident. But there was no record of a burial or a grave, and my nan started asking questions. That’s when her popularity with the men on the council paid off. She got close to this guy—Matthews, his name was. They sort of had a relationship, or an understanding of some kind.”


  “An affair?”


  “My nan wasn’t married, but Matthews was. I don’t think they slept together, but if the marriage had broken up… Well, she was right there on the scene, if you get my drift?” Maddy sniggered. “At least that’s her story.”


  “What happened?”


  “Matthews wanted to keep her onside. He probably hoped she’d relent and jump into his bed. Anyway, he was the one who told her exactly what happened to Isabella.”


  “So what did happen?”


  Maddy paused. “Have you heard of the witch hunts?”


  Alex recalled reading something in school about Salem. “Yeah…didn’t Stephen king write about—”


  “Salem’s Lot,” she interrupted. “But they happened in Britain, too.”


  “I don’t know much about them,” Alex admitted.


  “There was a lot of hysteria regarding witches in the fourteenth century, but the last women to be executed for witchcraft in England were Mary Hicks and her daughter Elizabeth. That was in 1716, so you’d have thought things would have calmed down by 1750.”


  “But they didn’t?”


  “No. There were still lynch mobs operating throughout the country, and Tabwell had a particularly fanatical group—powerful men who were nothing but misogynists. There was a poor woman called Winifred Miles who lived in the cottage—the one in the forest.”


  “The one where Liam saw…”


  “Yes. She must have been some kind of herbal doctor or something. Healthcare was beyond the means of the poor in those days, and it was often hit and miss anyway, so women went to her with their minor ailments. But then her baby boy fell ill and died. Her husband went missing soon after, and it sounds as if she lost the plot, you know? Went a bit loopy. She was found dancing naked in the forest, claiming to be calling on the spirit of her child.


  “That didn’t go down at all well with the Tabwell misogynists, who believed she was a witch who had sacrificed her child to the devil.”


  Alex groaned. “Pricks.”


  “It gets worse for the poor cow. The drinking water was often infected with raw sewage, and mortality rate in cities and towns was just off the scale. So it wasn’t really surprising that whatever killed her child took eleven more local kids. Winifred was blamed for all the deaths, but there was this guy, Fredrick Tunstall, who got together with several other men and set about executing their own form of justice. The guy was a vicious psychopath—at least, that’s how he’d be seen today. But he claimed God had exposed the woman and she must be put to death. Tunstall convinced his cronies that all those who sought healing from Winifred Miles were also practising witchcraft and were in league with the devil.


  “The Church didn’t want anything to do with the whole witchcraft thing, and Tunstall knew the courts wouldn’t have found the twelve women guilty. So he and his buddies took it upon themselves to carry out ‘God’s wishes’.”


  Alex was stunned. “They killed them?”


  “After they tortured them.” Maddy fumed. “Like I said, Tunstall was a psychopath, and his supporters ranged from those who lived in fear of the so-called witches to those who were just plain bloodthirsty. They took the women to Mosswood and stripped them naked.


  “A few of the women had marks—birthmarks or moles of some kind—and according to Tunstall, they were marks of the devil. All twelve were thrown into the freezing water until they were numb with the cold. Then Tunstall and his gang dragged them out and took all twelve to a small clearing where they were tied to trees and burned alive.”


  Alex gulped. “That’s just sick!”


  Maddy nodded. “Winifred left a three-year-old boy. I’m not sure what happened to him, but he’s the reason I’m here, I guess.”


  “And the men were never caught?”


  Maddy shook her head. “No, but it’s said that Winifred Miles called out from the flames, saying she would avenge their deaths. Two months later, Tunstall was found choking in his bed. His wife was unable to save him.”


  “And what about the kids who died? Did they ever accept it was down to pollution?”


  Maddy shrugged. “I don’t know. Tunstall would never have admitted it anyway.”


  Alex was beginning to wish Maddy had kept her secret. “So how did this Matthews bloke know so much?” he asked.


  Maddy finished the dregs of her wine. “Tunstall was a writer. Not a published one, but he fancied himself as some kind of Dickens. He wrote a couple of novels, apparently, all kept under lock and key in one of those old travel trunks you see in period dramas.”


  “He wrote about the killings? Wouldn’t he have incriminated himself?”


  Maddy nodded. “He believed the Church and the courts had relinquished their duties as guardians of the people and he’d go down in history as some kind of saint. Witches were in league with Satan, and they could not be allowed to roam free. They had to be executed. Basically, he was proud of his actions. There was no doubt in his mind that he was acting on behalf of God.”


  Alex shook his head. “So Matthews found this shit, obviously.”


  “Yep,” Maddy confirmed. “Guess where.”


  Before Alex had a chance to open his mouth, she waved her arm in the direction of the hotel. “Over there, in the house.”


  “What?”


  “Fredrick Tunstall had one child, a girl called Henrietta. She married and they lived there. Grange Manor, it was called. She must have brought her father’s trunk full of goodies and stashed it in the cellar. That’s where it was found by Henrietta’s son, Andrew, in the late 1700s, maybe the early 1800s. Anyway, Andrew started to make a nuisance of himself, claiming the men who had murdered the twelve women should be named and shamed. He also questioned the role of the Church in the whole thing.”


  “I take it no one listened?” Alex asked, taking Maddy’s glass and placing it on the floor beside them.


  “Oh, they listened, all right. That’s before they shut him up—for good.”


  “What? They killed him too?”


  “He was strangled, and his body was placed in the bed of a prostitute to discredit him. The girl was paid to say he had died in the act, a story which seemed to satisfy the locals. The trunk was taken from the house before the new owners took over in 1820. I can’t remember their names now, but it hardly matters. They sold on to the Stanwicks in 1855.”


  Alex knew the story from that time onwards, and how the master of the house had ordered the incarceration of his wife’s illegitimate child, Amelia. It was only down to Amelia’s mother and her governess that the girl had any kind of life at all. Stanwick would have left her to rot.


  “My nan knew nothing about Amelia, of course—not until she gave up her home and went to live at Crest Hill. That’s when she started seeing her, the girl in the bloodstained nightgown.”


  “I’m surprised anyone would want to live there if they knew the history of the place.”


  Maddy laughed. “Nothing freaked my nan. I think the place fascinated her, to be honest. She was a very clever woman with a very open mind.”


  Alex grinned. “Are you having a dig?”


  Maddy patted his arm. “Maybe. But if you have any theories as to what Liam saw in that cottage then I’m listening.” A knock sounded at the door. “Or maybe we should open another bottle and stuff our faces with pizza.”


  That sounded good to Alex. He didn’t have any theories anyway.


  Chapter Fifty-Three


  Laura Nelson picked up after three rings. She sounded bright enough, and Jenny was relieved to hear Cody playing in the background. The little boy had been on her mind, but it was the dream that prompted the call. Amelia had been standing by a window while Cody sat with a sketchpad on his knee. Neither of them had been aware of her presence.


  “Make me look pretty,” Amelia said, turning towards the window.


  “But you are pretty!” Cody insisted, his hand moving quickly as an image began to form on the page. Jenny knew it was just a regular dream, but she still wanted to be sure the kid was okay.


  Laura Nelson seemed relieved to hear from Jenny too. “Thanks for calling,” she said in little more than a whisper. “I’m okay, but Cody is drawing some pretty weird stuff. We’ve got him booked in to see a child psychologist.”


  Jenny wondered if he really had come up with a picture of Amelia. “What kind of drawings?”


  There was a pause and then Jenny heard Laura close a door. “Sorry, I don’t want Cody to hear me. Peter and I are so worried. Some of the faces are really scary. And they aren’t his drawings, if you get what I mean.”


  “You’re talking about the spirit things?”


  “Well, yeah. We think he’s autistic in some way, but that doesn’t explain a lot of other things.”


  “You won’t find a rational explanation,” Jenny said, “because there isn’t one. I’m not saying that a psychologist would do any harm, but the things he’s seeing are not in his head.”


  Laura sighed. “As much as it pains me to say it, I agree. But what are we supposed to do? These pictures, they’re scaring Cody as well.”


  “Exactly who is he drawing?” Jenny asked. “Can you be a little more specific?”


  “Yeah. We found one the other day. It was meant to be the forest, but amongst the trees there were crosses sticking out of the ground.”


  “Like graves?”


  “That’s right,” Laura Nelson replied. “Twelve of them.”


  ***


  Rob took the call from Gordon Huxley at three minutes past ten. He had just checked the time on his mobile when it rang.


  “Robert?” Huxley’s tone instantly put him on edge.


  “Hi, Gordon. How’s things?”


  “Well, they ain’t good, but I’m guessing you know that already.”


  “I presume this is about Jenny and Jake?” Rob asked, trying to sound as if it wasn’t such a big deal.


  “Yes, it sure is. I wanna know what the hell’s going on. This girl—Kayla? Didn’t I meet her at the wedding?”


  “Yeah. You would have done.”


  “And she’s your biological daughter?”


  Rob’s hackles rose. “Look, Gordon, could you please just say what you’ve got to say and be done with it?”


  Huxley sighed. “Okay, I will. You’re a father to both of those girls, and this has happened right under your nose—on your watch!”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning you should be dealing with it. They’re sisters, for Christ’s sake!”


  Rob was aware that Josie was close by; he had to keep a lid on his temper. “Look, Gordon, you’re right. I am their father, and yes—” Gordon started to say something, Rob wasn’t going to let him interrupt his flow. “I like to think of them as sisters, but they’re not blood related. You know that.”


  “Why has Jenny got feelings for the girl? Have you spoken to her?”


  “Yes, I have. And I’ve told them both exactly what you would have told them.”


  “Oh, I doubt that,” Huxley snapped. “I’ve got nothing against gays or lesbians, but this is getting out of hand. Every time you turn on the TV, there’s girls snogging girls! It’s no wonder kids are getting so screwed up! Jake is in bits, Robert. He’s not eating or sleeping, and as for work, well, he might as well not turn in, for all the good he is.”


  Rob had heard enough, Josie or no Josie. “What? You think TV is turning straight people gay? That’s bullshit! Jenny is with Isaac at Mosswood. It should have been a family thing, but Jake wouldn’t go. He spat his dummy out and ran home to Daddy!” Rob paused for a second to catch his breath. “Nothing will ever happen between Jenny and Kayla because Jenny loves Jake, and if he can’t trust her then, as far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t deserve to be with my daughter.”


  He killed the call and tossed the phone onto the couch. Josie was standing in the doorway, grinning.


  “Nice one, hun. I just wish Jenny could have heard all that.”


  ***


  Penny Blakely had asked Alex to spend the day with Alison Stone, weeding the borders. The regular gardener had found a new job with Tabwell Council and had left abruptly, leading Mrs. Blakely to remark that if she’d had a rifle, his arse would be full of buckshot.


  Alex didn’t mind pottering around the grounds as long as they didn’t ask him to go anywhere near that forest. Maddy had given him plenty to think about, although he still wondered why certain folk in Tabwell had been so anxious to keep the sins of their fathers such a secret. Everyone knew how crazy they were in the Middle Ages. It wasn’t as if there was going to be a police investigation.


  But Liam had encountered the spirit of at least one of those women, and it bothered Alex. Hotel guests sometimes reported witnessing things moving on their own; then there was Bailey: a troubled teenager who had gone ape shit and sent a pushchair flying across the café. Had she generated some kind of energy? Alex vaguely remembered reading about something like that at school.


  Thankfully, Alison wasn’t a talker and that suited him. The forty-five-year-old had been employed to watch over the toddlers in the role of an onsite nanny figure. She had one of those friendly faces and a manner that put everyone at ease. Maybe he had that faraway look in his eyes because she seemed to be giving him some space.


  He stood for a moment, wondering if it would be okay to message Maddy to see if she was okay but quickly realised the need for contact might take a hold again. Alex had read all about obsessive behaviour and come to the conclusion he was suffering from some kind of borderline personality disorder. It was okay to obsess over a project or a job, but girls? No, they usually ended up walking out and leaving you with a broken heart.


  ***


  The thunder crack made Blakely jump. Tabwell had not had any rain for nearly five weeks, and the lawns and verges were turning brown. There was a humid, almost tropical feel in the air as he made his way to the house. Alex and Alison knelt next to a flower border, gazing skywards.


  “You’re doing a good job guys,” he yelled. “You should probably pack up for the day.”


  “Thanks, Dennis,” Alison called back and picked up a green plastic bag full of weeds.


  “Go and get yourselves a coffee.” There was another crack of thunder followed by a flash. Blakely broke into a jog as the first spots of rain fell, reaching the house as the heavens opened. He turned and watched from the cover of the entrance, his thoughts drowned by the steady roar of rainfall.


  It had been a long time since he’d seen anything like this—America, September 1998, if his memory served him well. His father had pulled off the highway because the windscreen wipers on the hired car couldn’t cope. They’d sat and waited, watching the other vehicles crawling by with lights flashing and horns blowing. Both of them felt vulnerable, caught in the middle of a monsoon in a foreign country, but now, in the safety of his house—his hotel—he simply watched on in awe of Mother Nature’s ferocious temper.


  At the sound of footsteps behind him, he turned and found Penny staring out across the grounds. She smiled, shaking her head. “If only this had happened on the night of the fire.”


  Blakely nodded, but something inside told him nothing would have stopped those flames. There was an energy of some kind—an energy he could feel. The fire had purged the landscape, and much of the wildlife would have perished, but whatever existed deep within that forest was still there. This was not the end. It was waiting—they were waiting. Mosswood, his dream, would have to stay on hold for a little longer.


  Chapter Fifty-Four


  Jenny woke to find two missed calls on her phone, both from Laura Nelson. Her heart sank. This wasn’t going to be good. Cody saw spirits as friends. It was no big deal to the kid, and although she’d done her best to reassure his mother, Jenny couldn’t help wondering how she’d feel if Isaac started talking to dead people.


  Laura answered immediately and a little breathlessly. “Jenny! I’m sorry to bother you.”


  “It’s fine, Laura. Is everything okay?”


  “I’m not sure…” She hesitated. “It’s… Well, Cody said something really odd this morning. I mean, more odd than usual.” Laura lowered her voice. “I haven’t told Peter. We’d just end up arguing.” There was a kids’ TV programme running in the background. “We were having breakfast, and he said, out of the blue, that he was worried about Bailey.”


  Jenny froze. Did the Nelsons even know what had happened to Bailey?


  Laura continued. “He said he saw her last night, like he sees dead people. But that can’t be right, can it? Bailey isn’t dead.”


  Jenny took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got some really bad news—”


  “Oh my god!” Laura cried. “Please, no…”


  “I only found out the other day,” Jenny said softly. “I didn’t want to trouble you.”


  “What happened? Did she have an accident?”


  “She was a very disturbed young teen, Mrs. Nelson. I think she had always had problems.” Jenny heard the muffled sobs on the end of the line.


  “She took her own life, didn’t she? That’s what you’re going to tell me.”


  “Like I said, she was a troubled girl. She jumped under a train. We’re all in shock.”


  “It was that bloody forest, wasn’t it? It’s all down to that place!”


  Jenny didn’t reply.


  Laura Nelson let out a howl of anguish that was like a knife slicing into Jenny’s chest. “I can’t tell Cody. I just can’t. I’m scared. I’m terrified. Where’s all this going to end?”


  Jenny felt Isaac tugging on her sleeve. “I’m sorry. The baby’s woken up. I’ll have to go.” She ended the call abruptly and slid the phone into her pocket. She glanced down and ruffled Isaac’s hair. “I think you saved me there, little man. Sometimes people ask questions—awkward questions—and you can’t answer them.”


  The little boy smiled warily. It was a smile that faded quickly, replaced by a look of confusion. “Where’s Daddy?” He pointed at the door.


  Jenny shrugged. She couldn’t answer that one either.


  ***


  Maddy was defiant. “You need to tell your boss to listen to Matthew. Build a wall or a fence. It doesn’t matter what it is as long as it stops kids getting over it!”


  Alex mopped up the pool of tomato ketchup with what remained of his burger. “I can’t go dictating. I’m already on reduced hours. That’s why I’m here with you.”


  Maddy frowned. Something was bothering her. She’d barely started her chicken and fries.


  “That stuff about the witches,” he said. “Are you sorry you told me?”


  “Kind of.”


  Alex suppressed his disappointment. It felt like a weight in his stomach. “You can trust me. Honestly.”


  “But what if you’re out with some of your mates from the park and everyone gets a bit chatty after a few drinks?”


  Alex shrugged. “I’d never risk losing you, no matter how wrecked I got.”


  Maddy seemed to relax. He’d said the right thing at the right time. This girl was bringing out the best in him.


  She reached across and took his hand. “I’m glad I met you. You’re a cool guy, and there’s not many of them left. Not in Tabwell.”


  Sometimes Alex wondered if Maddy had been born old. She certainly wasn’t a typical teenager. Sure, she’d glance at her phone occasionally, but she showed little interest in what her friends were up to on social media. He looked around the room. Nearly everyone in the place had their phones next to their food, checking the screen every few seconds. Some looked like couples, some just friends. There were parents with kids, older customers with their grandkids, but no one wanted to be more than a couple of feet from that little window to the cyber world. Alex looked back at Maddy, who was studying him closely.


  “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. What are you thinking?”


  “The phones,” she said with a wry grin.


  Alex didn’t think he’d been that obvious. It was quite normal to take a look around when you were eating. Everyone did a bit of people-watching now and again. “How the hell did you know that?”


  Maddy shrugged. “I dunno, really. It was probably the look in your eyes.”


  It had just been a casual comment—a guess—but sometimes Maddy said things that suggested she knew exactly what was going on in his head. Why had she challenged him about his love life so directly, so soon after they’d first met? It was as if she’d known all about Danni.


  “You’re a freak!” he said, laughing. “You should go in for that mind-reading thing. You’d make a fortune.”


  But Maddy wasn’t laughing. Her face was set. Alex thought she was close to tears.


  “Hey! What’s up?”


  “There are things you don’t know,” she replied almost inaudibly.


  Alex leaned across the table, the steady hum of conversation and clatter of dishes seeming to fade. “I know you’re different,” he said tenderly. “I know you’re special, or at least, you are to me.”


  Maddy smiled warily. “I don’t have many friends. I don’t get invited out much.”


  “But you said you came here with your mates.”


  Maddy’s eyes filled up. “That was a lie. I’m sorry.”


  “So you don’t have any mates? None at all?”


  “Depends on how you define the word mate.”


  “But why? You’re really good fun. I thought you’d be mega popular.”


  A tear ran down Maddy’s cheek as she looked down at her plate of untouched food. Alex waited, placing his hand on hers.


  “You joked I was a freak,” she said eventually.


  “Yeah, and that’s all it was—a joke.”


  “But I am a freak. At least, my friends—the ones I had—thought so.”


  “Why?”


  Maddy sighed. “When you were looking around the room, I knew what you were thinking. It wasn’t a guess. I knew!”


  “And that’s why you have no friends?”


  Maddy nodded. “I was popular at school. But then I started blabbing stuff. At first, I thought I was guessing things, imagining what was going on in their heads, but I’d be right, and that’s when they started to freak out. No one wanted to be around a weird girl who could read their thoughts. Word spread pretty quick, and that was it.”


  Alex felt numb. “So you knew about Danni?”


  Maddy nodded. “Is that the girl you were in love with?”


  “I dunno. Was it love or obsession? I went through a really bad time.”


  Maddy pushed away her plate. “I didn’t know her name. But I knew there was someone who was screwing you up inside.”


  A lump formed in Alex’s throat. “So why are you still with me?”


  Maddy smiled tenderly. “Because I can’t see the future. I just believed we might have one.”


  “Believed?”


  “I still believe,” she said. “But if you’re not sure, then we can say goodbye right now and never see each other again.”


  Alex grinned. “Or we can go back to my place?”


  Maddy’s tears had dried, leaving the faintest streak of mascara on her cheeks. “Yeah, I like that idea better.” She beamed. “Much better!”


  ***


  Rob sat hunched over the kitchen table with a coffee that had gone cold, gazing into the treacle-coloured liquid as he relived that Sunday morning and those final moments spent with his wife and little girl in the back garden. Elizabeth had sat watching Hanna as she played on the plastic pedal car. He could hear himself telling her to watch the flowers before turning the hose on her. He could hear her excited screeches as she rode gleefully in and out of the spray. “Do it again, Daddy!”


  Elizabeth had put some dry clothes on her ten minutes before the ice cream van arrived: ten minutes before she died.


  What if he’d discovered the letter his wife had written to Benjamin Pascoe the day after? How would they have coped with that? What if Jenny had found out about Kayla at the same time? Maybe, if there was a God, he’d gone easy on them. They’d struggled through, and now he had a good woman and a beautiful little grandson.


  There were times he’d wondered if he would ever forgive Darren, but the lad had proved himself, and Kayla was a good kid too. Yes, things seemed to have settled down, but now this. Life could be a real bitch sometimes. All Rob had ever wanted was a normal life and yet, just when the ship seemed to be sailing along quite nicely, it hit another rock.


  Josie had asked how he’d have felt if Jenny had married a girl instead of Jake. It had been a casual question, and there’d been no accusation in her tone. He’d answered honestly: yes, it might have been hard to take in at first, but there was no question he’d have been proud to walk her down the aisle. Josie flashed him a smile that suggested she approved and nothing more was said.


  He loved Josie, but sometimes she could be a little intolerant of his opinions. He’d happened to mention that as a ten-year-old boy, he’d had a crush on a male teacher. Then he’d got himself fixated on a boy in the year above. “But no one suggested I was gay,” he’d concluded. “Those were just schoolboy crushes. Sometimes, when the body goes through changes, these things happen. So maybe we shouldn’t be putting labels on kids when their hormones are rattling around like lottery balls—”


  Josie didn’t allow him to finish. “Okay, Jenny is not a kid, so don’t start with that biphobic shit.”


  Rob had dropped the subject and raised his hands in mock surrender; Jo had apologised later that evening. “I’m sorry, hun,” she’d said, wrapping her arms around his waist. “I’m just worried about those two. Jenny belongs with Jake, but both girls needs our love and support right now.”


  Rob sighed. “I know, and maybe that’s why I took off when Flash Gordon called. Jenny did the right thing, but it’s up to Jake now. Their future is in his hands.”


  ***


  “I guess this means we’re a proper item,” Maddy said, sliding out from under the duvet.


  Alex blushed. “Yeah, I guess.”


  She pulled on her sweat top and caught him staring at her. “Well, you’ve seen me naked now,” she said with an impish grin, “so I take it you’re not after curvy women with big boobs.”


  Alex grinned back. “You’re perfect. And I like being with you. It doesn’t matter what shape you are.”


  Maddy laughed. “That’s very tactful!”


  “It’s the truth. Although, if we carry on eating pizzas and stuffing down burgers, you might end up curvy anyway, and I’ll just be a blob.”


  Maddy pulled up her top, flashing her breasts. “What you can’t get in your hand is just a waste. Isn’t that what blokes say?”


  Alex didn’t answer, and Maddy didn’t wait for one.


  “Be back in a minute,” she said, disappearing into the bathroom.


  He could have made some kind of smart macho comment, but he hadn’t wanted to cheapen the moment—a glorious moment that followed several minutes of fumbled foreplay. It hadn’t been Maddy’s first time, but they were both inexperienced, and that was a good thing. They would learn together. They would become more adventurous as time went by, and if Maddy could tell what he was thinking then she’d know exactly what he wanted. But it bothered him. It wasn’t that he planned to deceive her, but sometimes a white lie could diffuse an argument.


  He waited until Maddy returned from the bathroom. “You know that stuff we were talking about before?” He tried his best to sound nonchalant.


  Maddy frowned. “What stuff?”


  “The mind-reading thing.”


  “It doesn’t happen all the time,” she assured him, flopping down onto the edge of the bed. “I just get flashes. I can’t control it. I can’t just look at you and decide to take a peek inside your head.”


  “So how often does it happen?”


  Maddy shrugged. “It varies. Maybe it’s more to do with the vibes someone is giving off, how powerful they are.”


  Alex grinned. “Well, see if you can guess what I’m thinking right now.”


  Maddy giggled. “Does it involve taking this top off?”


  “Wow! You’re amazing! That’s exactly what it involves!”


  Chapter Fifty-Five


  The next day, Alex sat on the bench under the old oak tree looking out across the grounds. He’d not felt this happy for as long as he could remember. Maddy sat next to him, her eyes hidden behind a pair of sunglasses.


  “I used to sit here after I’d visited Nan,” she said. “Even in the winter. I’d wrap up in a winter coat and meditate.”


  “About what?” Alex asked, wondering if she was reading his thoughts at that very moment.


  “Life. I’d often wonder what it’s really like on the other side.”


  “You mean after death?”


  Maddy nodded. “If we really believed—if we really knew what lay ahead—would we actually look forward to dying?”


  It was something Alex had never considered, and barring illness or an accident, it would not concern him for some time.


  “But we don’t look forward to it, do we?” she continued. “So maybe we’re not convinced that it’s so wonderful after all.”


  “Death scares me,” Alex admitted. “It’s fear of the unknown. I mean, whatever Liam saw in that cottage, it wasn’t happy.”


  “I think we can dismiss the idea that we all get wings and fly off to heaven the moment our hearts pack up,” Maddy said. “If you die with unresolved issues then it looks like you’re pretty much stuck here.”


  Alex laughed. The idea that St. Peter would be waiting outside the golden gates clearly irritated her. “Don’t you ever meditate on happy stuff?” he asked, placing his arm around her shoulder.


  Maddy grinned. “Oh, sometimes. When there’s a blue moon.”


  Alex was about to pull her towards him when they were interrupted by a voice coming from behind them.


  “Well, hello there, Miss Maddison!”


  They both spun around.


  “Mr. Matthews!” Maddy exclaimed.


  The stocky man with grey, slightly tousled hair, approached, his eyes fixed on them. “I haven’t seen you in a long time. What brings you to this place?”


  Maddy smiled. “Alex. He’s a ranger.”


  Matthews gave him a cursory nod. “The place has changed a bit since your grandmother was here,” he remarked, turning back to Maddy.


  Alex felt uneasy. The guy was looking at her in a way that suggested he might have something to say—something Alex wasn’t supposed to hear.


  “Is everything okay, Mr. Matthews? Did you want to speak to Maddy?”


  Matthews smiled. “No, everything’s fine. I’ve got to go and speak to Mr. Blakely about the forest. This time, I hope he’ll listen.” He headed off towards the house.


  “That was weird,” Alex said, “the way he was looking at you…”


  Maddy sighed. “He’s probably worried in case my nan told me about the witches and I’ve blabbed to you.”


  “Well, you have, but what’s he going to do about it?”


  Maddy laughed. “The Tabwell Mafia will be placing a horse’s head on my pillow, I guess. That’s before they throw me into the lake with a pair of concrete boots.”


  Alex should have found it funny, the whole idea of an underworld existing in a town like this, but he didn’t. Even now, looking across the sun-drenched grounds, there was an atmosphere, an invisible cloud hanging over the whole place. Maybe it was time to start looking for a new job.


  Maddy turned, lowering her sunglasses. This time, he was confident she really did know what he was thinking.


  ***


  Blakely groaned inwardly. He caught sight of Matthews in his peripheral vision as the ex-councillor made his way across the reception floor. “Not now,” he muttered. He’d taken a call from his father only an hour ago and was busy wording some ads for The Mosswood Hotel online. Tabwell wasn’t exactly on route to a major city, but plenty of people passed through and might be looking for somewhere to stay—somewhere a little more upmarket than the bed-and-breakfast establishments littering the outskirts.


  “The park might be closed,” his father had barked, “but you can open up the hotel, for God’s sake!”


  Resistance would have been futile, and besides, it wasn’t such a bad idea. But wording ads wasn’t his forte, and he’d called on Jenny Adams, who had completed three years at art college. Arty people were usually pretty good at knowing how to catch people’s eye, and she’d promised to come down once Isaac had eaten something.


  “Mr. Blakely,” Matthews growled, standing over him, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his baggy, beige trousers. “How are you? Well, I hope.”


  “I’m a bit busy, to be honest.” Blakely briefly glanced up from the screen of his laptop. “How can I help you?”


  Matthews shrugged. “I think you know why I’m here, sir. I just wondered if you’d come to a decision?”


  “I’m sorry, but it’s not my decision to make. I don’t own the park. My father does.”


  Matthews looked exasperated. “Then maybe you should stand up to him!”


  Blakely slammed down the lid of his laptop and stood, confronting the councillor and catching a whiff of whisky breath. “Look, I’m getting a little fed up of all this nonsense. I’ve got enough on my plate—” He stopped short as Jenny seemed to materialise at his side with a sleeping boy in a pushchair.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “Is this a bad time?”


  “No. Mr. Matthews was just leaving!”


  Jenny stared at him. “I’m sorry, Mr. Matthews, I didn’t mean to intrude.”


  They weighed each other up for a few seconds before Blakely cut in. “This is Jenny Adams. She’s the one who discovered the body of Amelia Root.”


  Matthews looked delighted. “Really? You’re the girl who had those dreams?”


  Jenny nodded with a half smile.


  “Well, that’s fascinating.” Matthews extended his arm and shook her hand. “I’m only here to try and talk sense into Mr. Blakely.”


  “Oh? About what?”


  “About closing the woodland. It’s got too much history—”


  Jenny raised her hand, cutting him short. “Okay, what exactly happened?”


  Matthews shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t say. But you have to believe me, it’s—”


  Jenny interrupted him again. “Twelve people died there, Mr. Matthews. Who were they?”


  Blakely felt the hairs on his neck stand on end. The councillor’s eyes widened. “Wh… How… How do you know?”


  “That doesn’t matter right now. Just tell us what you know.”


  Matthews looked irritated. “It’s that girl, isn’t it? Maddison.”


  Jenny frowned. “Maddison? I’ve never heard of her!”


  Matthews’ face reddened. “I saw her a moment ago. She was sitting on a bench under a tree with a lad.”


  Blakely had seen Alex hanging around with a girl last night and guessed she’d stayed over, but with all that had gone on, Blakely had turned a blind eye.


  “Well it wasn’t her who told me,” Jenny said. “And, to be honest, that’s all I know—twelve people died. If you know who they were and how they died, then you should tell us now.” She paused. “If you don’t, I’ll go to the papers with this whole story and let their vultures pick over the scraps you’re leaving us.”


  Matthews huffed loudly, looking defeated. “Okay, if I tell you, you have to promise—”


  “Our lips are sealed,” Blakely interrupted, beads on perspiration trickling down his neck. “Let’s go somewhere quiet and get ourselves a drink. Then you can give us all the gory details.”


  ***


  Rob sat in the corner of The Keys with a long glass of soda and lime as sunlight streamed through the window, illuminating the table’s surface. He squinted, scrolling through the newsfeed on his phone. An old guy in a cloth cap sat nearby with his pint and a newspaper: the last of a dying breed keeping the printing industry alive. There was something comforting about a paper, though. There was something comforting about a pint of beer too, but that was another story.


  The old guy caught his eye and tipped his cloth cap. An elderly northern gent who would probably be glad to escape this screwed-up world when his time came. Rob acknowledged the man with a nod and went back to his phone just as it rang. Jenny’s face flashed up on the screen. He accepted the call but didn’t get a chance to speak.


  “Hi, Dad. You okay?” There was an urgency in her voice. “I’m not supposed to tell you this,” she began without waiting for a reply, “but some bloke has just told us exactly what went on in that forest.”


  Rob took a sip from his glass. “What bloke?”


  “He used to be on the council. He’s warned Dennis not to open up the rest of the woods, but he wouldn’t say why until today.”


  “Jesus! That sounds serious. So what did happen?”


  The was a pause as he heard a door closing. “You’ve heard of what happened at Pendle Hill in the Middle Ages?” she asked in a whisper.


  “Yeah. The witch thing.”


  “Well, this place is just as bad—maybe even worse.”


  Rob felt a tightening in his chest and an icy chill that made the hairs on his arms stand on end. It was the same sensation he’d had as he’d walked through the thickening undergrowth with Darren.


  “It’s pretty awful, Dad.” Jenny’s voice cracked with emotion. “What they did to those poor women… It was evil. It happened way back in the 1700s, but people are still paying the price. People are still dying.”


  Chapter Fifty-Six


  Jenny left with Isaac as Matthews paced the floor, his face crimson with rage. “You promised!” he bellowed. “You promised this would go no further, and now you want to tell the fucking world!”


  “It’s the right thing to do,” Blakely replied defiantly.


  “Build a monument in the forest? Tell all your guests how our ancestors murdered twelve innocent women? This place is supposed to be for families—for kids—not some gruesome history lesson!” Matthews ran a hand through his shock of grey hair, leaving it standing on end like some kind of crazy old professor from a Hollywood comedy. “I’m going to fight you on this one, Blakely. I’ve still got some influence in this town, and believe it, you don’t want me as an enemy.”


  “Is that a threat?”


  “Yes! Yes, it is. I’m not having some kid dictating to me about morals, and frankly, I’m surprised you’re even entertaining the idea.”


  “Jenny’s not a kid. She wants to help.”


  “And she thinks putting a stone slab in the middle of a forest is the answer? That place has been off limits for hundreds of years. Do you think that will put a stop to all this?”


  Blakely took a step forward, jabbing his finger at Matthews’ chest. “Right, I’m going to say this once and then you are going to leave. Firstly, this is my park—my forest. I can do what I like. Secondly, Jenny is right. Those women deserve a proper grave, just as Amelia Root and her father did. Somewhere in that forest are the bones of innocent human beings who were taken there, without a trial, and murdered, screaming for mercy.”


  Blakely took another step forward, close enough to smell the alcohol on Matthews’ breath. “No one can change what happened, but we can show some respect.”


  Matthews looked flustered. “But what about the people in this town? Their ancestry will be sullied by all this. Why can’t we let sleeping dogs lie?”


  “Because they aren’t dogs!” Blakely roared. “They’re women! And they won’t lie. They won’t rest!”


  A look of resignation settled on the ex-councillor’s face. He had lost the fight. “Sometimes I wonder what God thinks of us in this town. We have a beautiful church, wealthy parishioners with nice houses and posh cars…and a history that would shame the devil himself!”


  Blakely almost felt sorry for the man. “And that is exactly what it is—history. It’s in the past, in a country where kings had their wives beheaded, people were placed in stocks in the town square and whole villages would turn up to watch a man being hanged. Tabwell is probably no worse than half the other towns in Britain.”


  Matthews sighed. “I suppose you’re right. I just think the elders in this place are sensitive about the whole witch hunt thing. We would rather go down in history as one of the more civilised places—a place that didn’t hang a woman just because she had a wart on her face.”


  Blakely laughed and, for the first time, Matthews smiled and stretched out his hand. “Build that memorial if you must. But I am going to distance myself from this. I’m sorry, I have to. I’m sure you understand.”


  “I won’t even mention your name,” Blakely assured him.


  Matthews nodded. “I hope it works, Dennis,” he said. “I believe it worked for Amelia. I hope those twelve women find peace as well.”


  In the silence of the empty restaurant, Blakely stared into an empty cup. Matthews’ swift change of heart had pleased and baffled him at the same time, but now he had to run the whole idea past his father. Then Blakely, along with anyone else who was brave enough, would have to venture into the forest and find the bones. How the hell were they going to do that? Jenny was right. Everybody deserved a decent burial. Every life was precious. But right now, it seemed easier to build that wall and forget the whole godforsaken place.


  ***


  Jenny sat by the window of her hotel room while Isaac played happily with his pop-up play tent and a couple of toy trucks. He had stopped briefly to take a look at what his mother was drawing but lost interest quickly. There were no Disney characters on the page, just a square stone with a cross on top.


  Jenny tore out the page and screwed it up. The memorial had to bear the names of twelve women in letters large enough to be read from two or three metres away. Maybe a pyramid shape with a cross on either side? She had tried to visualise the memorial, standing in a clearing, surrounded by shrubs and flowers, but what would their epitaph be? What could she possibly say about those wretched souls? Was this enough to appease them and bring some kind of peace to their vexed spirits?


  She glanced at her phone. There were still no messages or missed calls from Jake. Maybe he had hooked up with someone else. Jake had the looks and the body to turn a girl’s head, and she’d never know if he caught the attention of someone at the gym. Her eyes filled with tears as she turned away, anxious that Isaac should not see her crying and grateful for the interruption from a knock on the door. She opened it to find Dennis Blakely holding aloft a bottle of wine.


  “Fancy a glass? It’s a thank-you for backing me up today.”


  Jenny waved him in. “There’s no need,” she said, conscious he could probably tell she’d been crying. “There are too many crusty old farts like him in this town.”


  Blakely laughed, and she saw a genuine warmth in his eyes.


  “So what’s next on the agenda?” she asked, opening the bottle and filling the two glasses that had been left for her and Jake.


  “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I think we should get the Church involved in this.”


  Jenny frowned. “In what way?”


  “Not sure. Maybe the minister at St. Jude’s could make some kind of announcement—make it public. Give those women a proper church service.”


  “Like a funeral?”


  Blakely nodded.


  “You’d need twelve coffins. And we won’t be able to identify the remains, even if we find them.” Jenny grimaced. “Who’d pay for all this? I can’t imagine the council will dig into their funds, and even if Reverend Francis was up for it, I doubt the Church would fork out either.”


  Blakely shrugged. “Well, unless we find the remains, it’s not going to be an issue. We can’t have twelve empty coffins.”


  “Actually, that’s the other thing,” Jenny said. “Who’s going to go looking for them?”


  Blakely cradled his already half-empty glass. “I’ve given that some thought. It may be a long shot, but perhaps we could rally the support of the public. Matthews said they dragged Winifred Miles from her cottage. Those men wouldn’t have taken the women very far, and they would have buried them where they died.”


  Jenny shook her head. “Yeah, but the bones aren’t going to jump out of the ground, are they? So where do we start digging? It’s just not practical.”


  “I can’t imagine the likes of Tunstall would have done much more than covered them with leaves and bracken. I know we’ll need spades, and it might take days, even weeks but—”


  “Dennis, we’re going to need more than a handful of people.”


  “Yeah, I get that, but…”


  “Kids would love it,” Jenny thought aloud. There were a few who would see it as an adventure. “But we couldn’t allow under-eighteens to go looking for skeletons. It wouldn’t be right.”


  Blakely nodded, deep in thought. “We may not need that many. You said that kid had drawn twelve crosses. Is there any chance we could see the drawing?”


  “I could ask his mother. They don’t live that far away.”


  Blakely drained his glass. “If that child saw the crosses, he might be able to tell us were the bones are.”


  Blakely was right. If anyone could lead them to the women’s remains, it would be Cody. He had a sixth sense, for sure. Jenny pulled out her phone and brought up Laura Nelson’s number still.


  Laura answered a split second before the message service would have kicked in. “Hi, Jenny,” she said warily. “Is everything okay?”


  Jenny thought it might be better to start from the beginning. Cody’s mother would know nothing about the Mosswood witches, and it would explain the twelve graves and why they wanted her little boy’s help. While Jenny told her, Laura listened, her fast breaths audible above the background noise of kids’ TV.


  “Good God!” she exclaimed when Jenny was done. “Can you believe anyone could be so barbaric?”


  “I know. Tabwell seems to have a pretty bleak history.”


  “I can bring the drawing to church on Sunday,” Laura said. “I’m sure Cody won’t mind.”


  Jenny gave Blakely the thumbs up. “That would be brilliant. I’ll see you there.”


  The phone flashed up a message as soon as the call ended. This time, it was Kayla.


  Are you ok?


  Jenny slipped her phone back into her pocket, wishing it had been from Jake. Blakely saved her from digging any deeper into that thought.


  “She’s bringing the kid’s drawing? That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”


  Jenny managed a weak smile. “Yeah, I guess. But you’re right. We should get Francis involved. We’ll get a lot more support if he’s on our side.”


  Chapter Fifty-Seven


  It had been a long time since Sebastian had read The Hammer of Witches, and the ignorance of its author only served to remind him how little had changed about the nature of fanatics. The persecution of women and the belief that they were in league with Satan was something peddled today as fiction for the entertainment of the masses, but for women in the sixteenth century, the threat of execution had been all too real.


  Although the Salem Witch Trials had been the most notorious, many courts throughout Europe found women guilty with little evidence of any wrongdoings; as little as a birthmark or a mole was considered to be the mark of Lucifer and enough to prove guilt. Kramer argued vehemently against the more rational views of the Church, and Malleus Maleficarum soon became the witch hunter’s bible.


  The words within had been responsible for many deaths, fuelling fear and hatred across the country through the years, but as time went on, the courts began to reject the notion that any human could be a servant of the devil and refused to try many of the women accused of practising witchcraft. But there were those who stood by that book and continued in their quest to rid their communities of an imagined evil.


  Jenny’s call had confirmed his suspicion that Mosswood had played host to the execution of innocent women, although Sebastian could not give her the assurance that a memorial stone would bring peace to the forest. The shadows that moved between the trees on the night of the fire had been hostile, and if it hadn’t been for Amelia, Jenny and her family might not have escaped with their lives. But he agreed the Church had a moral obligation to give the women a proper Christian burial, to be recognised as innocent in the eyes of God.


  Sebastian closed the book and took a sip of brandy from the glass his wife had presented him with just six months before she died. Was she watching him as he flicked through the pages of his books? Was she guiding his hand?


  Sebastian had seen her in his dreams, but he’d never woken to find his wife sitting at the bottom of the bed they’d shared. He often wondered if she might appear at the moment of his death, in those seconds before he passed over. Would he gaze into her eyes as he drifted into unconsciousness? Would he willingly leave this decaying shell of skin and bone? He had a new family now; Rob and Jenny looked up to him, and their love gave him a reason to live.


  Sebastian emptied the glass and pushed himself to his feet. Ricky looked up, alerted by his master’s sudden movement.


  “Time for your walk, buddy.” Sebastian snatched the lead from the back of his chair. Ricky cocked his head to one side. “But if this old heart packs up, you’ll have a good home with Rob and Josie. They’ll look after you.”


  His dog’s future with the Adams household had been discussed only briefly, during a barbecue one Sunday afternoon, but Sebastian trusted them implicitly. Maybe if he was spared, Ricky would go before him, or perhaps they would go together.


  “Sorry,” he said, looking down. “I’m being a little morbid, aren’t I? Let’s go and get some fresh air in our lungs.”


  Ricky let out a yelp, raising his paw. Sebastian grasped it, taking a biscuit from the table. “Is this what you’re after, buddy?” He chuckled to himself as Ricky snapped it up. That was when it struck him: he’d not eaten anything since the morning. His breakfast consisted of a single round of toast and two cups of coffee. The ramblings of a fourteenth-century witch hunter had destroyed his appetite.


  Sometimes it happened like that. A book would transport him to another world—the author’s world. He would imagine himself amongst the slums of Charles Dickens’ London, or the bloody arenas where the gladiators fought for their lives. But the Middle Ages had been particularly bleak for those who lived in fear of the witch hunters and the god who waited to cast them into a lake of fire where they’d perish for eternity. He thought about those twelve women, crying out for mercy, protesting their innocence as they stared death in the face. A tear trickled down Sebastian’s cheek as he opened the front door, wishing he had never set eyes on Heinrich Kramer’s wretched book.


  ***


  Alex stopped in his tracks as Dennis Blakely strode purposefully towards him. Was this the end? Was he about to lose his job? There was a resolute look in Blakely’s eyes that suggested this wasn’t going to be good.


  Alex’s boss greeted him without the faintest of smiles. “That girl you’re seeing—”


  “Maddy?” Alex replied nervously. “Yeah…is everything okay?”


  Blakely nodded. “Has she ever mentioned anything about the forest?”


  Alex frowned, hoping his act of confusion would suffice as an answer.


  “It’s a long story,” Blakely continued without pressing for a reply. “I’ve been warned about extending the park any further. Things happened there, and it sounds like your girlfriend knows all about it. Twelve women were murdered, all accused of witchcraft, and one of them was her ancestor.”


  Alex squirmed. “Who told you that?”


  “Matthews. He saw you two together.”


  Alex shrugged. “It doesn’t mean that I know anything.”


  Blakely smiled and placed a firm hand on his shoulder. “It’s not a problem. But we are going to give those women a proper burial, and I figured that girl of yours deserves to have a say in the proceedings. Don’t you?”


  Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “Yeah, I guess.”


  “So how about we meet up tomorrow night? The forecast is good so we could get something to eat by the lake.”


  “And you want Maddy to come?”


  Blakely nodded. “Of course. She’s the main player. Tell her the wine is on the house.”


  ***


  Rob threw down his phone and lowered the volume on the TV. “That was Jenny,” he said, looking over at Josie, engrossed in one of her study books. “Apparently, there are twelve women buried in the forest, all accused of witchcraft.”


  Josie glanced up, astonished. “Please tell me this wasn’t recent!”


  Rob laughed. “What? Like one of those crazy religious sects? No, this was way back, at least a hundred years before Amelia, from the sounds of it.”


  Josie lowered her book. “And that’s why they think the place is haunted?”


  Rob could still see the dark shadows darting above their heads as they’d fought their way through the flames. “We both saw how quickly that fire spread. It wasn’t normal, Jo, and even now it freaks me out. Plus, I can’t even remember having that bottle of wine in the lodge. I just woke up to find you glaring at me!”


  Jo managed a weary smile. “So what are they going to do?”


  “Ask Francis for a proper funeral.”


  “For all twelve of them?”


  Rob nodded. “Twelve coffins! It’s gonna be quite a sight!”


  Josie shook her head. “Hardly going to be a low-key affair, then, is it? I mean, who’s paying?”


  “Blakely is going to try and shame the Church into putting up the cash, but even if Francis agrees, it’s not his money.”


  Jo rolled her eyes. “And what are they going to put in the coffins?”


  “Well,” Rob replied steadily, “they’re asking for volunteers to form a kind of search party.”


  “Looking for bones?”


  “Yeah. I imagine they’ll all be in one place.”


  “And Jenny’s getting herself involved, I presume?”


  Rob nodded. “She’s designing some kind of memorial stone.”


  Josie grimaced. “Well, I hope Blakely’s paying her. She’s not a Tabwell girl. She’s an artist, and artists charge for their time.”


  Jenny hadn’t mentioned money, although she’d need a steady income if Jake left her. She’d be moving back home, without Gordon Huxley’s cash behind her, and a commissioned work would look good in her portfolio.


  “I’ll have a word with her when the time comes,” he said, turning up the TV and wondering what he’d do if his two daughters ended up together under the same roof.


  Chapter Fifty-Eight


  Alex sat at the picnic table with a can of ice-cold lager on his knee, the condensation trickling over his fingers as he gazed out across the lake. Maddy sat next to him, staring down at a pencil sketch of the memorial Blakely had proposed.


  “What do you think?” Jenny asked.


  Maddy gave her an approving nod. “It’s awesome. You’re a really good artist.”


  “But do you think it’s a good idea?” Blakely cut in. “You don’t think it’s too…well, morbid?”


  “Definitely not,” Maddy said. There was a defiance in her tone that suggested she’d fight anyone who thought otherwise. “My nan would love it.”


  Jenny beamed. “It’s important that you like it. You’re related to one of those women, after all.”


  Alex had lain awake until the early hours, wondering if he’d have anything worthwhile to say at this meeting, but then it struck him. “Look, I’m not a religious person,” he began, “and I think the idea of a memorial in the forest is great, but if I’d been accused of being best buddies with the devil, then I’d want to be buried in the church grounds. It would be like an up yours to those pricks.”


  Blakely stared over at Jenny and then at his wife, who had just arrived with a bag of chicken nuggets and fries.


  “I’m sorry.” Alex shrank in his seat. “It was just a thought.”


  “It’s a bloody brilliant idea,” Maddy said. “Those jerks were supposed to be men of God. They all went to church.”


  “It would be a fantastic gesture,” Penny agreed. “A perfect way to make amends.”


  “But would St. Jude’s agree to it?” Jenny looked from one to the other.


  Blakely shrugged. “Well, Francis seems like a good man to me, so all we can do is ask.”


  Alex took a mouthful from his can. Maddy was looking at him in a way Danni never had, and he felt the warmth like a fire that set his heart alight. Maybe it was the drink, but he didn’t care. Tonight was going to be the night he’d tell her she was the only girl for him. The girl he wanted to marry.


  ***


  The minister sounded breathless when he finally picked up. “Hello, Reverend Francis speaking.”


  Blakely had rehearsed his lines; the approach had to be right. It would be foolish to start at the beginning, relating the whole story. Besides, Penny had suggested the minister of St. Jude’s might already know about the Tabwell witches.


  Blakely introduced himself as the manager of Mosswood Adventure Park. Francis remembered him from Amelia’s burial.


  “Ah, yes. How are you? Is there any news on how that fire started?”


  Blakely couldn’t believe his luck. “Kind of.” He paused, thrown off his script by the gift of an opening. “Have you ever heard of the twelve Tabwell women who were accused of witchcraft? They were executed in the forest.” His question was met with silence. “It happened way back, but—”


  “Yes,” Francis interrupted. “I have heard something. Unfortunately, I don’t know the details. It’s just gossip. You know what these places are like.”


  “Well, I was advised by an ex-councillor to fence off three-quarters of the forest and forget all about it, but he was reluctant to tell me why or what had happened.”


  “And what has this got to do with the fire?”


  Blakely reverted to the lines he’d gone over and over in his head. Francis listened intently to the story of how Jenny had seen the dark shadows drifting between the trees, igniting them as they went.


  When Blakely had finished, the minister let out a long sigh. “I know there have been rumours and whispers for many years, but I don’t think the people of Tabwell want the name of the town to be synonymous with witchcraft, regardless of whether this happened centuries ago.”


  “I understand that,” Blakely said, “but that forest has a dark kind of energy, and we believe those women deserve a proper burial—just the way Amelia did.”


  “You want a funeral?” Francis repeated. “For twelve women?”


  “Yes, and I think they should be buried in the church grounds.”


  “I’m not sure that would go down very well with the locals.” Francis sounded irritated. “They may not have been witches but that doesn’t mean they were saints, either.”


  “Does that matter? They were murdered by a group of religious fanatics in the name of Christianity. The Church owes them a posthumous apology.”


  There was another silence. “And what exactly are we going to bury? Fresh air?”


  “Actually, Reverend, that was the other thing I wanted to ask you. We’re looking for volunteers to help us find the remains. They must be there, somewhere in Mosswood.”


  Francis laughed. “Seriously? You think any of our parishioners would go walking through a forest looking for human remains? Those bones could be anywhere. Unless you put up some cash, I really think you’ll be wasting your time.”


  “They won’t be far from the cottage,” Blakely snapped. “And if no one will help then we—”


  “I suppose I can ask,” Francis cut in. “I’ll announce it on Sunday, but don’t get your hopes up.”


  “Thank you. That’s all I wanted.”


  Francis put the phone down before Blakely had time to say goodbye. He turned to see Jenny studying him.


  “I take it he wasn’t one hundred per cent behind the idea,” she said.


  Blakely shook his head. “I don’t think we’re going to get our funeral. It looks like your memorial stone is going to be their grave.”


  Chapter Fifty-Nine


  Alex looked around him, wondering how they had ended up in church on a Sunday morning.


  “Do we really need to be here?” he whispered to Maddy, who was busy flicking through her hymn book. “Because I can’t see any of this lot volunteering to go trekking through that forest. Apart from the young couple with the little blonde kid, most of the congregation are probably claiming their pensions.”


  Maddy smiled patiently. “You’ll be out in an hour. We’re just here to say a quick hello to God and then we’ll be done for a few years.”


  Alex hadn’t got around to popping the question the other night. There was no money for a ring for starters, and the future of Mosswood Adventure Park looked uncertain. Maybe it wasn’t the right time, but Maddy had fed him a line, and the words came tumbling out so effortlessly. “Yeah, we probably won’t see this place again until our wedding day.”


  Maddy spun around, incredulous. “Are you serious?”


  Before Alex could answer, Reverend Francis appeared in the pulpit, tapping his microphone. The congregation fell silent while Maddy continued to stare at Alex.


  “Good morning, everyone.” The minister’s voice filled the church. “Here’s hoping you’re all well this fine Sunday.” Francis glanced over his spectacles. “We have some visitors with us this morning, and I’d like you to make them welcome, particularly as they have asked me to request your help.”


  Some members of the congregation looked around, hoping to spot the imposters. Dennis Blakely sat two rows in front with his wife, who shifted uneasily in her seat.


  Francis continued, “As you may know, there was a fire at Mosswood where a young man lost his life, and there has been much speculation in the local press as to the cause of the fire. I received a phone call from the manager of the adventure park, and I have to confess, I was a little abrupt in my dealings with him. For that, I would like to apologise publicly.”


  Blakely sat motionless, staring directly ahead. His wife turned to look at him only briefly.


  “It is unfortunate that there have been those who have slaughtered in the name of Christianity, just as there are those who have slaughtered in the name of other faiths.”


  Murmurs of resentment rippled through the place. No one appreciated Christians being likened to any modern-day terrorist. Not in Tabwell.


  “And when I came here, I hoped I was amongst friends—like-minded people—who believed in the love and tolerance that Jesus preached.” Francis paused—for effect, Alex thought. “But in 1750, several men, members of this church, took twelve innocent women into Mosswood forest and murdered them.”


  The blonde kid stopped and looked up from his sketchpad.


  “They were burned alive, screaming for mercy. Why? Because those men—those evil men—believed the women were practising witchcraft. They purported to act in the name of God, despite the fact that the Church had publicly condemned the witch hunts.” Francis glanced over his congregation. “Time does not diminish the gravity of this injustice, and that is why I will not rest until each of those women’s remains has been recovered and placed in a coffin.”


  The murmurs grew louder.


  Francis thumped the lectern. “Each of those twelve women will be buried in the grounds of this church,” he thundered, “and may God forgive those men for the vile acts they carried out in his holy name!”


  This time, Blakely turned, open-mouthed, to look at his wife. Francis moved closer to the microphone. “So I am asking, if any one of you would like to help Mr. Blakely and his staff to look for the remains of those women, please speak to me at the end of the service.”


  Alex turned to see Maddy staring up at the pulpit, and he hoped she had forgotten all about his clumsy proposal.


  Francis held up his hand. “Now, let us start with the first hymn…”


  ***


  Outside the church, Laura Nelson handed the picture of the twelve coffins to Jenny with a tired smile. “Cody wants to be there when you go hunting for those bodies.”


  “We’ve told him that he’s too young,” Peter Nelson added.


  Jenny patted Cody’s head. His hair felt like silk. “Hey, you can always come along and play in the pool or something. I’m sure Mr. Blakely wouldn’t mind.”


  “Awesome!” The little boy beamed, turning to his mother. “Can I play in the pool?”


  Laura nodded. “As long as it’s okay with the man who owns it.”


  “It will be,” Jenny assured her. “Are you volunteering?”


  Peter Nelson shrugged. “I guess I can go in. Laura can stay with Cody.”


  “It’ll be on Tuesday. We need to get things moving. We’ll meet around lunchtime.” Jenny glanced down at Cody Nelson’s drawing and felt a coldness envelop her spirit. The image seemed to rise from the page like three-dimensional art; the twelve crosses, the trees—those trees. It was real, too real. She quickly folded the paper and shoved it deep into her jacket pocket.


  Francis was waiting for them at the church gate. Jenny was joined by Blakely and his wife, along with Alex and Maddy.


  “I’m not sure you’ll get many helpers,” he said sadly. “I think most of these parishioners would rather let bygones be bygones.”


  Blakely held out his hand. “It doesn’t matter. Thank you for your support. I’ll speak to my father about putting up the cash for the funeral. I’m sure we can sort something out.”


  “I’m sure we can. It’s the right thing to do. I can see that now.” Francis pulled out a slim, leather-bound book. “I called upon Mr. Matthews to surrender this volume,” he said. “It’s a rather harrowing account by our chief hunter, who seems to have taken great delight in recording a blow-by-blow account of the women’s demise.”


  Blakely took the book, glancing only briefly at its cover, which bore no title.


  Francis smiled. “Matthews was most reluctant to let it out of his sight, but I think my position in the community swung it for me.”


  “I’ll take great care of it,” Blakely promised.


  The minister’s smile faded. “Unfortunately, you must. Personally, I’d rather burn the damned thing.”


  Jenny waited until the minister’s attention had been diverted by another parishioner. Only then did she tug at Dennis Blakely’s arm. “I’ve got Cody’s picture here,” she said. “I think you need to see this.”


  Chapter Sixty


  Penny handed back the book. “This makes pretty grim reading.”


  Blakely studied the black leather cover of Fredrick Tunstall’s book, wondering if the witch hunter’s DNA was still all over it. The thought made his blood run cold as he opened it at the first page. There, written with meticulous neatness, were the names of the twelve women:


   


  Winifred Miles. Age 22.


  Elizabeth Allen. Age 23.


  Mary Ashford. Age 20.


  Anne Barton. Age unknown.


  Margaret Capes. Age unknown.


  Alice Combs. Age 19.


  Joan Drake. Age 28.


  Susanna Fleming. Age 26.


  Grace Gorman. Age unknown.


  Isabella Harmon. Age 24.


  Rachel Jones. Age 18.


  Abigail King. Age 19.


  Millicent Lake. Age 18.


  Ruth March. Age 21.


   


  Blakely turned the page and began to read.


   


  God Almighty has called upon me to record the demise of the aforementioned women who, in accordance with God’s law, have been put to death. The flames that took them to face their maker will be as nothing compared to those which they will endure within the pit of Hell for all eternity.


  It was with eight other men, who do not wish to be identified, that on the tenth night of October, on the stroke of midnight, we took each of the women from their homes, each having been informed that we believed they were practising witchcraft. Two of the women were married to drunkards: gin is cheap and easily accessible, the filthy liquor having long been the curse of this town. We took the women into the forest, two at time, bound and tied.


  An hour after midnight, we had all twelve witches together. They were untied and stripped naked, depriving them of the dignity that this society affords those who walk in righteousness, before casting them into the dark waters of the forest lake.


  Having survived the icy waters for longer than any human would, we were satisfied that they were indeed guilty, each having sought the healing of demons through their allegiance to Winifred Miles, who sacrificed her child to Satan himself. We then took them deeper into the woods, where we found a small clearing, beyond the cottage in which Winifred Miles practised her evil. We bound the women hand and foot to trees and set them alight. Their screams and cries were most unpleasant but we all knew that our work was done. God would smile upon us.


  The trees on which they burned fell, leaving a small area, to which we returned the following day, and we buried the remains of the witches, side by side, covering them with soil and bracken. We felt it expedient that the owners of Grange Manor remain unaware of our exploits, lest they should become concerned that the bodies of these evil souls lie so close. We have not, at any time, been required to cross their gardens as there is access to the forest by a narrow track.


  I pray continually for the protection of my Lord as I still hear the cries of Winifred Miles, who vowed revenge from beyond the grave.


   


  Blakely closed the book. It was little wonder Francis had changed his tune. Penny was watching him from across the room.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  Blakely nodded. “How do eight men murder twelve women and get away with it? What about the husbands? What about the Church? It doesn’t make any sense!”


  Penny shrugged. “I remember doing all that stuff in school. You can bet your life they were protected by the local parishioners, never mind The Lord. It’s not like today. Superstition was rife, and many of the locals will have believed the women actually were witches.”


  “Religion has a lot to answer for,” Blakeley muttered.


  “People were frightened. Kids were dying because of the polluted water, but there was so much ignorance regarding hygiene in those days, so when Tunstall came along claiming that the devil was running rife in the town, there would be enough people ready to believe him.”


  Blakely nodded. “I guess. But surely there would be at least a handful of clued-up people in a whole town.”


  “But they weren’t a gang of known thugs. They were probably respectable men of God, and we all know how powerful the Church was in those days.”


  “Tunstall? A man of God? Give me a break!” Blakely placed the book on the table. “You know what I think? This whole frigging town was in on it. And I’d say Francis thinks so too.”


  Chapter Sixty-One


  Rob turned to Josie as they pulled into Mosswood. “This is bizarre,” he muttered. “Looking for dead witches in a burned-out forest. You couldn’t write this shit.”


  Josie laughed. “I’ve got to admit, I was thinking exactly the same thing.”


  “If it was anyone but Jenny, there’s no way I would be going back into that place.”


  “It’s funny, though,” Josie mused. “That time you went in with Darren, you went all weird. But the second time, when the fire happened, you were okay. Why? If it’s something to do with dark energy, you would have been affected both times.”


  Darren sat in the back with Danni, scrolling through his phone, while Kayla slept, her head propped against the car window. He looked up. “If you ask me, the whole thing is crazy. And we’re crazy for going back in there.”


  “You don’t have to,” Danni said. “I won’t think any the less of you.”


  Darren frowned. “Really?”


  “Yeah. if anyone calls you a chicken, I’ll tell them!”


  “Tell them what?”


  Danni grinned. “I’ll tell them, yeah, you’re right, but he’s my chicken!”


  Darren rolled his eyes. “Very funny. Anyway, I’m not backing out.”


  Rob pulled up outside the reception. A cleaner walked over to the window. “If you’re here to help then you need to make your way over to the hotel,” he said. “And good luck. I think you’re going to need some waterproofs.”


  Darren groaned, looking up at the clouds rolling in overhead. “It’s gonna piss down. But at least we won’t be getting another fire.”


  Kayla opened her eyes and squinted around her. “We’re here?” She pulled out her earphones. Darren muttered something under his breath that Rob didn’t catch. There was still tension between them. Darren blamed Kayla for Jenny’s marital problems, although he’d not gone as far as confronting her directly.


  They pulled up outside the hotel to find Jenny waiting for them at the entrance. Isaac was in his buggy, playing with a toy car. Jenny was pale and tearful.


  Josie whispered as they approached, “Try to sound upbeat about everything, she’s vulnerable at the moment.”


  Rob nodded. “I will. I’m not even going to mention Jake’s name, unless she does.”


  “Well, you’ll just have to assure her it will all work out.”


  “Yeah? Will it, though?”


  Jenny grinned as they got out of the car.


  “She’s going to put on a show,” Josie murmured. “Go along with it.”


  “For Christ’s sake, Jo!” Rob growled. “I don’t need a running commentary on my daughter’s emotional state.”


  Kayla was within earshot. “Hey, you two, pack it in!”


  Rob didn’t reply, resisting the temptation to bring up the reason Jake had walked out in the first place.


  Josie smiled. “Well done,” she hissed, still stinging from his rebuke. “At least you managed to keep your mouth shut that time.”


  She’d fired the last shot before they reached Jenny, who hugged them all with childlike enthusiasm. “It’s so good to see you!” she gushed, embracing Kayla as if nothing had happened. Rob couldn’t help feeling relieved that the greeting seemed so natural and sisterly. “How long are you staying?” she asked.


  Rob looked up at the empty house, which had lost none of its original charm, despite looking more like an expensive country hotel with new glass entrance doors and meal-deal menu boards. “Darren’s got some time off, and we’ve put the dogs into those luxury kennels Jake was working on a couple of months ago, so we can certainly do a couple of nights.”


  Jenny beamed. “That’s brilliant. I could do with some company.”


  Rob turned at the sound of another car pulling up behind them. Laura Nelson emerged from behind the wheel. She greeted them with a brief wave before opening the rear door; Cody slid from his seat with a fistful of pencils.


  “She’s looking after the kids while Peter helps us search for the bodies,” Jenny murmured as Laura’s husband climbed out of the passenger seat.


  “No one else here?” Peter called, slamming the door shut. Jenny shook her head. “Didn’t think so. Half of the locals are on Zimmer frames anyway.”


  Rob smiled to himself. Jenny had told him all about the service on Sunday, and he imagined Francis had ruffled a few feathers with his opening comments. “We don’t need them,” he called back. “We’ve got the A team here.”


  Peter Nelson laughed. “Did you see Cody’s drawing? The one with the graves?”


  Rob hadn’t, but he guessed Jenny was going to show him. She’d already mentioned the peculiar shape of the two trees behind the twelve crosses.


  Dennis Blakely appeared at the hotel entrance. “I think we’re going to need some waterproofs,” he said, walking towards them while doing a quick head count. “How many are there? Nine? Is that right?”


  It was a rhetorical question, and no one answered. Everyone looked up at the black clouds that threatened to burst at any moment.


  “Maybe we should wait,” Danni said, huddling up to Darren, who placed a reassuring arm around her shoulder.


  “No, we need to do this today,” Blakely insisted.


  A young man appeared from the hotel with a large canvas bag slung over his shoulder; he carried several spades and was followed closely by a girl dressed in an oversized blue wax jacket.


  “This is Alex and Maddy,” Blakely said, introducing the couple. Maddy smiled and nodded without saying a word.


  Rob saw the look on Danni’s face. She was staring at Maddy, who caught her gaze. For a moment, their eyes locked. Both girls smiled awkwardly before looking away. Alex also saw the brief silent exchange, but chose to ignore it.


  “You’re gonna be a bit hot in that coat, hun,” Josie said to the girl. Rob had thought the same thing. Only the cloud cover prevented the temperatures rising into the top twenties.


  Maddy laughed. “True. But I ain’t wearing one of those!” She pointed at the bright-yellow plastic ponchos Alex had taken out of his bag.


  “Oh my god!” Kayla giggled. “They’re gruesome!”


  “They’ll keep you dry,” Blakely replied without a flicker of a smile.


  “I’m gonna look like Donald Duck,” Darren muttered. “Anyone puts this up online and they’re dead!”


  Alex laughed and handed him something that resembled a bright plastic tent.


  Blakely suggested they all go to the staff quarters and get some coffee before they set off. Once they were inside and sitting down, Jenny pulled Cody’s drawing out of her pocket.


  “This is what I was telling you about, Dad,” she said, handing over the A5-sized sheet of paper folded in half.


  Rob opened it. The sketch was like nothing he’d ever seen before. It certainly didn’t look like the work of a young boy and could almost have been mistaken for a black and white photograph. “Jeez…this is incredible.”


  “Yes, and look at what’s above the crosses.”


  Rob was still awestruck by the detail in the foreground but found his eyes drawn to the two trees that seemed to have taken on an almost human shape—like two old men, bowing, their heads touching, creating an archway over where the twelve crosses stood together. The gnarled branches reached down like protective arms while the roots snaked along the ground like tentacles waiting to wrap themselves around the limbs of any intruder.


  “Do those trees actually exist?” he thought aloud.


  “I’m absolutely convinced,” Jenny said, “and so is Dennis.”


  Rob took one long last look at the picture before handing it back. “Then this is what we’re looking for. If we find those trees, we’ll find those women.”


  Chapter Sixty-Two


  The rain started thirty minutes in to their search. Jenny had left Laura with the usual supplies of kiddie snacks and drinks. Isaac was a pretty undemanding child and seemed quite happy as long as he had juice and a biscuit of some description, but Jenny was already wondering how long they would have to spend in this place.


  No one had wanted the party to split into groups. Fire had ravaged the forest, and although the undergrowth had been reduced to charcoal and the trees stood like skeletal shadows of their former selves, the whole place was as dark as Jenny remembered. It was almost as if the branches and leaves that blocked out so much natural light had been replaced by something else: the evil committed by those men remained there, hanging like a canopy above them.


  As the skies grew darker still, Jenny clung to her father’s arm. He turned and their eyes met, and she saw the same fear in him—the fear they all felt. Darren and Danni were together, and Alex and Maddy walked ahead, several metres behind Blakely and his wife. Peter followed on behind, his face almost covered by the poncho hood. They had passed the clearing, stopping briefly at the burned-out cottage. Alex kept his distance, and Maddy tried to distract him quickly with a quip Jenny didn’t catch because of the first rumble of thunder. Everyone stopped, waiting for the flash.


  “If it starts getting serious, we’re going to turn back,” Blakely told them. That was when they heard Laura come through on his radio contact.


  Cody was missing.


  Jenny heard the panic in Laura’s voice, and they all knew he would be heading straight for the forest.


  “I’ll have to go back,” Peter said. “I’ll have to go back to the gate. That’s where he’ll get in.”


  “I’ll come with you,” Blakely said. “I’ve got the radio. We’ll need to keep in touch.”


  Alex had the other radio on his belt, their link to the real world. The world beyond that place. As Blakely and Peter Nelson headed back, Alex took control. “Come on. Those guys wouldn’t have gone too deep into the forest. They won’t be that far from the lake.”


  “This is fucking ridiculous,” Danni blurted, clearly alarmed by the thunder. “They won’t have left those women on the ground. They would have buried them somewhere. How the hell are we going to find them?”


  “We’re looking for those trees,” Jenny said.


  “What trees? There’s hundreds of the things!”


  “Not like these.” Jenny flashed Cody’s drawing.


  “Is that all we’ve got to go on? A bloody picture?” Danni looked close to tears. “Even if that’s where they’d been dumped, we’ll be digging for days.”


  “No,” Rob said. “It will be a shallow grave.”


  Jenny realised how crazy it sounded, but Danni hadn’t been there when Blakely had hired three divers to go looking for the remains of a girl she’d seen in a dream. That was pretty bizarre too. There was another rumble of thunder that vibrated the ground beneath them. Danni shrieked, pulling Darren closer as lightning ripped through the sky, illuminating the clouds.


  “Jesus!” Alex muttered. “I think we need to get the hell out of here—now!”


  As he said it, his radio crackled. It was Blakely. His words echoed around them. “He’s not here. I must have been too late. That kid—he’s in there. He’s somewhere in there with you.”


  Another clap of thunder was followed by a bolt of lightning that struck a tree just metres ahead, sending shards of charred splinters into the air. Danni began to sob, still clinging to Darren as if he were her only hope of survival.


  “We can’t leave the kid,” Penny said.


  “That stupid woman!” Danni wailed. “Some people shouldn’t be allowed to have kids.”


  Jenny knew it was the fear talking, but she’d have happily strangled Laura Nelson herself. “Let’s go back,” she said, trying to sound calm. “He’s probably headed for the cottage.”


  They turned obediently, calling Cody’s name over and over again. With so much of the foliage having been consumed by the fire, it was easy enough to see some distance ahead. But when they reached the clearing, the boy was nowhere to be found.


  “What are we going to do?” Kayla asked. “What if something happens to that kid?”


  The next rumble of thunder sounded as if it were somewhere in the distance, and for a second, Jenny felt a wave of relief; the storm was moving away. But then there was another flash of blinding light. This time, the bark burst into flame as a gust of wind almost took them off their feet.


  “What the fuck was that?” Alex yelled.


  “And how’s that tree alight?” Kayla’s voice was frantic now. “It’s pissing down!”


  Penny stared ahead in horror. “It wasn’t lightning.”


  They all turned to her.


  “What?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Didn’t you see? Didn’t you hear? The thunderstorm’s miles away. And that lightning didn’t come from the sky. It came along the ground.”


  “That’s ridiculous!” Danni said. “You’re seeing things.”


  Another gust of wind whistled through the trees, and they all jumped at the cracking sound of falling branches.


  “Watch out!” Jenny screamed as a gnarled clump of blackened wood came hurtling towards them.


  But then she saw something else from the corner of her eye. A shapeless shadow drifted between the trees, discernible only by the darkness it cast in its wake. She watched it envelop the burning tree, extinguishing the flames in an instant.


  “Oh God! It wasn’t wind, and it wasn’t lightning. It was them!”


  “Who?” Kayla asked.


  Jenny stepped forward, leaving the group behind her. “It’s the women. They’re guiding us.” She pointed towards the tree. “We need to head that way.”


  “But what about the kid?” Maddy asked.


  “Cody will be there,” Jenny replied with a confidence that surprised her.


  Danni stayed quiet. She’d obviously decided this whole thing was so crazy she might as well go along with it.


  As they passed the tree, Penny reached out and touched the bark. “It’s cold,” she said under her juddering breath.


  Jenny resisted the urge to suggest it hadn’t been a real fire anyway, and continued looking around.


  Josie flung her arms up in frustration. “We’re chasing shadows here. Literally.”


  Another flash of light lit up the forest, and another tree exploded into flames—flames that died almost instantly. This time, the group needed no instruction from Jenny. The water had penetrated their ponchos, and Jenny felt it trickling down her back. Up until then, the atmosphere had been tropical, but she shivered as the stench of burning flesh permeated her nostrils.


  “Look!” Penny cried. “It’s him!”


  They all turned, peering into the distance. Through the twisted black trunks was a clearing, much smaller than the one they had passed through before, and in the centre of it stood Cody Nelson, gazing up at the trees he had seen in his head only a few days ago. They ran towards him, but Jenny reached the clearing first. She stopped dead, turning and holding a finger to her lips. They all stood in silence. No one breathed a word, not even a whisper. Instead, they waited, studying the small blonde-haired boy who remained motionless. Then he turned, his blue eyes staring up from beneath his blonde fringe.


  “They’re here,” he said. “They’re all here.”


  Part Three


  Four Weeks Later


  Chapter Sixty-Three


  The locals didn’t get the quiet affair they’d been hoping for. With a lack of major news events, the tale of Tabwell’s witches made the national press, and news of the funeral travelled as far as America and Australia. Film directors, biographers and journalists all descended on the town, filling its hotels, bars and cafés.


  Once the professionals had moved in to recover the women’s remains, the council had put pressure on them to get the job done quickly. They had found the twelve bodies, side by side, in a shallow grave beneath the twisted branches of the trees, and Cody’s drawing had been reproduced as prints. A local gift shop had stocked up with mugs bearing the image of the twelve crosses and sold out within a week. The Nelsons had asked that their son’s name be kept out of the press; the last thing they needed was a television crew poking around.


  Several Sunday newspapers had offered huge amounts of money for the rights to publish Tunstall’s account, even though it was only few paragraphs long, but the man had gained notoriety overnight and they wanted to browse through all his books to see if there was anything else they could learn about the self-appointed witch hunter. The trunk containing Tunstall’s dubious past had been handed down to Matthews through his family, raising questions as to his ancestor’s involvement in the affair, so no one was surprised when he refused to sell the books.


  But if Matthews’ family name had been tarnished, the future looked bright for Mosswood Adventure Park. Penny took fifteen enquiries from schools all over the North West regarding the possibility of visiting the forest as part of a history outing, and the hotel was fully booked for the next three weeks.


  Blakely stood in the shade of a tree in the grounds of St. Jude’s, mystified at the interest the funeral had generated. They had buried the remains of Jacob Root alongside his daughter in a quiet graveside service a week ago to the day. Jenny had stood solemnly alongside him, while Penny, Alex and Maddy hung back, respectfully observing the ritual. He’d slept soundly that night and woke refreshed, preparing himself for this day—the day when Tabwell laid its ghosts to rest.


  His father had listened to the story of the Tabwell witches from beginning to end. It was unusual for his old man to allow him to finish a sentence, let alone a fifteen-minute tale of things that went bump in the day. But when he was done, his father sounded indifferent.


  “Look, Dennis,” he said wearily, “I’m not going to fight you anymore. It’s your park, and I’m not going to interfere. If it makes money, then I’m happy. If it doesn’t…”


  His father had never been the easy-going type; it was a little unnerving.


  “This isn’t like you. Is everything all right?”


  His father’s voice seemed to falter. “I’m okay now. The other week, I collapsed on the golf course. It was a heart attack—a mild one—and they’re monitoring me. But I’m taking pills, probably for the rest of my life.”


  Blakely breathed a sigh of relief. “Hey, just take it easy,” he warned. “You’re a pain in the arse sometimes, but I’d never want to lose you.”


  “It’s taught me a lesson, son. Life’s too short. You’re a good manager, and that’s why I’m stepping back.”


  Time would tell if his father really could let go of the reigns, but he’d promised Blakely the money was there if it was needed.


  Jenny’s design for the memorial had met with everyone’s approval: twelve individual crosses in a row, less than a foot apart. In the drawing, not all of them were straight, and Jenny had decided to set them on a long stone plinth, which would bear the names of the women, at the exact angles depicted in the picture: the twelve women of Tabwell whose names would be remembered for the rest of time.


  With his father’s blessing, Blakely had funded the funeral, which had gone someway to allaying the concerns of the parish council. Twelve coffins would be carried from twelve cars, all making their way from Mosswood to the church. Roads were closed and loudspeakers had been set up in the grounds; at least three television crews descended on the town with their outdoor broadcast vehicles.


  Francis had chosen his favourite piece of music to accompany the procession through the grounds and down the aisle.


  “I’m being a bit naughty,” he told Jenny, “but the best rendition of The Lord’s Prayer is by Andrea Bocelli and The Mormon Tabernacle Choir. I should really choose an Anglican version, but this is my favourite.”


  It hardly mattered in the end. There was nothing wrong with folk of different persuasions learning to appreciate each other. If the human race weren’t so intrinsically intolerant, they wouldn’t be watching twelve funeral cars drawing up outside the gates.


  ***


  Jenny still wondered how the funeral of twelve women who died centuries ago had caught the imagination of the public. Even the whingers had been silenced, at least for the day. She felt the hairs on her neck stand up as the bearers from the local cadets bore the twelve coffins through the grounds to the strains of The Lord’s Prayer. Francis was right; the music was almost heavenly, and she found herself choking back tears.


  Blakely followed her into the church. Pews had been removed to make enough room for the coffins, which were placed side by side at the front. Francis looked nervous but sounded confident. His voice carried the length of the church and through the grounds where the crowd swelled around the gates, spilling onto the road.


  “We are gathered here today, not to join a man with his wife, but to join twelve women with this church.”


  The unexpected ripple of applause surprised him. “These women were innocent,” he continued, raising a hand to silence his much larger than usual congregation. “I have taken time to read the accounts so brazenly recorded by the perpetrator of this act of evil. A man who, with his allies, took upon himself the status of judge, jury and executioner without ever consulting either the Church or the courts of this land.


  “These women were deemed responsible for the deaths of infants—children who, in reality, died due to drinking polluted water. As the mothers of this town grieved for their offspring, these women were taken, in the dead of night, and all died a terrible death in a forest just two miles from here.”


  Francis paused, and silence fell over the church and its grounds. “And so I commend these women to God. They shall be buried not as witches, but as daughters of Christ.”


  This time, the applause began at the gates and travelled like a wave through to the pulpit. Francis bowed his head, and the choir began to sing. Nearer my God to thee, nearer to thee…


  Overwhelmed, Jenny quietly slipped out of the church. It wasn’t just the service, it was the family; it was good to see them again, especially Sebastian, who had filled up when they embraced.


  No one had gathered in the small garden at the rear: it was the ideal place to go. She walked slowly down the narrow path and stopped at the wooden gate, sensing someone had followed her. She turned to see Jake standing there, tears streaming down his face.


  “I’ve missed you, babe,” he choked. “I’m so, so sorry.”


  ***


  “Do you think they’ll be okay?” Rob asked, gazing out across the crowds of people milling around the grounds.


  “They’ll be fine, hun.” Josie squeezed his hand. “They love each other.”


  “You could have knocked me down with a feather when I saw him standing there at the gate.”


  “You did great. I’m proud of you.”


  Rob grinned. “Why? Because I didn’t kick off on him?”


  Josie laughed. “Well, it is your daughter he’s kept hanging on for over a month. You could be forgiven for getting a bit tetchy.”


  Rob had been ready with his lecture, but Jake had disarmed him by apologising profusely. There were tears in his eyes and he looked several pounds lighter. It was easier to let things go, and Rob hoped Jenny and Jake could do the same. Darren wouldn’t be a problem; he had hung back with a face like a thunderstorm, but Rob knew he’d be happy to see his sister settled again.


  ***


  Alex stood outside the gates with Maddy. This was the second time in four weeks they’d stepped inside a church. He remembered the awkward proposal and the response that had been interrupted by Reverend Francis as he took to the pulpit. Alex had decided it was best not to raise the subject again—not for a while, at least.


  Maddy seemed preoccupied today, and it bothered him. His paranoia was rising to the surface again. Maybe she was having second thoughts. Perhaps he’d blown it. But what if she was waiting for him to go down on one knee with a ring in his pocket?


  “Is everything okay?” he asked.


  Maddy nodded, forcing a weak smile.


  “You seem quiet.”


  “Just thinking about stuff.”


  “Stuff?”


  “Yeah, weird stuff.”


  “Like what?” he asked, realising he was sliding even further back into his old ways. “I’m sorry. I’m asking you a million questions.”


  Maddy sighed. “It’s okay, I’m being stupid. It’s just the mind-reading thing. What if I kind of inherited it? What if Isabella had it and that’s why they thought she was a witch? What if it wasn’t just about the kids?”


  Alex laughed. “Really? Is that what you’re worried about? Does it matter now?”


  Maddy shrugged. “If I’d lived during their time, they’d have tied me to one of those trees.”


  “That’s what’s bothering you?”


  “Not really, but I’ve got no friends. That bothers me.”


  Alex put his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “I don’t have any friends either.”


  “You mean they got fed up of you obsessing over Danni?”


  “How did you know that?”


  “She’s pretty.”


  “Yeah, she is. But you haven’t answered the question.”


  Maddy shrugged. “Maybe I worked it out.”


  “Or maybe it’s to do with your…you know, your ability.”


  “My curse, you mean.”


  Alex sensed she was looking for some kind of reassurance, a few well-chosen words, and he gave them. “If you could see into my head twenty-four seven, then yes, that would be freaky. But you obviously can’t.”


  “How do you know?” Maddy chuckled.


  “Because you’d know I’ve been try to pluck up the courage…” He paused, catching his breath.


  “Courage for what?”


  “To ask you to marry me.” Alex stared straight ahead, focusing of the crowds of people, the cars, the yellow-jacketed police directing the traffic. “I know you’re staring at me,” he joked. “But can’t you just say something? Anything will do, right now!”


  “Then look at me,” she said tenderly.


  Alex turned as Maddy leaned in and kissed him gently on the lips. “That day, in the church, I thought you were joking.”


  “I was, in a serious kind of way.”


  Maddy frowned. “But that was weeks ago. Why didn’t you ask me again? Properly.”


  “I thought you’d say no.”


  Maddy smiled. “Then it’s a pity it’s not you who can read minds, because you’d know that the answer would have been yes!”


  Alex felt as if he’d been hit by a bolt of electricity. “Are you serious? You really mean that?”


  “Yes!” She laughed. “Alex Keller, this is meant to be—the two of us. I really do want to marry you!”


  ***


  Jenny’s heart thumped. She had spent the past four weeks grieving for Jake, and there were times she’d thought it would have hurt less if he’d died. At least she wouldn’t have lived the rest of her days wondering what he was doing or who was sharing his bed. But now he was back, out of the blue, with a pocketful of apologies. She wanted to hate him, but she couldn’t.


  “You’ve taken all this time to decide if we had a future or not?” She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’ve never stopped believing in you—believing in us. Never. I’ve spent every day waiting for you to call, or at least leave me a message. Then, when you didn’t, I’d get to hoping you were going to surprise me and just turn up.”


  Jake looked out across the garden from the polished wooden bench dedicated to the memory of a former deacon. “I never stopped wanting you either. You have to believe that. I wanted to come back after a few days, but I just didn’t know how. Maybe it was my stupid male ego, or maybe I was worried I’d find you’d taken up with Kayla.”


  “That means you don’t trust me. How are we going to make this work if there’s no trust?”


  “I walked out. That kind of makes you a free agent.”


  “No, it doesn’t! We were—we are—still married. I wasn’t free, Jake. So if I’d taken up with Kayla… Well, that’s still cheating, in my book.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Will you give up apologising,” she snapped. “It’s quite simple. I told you there would never be anything between me and Kayla, and you didn’t believe me. I’ve done nothing wrong, Jake. You need to get that into your head!”


  “I did believe you!” he protested. “But you had feelings for her. I couldn’t handle that.”


  Jenny sighed. “I know. I get why that would screw you up, but be honest, have you never been attracted to someone else since you met me?”


  Jake shrugged. “I guess.”


  “And what if she kissed you, and I actually caught her kissing you?”


  “Okay, I get it,” Jake mumbled.


  “No, you don’t. Because I’d bet on Isaac’s life you’d never have admitted it. You’d never have admitted you found her attractive! I was being honest—painfully honest. Because I thought we were solid.”


  “We are!”


  “No, Jake. We’re not. And if you really want to be with me, you’ve got to prove you trust me.”


  Jenny could hear Francis talking in hallowed tones at the graveside. “We’d better go and join them,” she said, jumping to her feet. Jake grabbed her elbow, and she turned, trying to play it cool but wanting to fall into his arms.


  “We are going to be okay, aren’t we?” he asked.


  “That’s up to you,” she replied coolly. “It’s all in your hands.”


  Chapter Sixty-Four


  Cody Nelson quite liked being a celebrity, although he hadn’t really drawn that picture; it was them. His parents had gone easy on him these past few days, so maybe he wouldn’t have to go and see the head doctor after all. They told him Bailey had died, but he’d kind of guessed that when she visited him in his bedroom.


  His mother had asked things like, “Did Bailey tell you she was dead?” which was pretty dumb. Dead people didn’t say stuff like that. They expected you to know. But then he told them that Bailey was with her brother—the lad he’d seen standing behind Nicky at the swimming pool. His name was Ronan, and he’d died of cancer when Bailey was eight.


  His mum looked as if she was going to cry and made some comment about that poor woman having no luck. “Fancy losing two children,” she said. Maybe that’s why they had been so nice recently. Cody was alive, after all.


  And Mr. Blakely had been extra kind, promising them a free holiday in October when the park would be opening up again, just in time for the school break. He’d have a brand-new bike by then as well. His parents hadn’t allowed him to go to the big funeral, but he didn’t mind that too much. He’d played all day on the swings and slides, and his mother took him down to the restaurant with baby Isaac where he had a burger and a special milkshake with extra ice cream.


  Now, he watched as people started to drift back from the church in their suits and black ties and decided to take one more look in the forest. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea. His parents might have lightened up a bit, but they still hated it when he went missing. But one more look at the trees he’d drawn wouldn’t do any harm.


  Cody hadn’t been standing in the small clearing for long before he heard voices behind him. Mr. Blakely arrived with his parents, although they didn’t look as angry as he imagined they would.


  “Why have you come back here?” his mother asked.


  “I just wanted to see it again,” he replied. It was the truth, although the reason baffled him too.


  “We’ve told you before,” his father chided, “going off on your own is dangerous.”


  Cody looked up at the trees bowing over the shallow grave where the bones had been recovered. “It’s not dangerous here anymore.” He looked up at Mr. Blakely—the man who had promised him a free holiday. “It’s safe here now,” he said, proud of the part he’d played. “They’ve gone. Every one of them. They’ve all gone.”


  ***


  Jake had reserved the best table in The Mosswood Hotel restaurant while Jenny had packed her case, leaving it behind the desk in reception. It felt good to be back with the family again. Sebastian looked at ease and seemed relieved to see Jake. He may have been a little frailer since the beating three years ago but his eyes still shone. “The old house may be crumbling,” he once told Jenny, “but all the lights are still on.”


  Danni seemed to have settled in as part of the family, and if Josie’s instincts were right, Kayla was showing an interest in Suzie, one of the bar staff at The Keys. Jenny tried to dismiss the seed of jealousy she felt, knowing beyond any doubt that her future was with Jake. He had caused her more pain than her half-sister ever could, and the past few weeks without him would be etched in her memory for ever.


  Darren thawed as the evening wore, on and by the time dessert was served, he was joking with Jake as if nothing had happened. It was only weeks since the last family meal, but it felt like years. Kayla occasionally glanced at her phone, waiting for a message, while Sebastian was deep in conversation with her father regarding a book he’d read about the fourteenth-century witch hunts—a conversation Danni overheard.


  “What I don’t understand,” she said, looking directly at the old professor, “is if these twelve women were innocent, why was that place so damned scary? I mean, what was with the fire? That young lad died, didn’t he?”


  Sebastian smiled, clearly delighted at having been challenged by someone who probably reminded him of a student he’d taught. “I think I covered this very question in my article about Amelia,” he said, presuming Danni knew the story. “Jenny stabbed her own father and put herself in danger too. One could be forgiven for thinking Amelia was indeed a malicious spirit, intent on causing harm. But it is well documented that those who suffer gross injustice or untimely deaths don’t rest in peace. They are vexed, particularly when they have been denied a dignified burial.”


  Danni nodded. “I get that, but that boy died. That seems kind of mean.”


  Sebastian nodded, considering his response before he gave it. “I have read of cases in which the spirits sense wickedness or some ill will in people, and those people can sometimes fall foul.”


  “But what had that lad done? Didn’t he serve in the army or something?”


  Blakely was walking the floor and overheard the conversation. He stopped and moved closer. “I can answer that. Liam Garret killed his sister’s tutor—and got away with it.”


  Everyone on the table looked up.


  “He did what?” Josie said.


  “It’s a long story, but he wasn’t innocent. Thankfully, Liam’s mother has confessed everything to the police, so at least the family will know the truth.”


  Sebastian smiled. “Does that answer your question, Danni?”


  “I wouldn’t count on it,” Darren butted in. “She usually likes to have the last word.”


  “No, I don’t,” Danni protested. “I just don’t understand all this spirit stuff. That forest freaked me out. I’m sorry I got so wound up on that bone hunt thing, but—”


  “That’s because you were pissed off at seeing your ex with his new girl,” Darren muttered. “You were giving her daggers all day!”


  “No, I wasn’t!”


  “You so were!”


  “Cut it out, you two,” Josie warned, fearing their spat was going to erupt into something more than a bit of after-dinner banter.


  Jenny wondered if maybe Danni hadn’t liked losing control of her ex’s heart. If that was the case, then Darren might be in for a rough ride, but right now there were other things on her mind. They were all heading home tonight; she would be walking back through the cottage door with her man and their little boy. They would pick up the dogs from the kennels first thing in the morning, and everything would be back to normal. Jake had made such a fuss of Isaac when they’d got back to the hotel, but she couldn’t help wondering if his insecurities might resurface once they were alone. Would the arguments begin? Could he really deal with Kayla?


  There was something else. They would not be coming back to Mosswood for at least another year, and leaving was going to be harder than she’d ever imagined. It should have been so easy; after all, she’d woken each morning believing her marriage was at an end, and she’d struggled to keep Isaac entertained throughout the day while longing for a message from Jake. This place should never have held a place in her heart. Yet during that time, she had been living in the same house and walking through the same grounds Amelia had all those years ago, and it was beginning to feel like home.


  As the rest of the family made their way over to the cars, Jenny held back. “I just need to do something,” she told Jake.


  “Sure. What is it?”


  “I want to see the attic.”


  Jake frowned. “Why? It’s dark.”


  “I know it’s dark. And I don’t know why. I just have to go.”


  They stood in the entrance of the hotel, watching the others heading off into the rain. “You want me to come with you?”


  Jenny shook her head. “No. I need to go alone.”


  The tears stung her eyes as she made her way through the reception, baffled as to what was drawing her. The steep, narrow stairway leading to the attic presented the final hurdle before she found herself standing at the old wooden door. Jenny paused before turning the handle and gently pushing it open.


  The room was lit only by the moon; the lifelike figure of Amelia sat by the window, gazing down at an old diary which lay open on the wooden desk. Jenny stood for a moment; it felt like a dream, but this was real. On the other side of the desk was another chair, the one Sarah Bell would have used during her daily visits. Jenny crept over and sat down.


  Her whole body ached, and she wasn’t sure why. Sure, it had been a long day, but all the days at Mosswood seemed long. So why did she suddenly feel so weary? Jenny rested her head on her arms as the past years came flooding back—from the moment she saw the ambulance outside the house, the neighbours standing in the road around the ice cream van and the black four-wheel drive. Her heart had stopped. An accident? In their road? But then she’d walked in to see her father with that policewoman and the world turned black.


  It had been a struggle to cope with losing her mother and baby sister, but the road she’d chosen led her here. Jenny knew it would not be possible to stay much longer. Just a couple more minutes…


  She felt a hand resting gently on hers and shot upright with a shriek.


  Amelia looked at her, a gentle smile forming slowly upon her lips. This was a dream; it had to be.


  “You—you’re not—you’re not real!”


  Amelia shook her head. “My precious child. Why do you doubt me? I have waited so long for this moment.”


  This time, Jenny wasn’t hearing the words in her head. They fell like honey from Amelia’s lips.


  “Oh my god!” she spluttered. “I can hear you! I mean, really hear you!” She clasped Amelia’s arm. “And you’re warm. You feel warm.”


  Amelia’s eyes filled with compassion. “You have done well, my child. You have listened to me.”


  “And you saved my life in that forest,” Jenny recalled. “And when Caden Reece was going to—”


  Amelia squeezed her hand. “Please, do not weep. I do not have long.”


  “Not long? What do you mean?”


  “My father and I are at peace. We must move on.”


  “Won’t I see you again?”


  Amelia shook her head.


  “Not even in my dreams?”


  “Oh, you may dream of me. But it will be nothing more than that. A dream.”


  Jenny felt as if someone had torn her heart from her chest. “But can’t you stay? Can’t you stay here? Like this?”


  “I do not possess the energy,” Amelia replied tenderly. “But I brought you here to say goodbye. You must live your life now. Your destiny is in your own hands.”


  Jenny wondered how she could have ever been so fearful of Amelia, even in those early dreams when she’d appeared in a body decayed by time. “You are so beautiful,” she whispered.


  “Because I have escaped the body with all its ills and appear to you as I am in spirit: contented.” Their eyes locked for a moment, and Amelia smiled tenderly. “Goodbye, sweet Jennifer. Goodbye, Jennifer Root.”


  Jenny’s eyes burned as the tears streamed. She closed them for only what seemed like seconds. “Please. Just stay a few moments longer. Please?”


  But when she opened them, Amelia had gone, leaving the motionless figure who stared out from lifeless eyes. Jenny cried out, grasping the figure’s hand, praying that some of the warmth she’d felt was still there. But Amelia was cold; a doll. Nothing but a silicone model. Jenny sprang to her feet, her heart thumping manically as she fled the room and raced down the stairs.


  Jake was waiting for her by the hotel door. “Hey, baby. What’s up?”


  Jenny fell into his arms. “Amelia’s gone!” she sobbed. “It’s over!”


  “What? What’s over?”


  “Just hold me. Please, just hold me.”


  Jake drew her into his arms and kissed her head. “Whatever it is, I’m going to look after you,” he whispered. “We’re going to look after each other. We’re a team. All three of us.”


  Jenny wasn’t sure how long they stood in the hotel doorway. It could have been seconds, it could have been minutes before Jake whispered in her ear, “Are you ready, babe?”


  She nodded, drying her tears as he picked up the suitcase and grabbed her hand. When they reached the car park, she found her father standing with Kayla and Josie. Danni and Darren were in the back with Sebastian. Kayla walked up to meet them.


  “Jake?” she said, looking nervously from one to the other. “May I come home with you in your car? It’s a bit of an illegal squash in there, and besides, I think we’ve got some bridges to build.”


  To Jenny’s surprise, Jake agreed without any hesitation.


  Her father glanced at Josie and grinned; everything was turning out just fine. “Are we all okay, then?” he questioned, looking at his two daughters.


  Jenny nodded. “I will be,” she replied, climbing behind the wheel and glancing into the rear-view mirror; Isaac was fast asleep with the faintest of smiles on his face. Daddy was back. Maybe that was it.


  “No one left anything? Phones, pads and pods all here?” her father called.


  No one had forgotten anything at all.


  “Okay, folks,” he said, firing up the engine. “Let’s go home!”


  As her father pulled away, Jenny turned to take one last look at the house, glancing up at the attic window where the motionless figure of a young girl sat. She could no longer see that bloodstained gown or the loose, unkempt hair, those slender fingers or those captivating eyes. Nor did she see the single tear that slowly formed and trickled down Amelia’s flawless face.


  THE END


  Coming Soon


  Peter Pattison and the Prophet’s Pen


  (A tale for children)


  Peter Pattison is a very ordinary boy…or so he thinks. But his life is turned around when he finds himself in contact with the people of Perulius, a planet almost identical to Earth.


  Why are they here? What do they want? Peter and his best friend, Hatty Wiggins, are about to start an adventure that will change their lives forever.
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