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Jem Byrne was being followed. It wasn’t all the time, not every day, but occasionally when she was going to work or coming back from it, she would get that odd sensation on the nape of her neck, the prickling that told her someone had their eyes fixed on her. When she turned, he wasn’t there, but the feeling persisted. It left her on edge. It left her anxious and jumpy.

They say there are two places to hide: in the middle of nowhere or in a crowded city. Not being a country girl, Jem had opted for the latter. It had been one of the worst moments of her life when, just over a year ago, the police had called to say that Aidan Hague was coming out of prison. Since then, she had moved four times, working her way down the country from Lytham to London, always looking over her shoulder, always waiting for him to catch up with her. He wasn’t the type of man to let things go.

She had considered changing her name. From Byrne to . . . what? Smith? Harris? Williams? And it wasn’t as if she loved being called Jemima – people either thought of Beatrix Potter or assumed she was some rich girl from Chelsea – but it was the name her mother had chosen for her, and she didn’t see why she should give it up. Anyway, even if she did take on a new identity, she knew that he’d find another way to trace her, to track her down. Still, she wasn’t going to make it easy for him. She had dumped her mobile and bought a pay-as-you-go, cut off contact with as many people as she could, closed all her social media accounts, and was even lying to her family about where she was living now.

The Mansfield estate was big and sprawling, three tall concrete towers set in a landscape of unrelenting dreariness. Kellston, unlike neighbouring Shoreditch, wasn’t a fashionable part of London’s East End. It was run-down, poor and starved of resources. Many of the residents eked out a living on benefits or the minimum wage while others turned to drug dealing, thieving or prostitution to make ends meet.

The Mansfield wasn’t a safe place. It was ill-lit and dirty, with a rat-run of tunnels and passageways criss-crossing the estate. Figures lurked in shadowy corners. Men stared. There was a general air of menace. As Jem hurried along the path that led to Haslow House, head down, shoulders hunched, she felt like a fugitive. And that, of course, was exactly what she was – a fugitive from Aidan Hague’s vicious brand of justice.

A shiver ran through her. She knew that in this day and age it was hard to disappear. Unless you were on the streets, there was always some kind of electronic footprint from your bank account or the tax man or an energy company. And Aidan had a network of contacts, tentacles that reached into every corner. She might be making it hard for him, but she could never make it impossible.

She had almost reached the door to the lobby when she heard it, a thin male voice carrying on the evening air. ‘Jem, Jem.’ Her head jerked back in alarm, and she stared up at the tower. It had come from above, she thought, although she couldn’t be sure. Her gaze raked the windows but there were hundreds to search, half of them lit, the other half in darkness, and she couldn’t make out anyone behind the panes of glass.

Jem held her breath and listened. Her heart was thumping. Had she imagined it? Not the voice, there had definitely been a voice, but perhaps the name. No one knew her name here. Had it been ‘Jen’ rather than ‘Jem’? She waited. People passed by, going in and out of the building, some giving her quick sidelong glances, most just ignoring her. Still she remained, motionless as a statue, with only her eyes moving as they frantically scoured each floor in turn.

Nothing. Nobody.

Perhaps the voice had come from somewhere else.

She quickly turned her head to look back along the path. It was quarter past six and there was a small but steady stream of residents flowing on to the estate. Everybody walked at a swift pace as if to slow down was to invite trouble. Only a group of teenagers was standing still, loitering by the gate.

She couldn’t stay here for ever. It was dark and cold, raining, and the chill was starting to creep into her bones.

But what if the enemy was inside the building? What if Aidan or one of his henchmen was waiting for her there? The rational part of her brain said that they’d hardly announce their presence by calling out her name, but the fearful, panicky part said that it was just the type of thing Aidan would do. He was a master tormentor. Like a cat with a mouse, he took pleasure in playing with his victims, toying with them, creating the maximum level of fear before crushing them to death.

When a few minutes had passed and nothing more had happened, she made the decision to go inside. It was either that or freeze to death. And anyway, she had nowhere else to go. Well, she could go back to Blooms and ring the bell to the flat above the florist where her boss Stefan lived, but then she would have to explain why she was too scared to go home and that would open up a whole new can of worms.

Jem considered taking the external stairway so she could approach her flat from a different direction than the one that would be expected, but it was eight floors up and by the time she got there, if she did find someone waiting for her, she’d be too exhausted to do any effective running away. So she took a deep breath, stepped forward, and went through the door.

The lobby smelled of wet coats, stale cigarette smoke, dope and urine. The floor was littered with the usual garbage – mainly tin cans, fag ends and used vapes – and the tiled walls were covered in graffiti. It was a depressing space. One of the overhead lights, a long fluorescent tube, flickered on and off, creating a disturbing, slightly disorientating effect. Two of the lifts were out of order and the other four were already travelling up or down the tower. A small group of people – a youngish man in a beanie hat, an elderly lady with a walking stick, and a couple of kids – were waiting to ascend. The old woman had been talking to the kids, but everyone fell quiet when she approached.

Jem joined the loose queue, paying most attention to the man while pretending not to look at him at all. A threat? She guessed he was about the same age as she was, in his late-twenties, tall, and dressed in an army-green parka with fur around the collar. The sort of coat that had deep pockets. The sort of pockets that could easily hold a gun or a knife. She didn’t have time to pursue this disturbing line of thought before a lift arrived, gave a ding as its doors opened, and then discharged its contents. The five of them shuffled inside, each of them stopping briefly to press the floor number they wanted.

Jem, the last one in, checked out those numbers as she prepared to press her own. But there was no need. Eight was already illuminated. A tremor passed through her. Which of her fellow passengers was heading for the same destination? She was tempted to step straight out of the lift again, to wait for the next one, but forced herself to stay put. If she let fear get the better of her, she’d never make it back to the flat.

Jem tried to position herself as far as possible from the man, not that that was very distant given the confines of the metal box. Nobody spoke. She stared at the door, blank-faced and silent, enduring the awkwardness of being forced into close proximity with strangers.

The old woman got off on the first floor, and then there were four of them. The next stop was the sixth. As the light above the door tracked their progress – two, three, four, five – Jem felt a new flicker of alarm. If the kids got off next, she’d be left alone with the man. Should she leave with them and take the stairs the rest of the way? Better to be safe than sorry. She was still feeling rattled by what had happened outside.

But it was the man who got off on the sixth floor. She gave an inner sigh of relief, suddenly aware of the tightness of her shoulders and the fact that her jaw had been clenched. For the first time since getting into the lift she relaxed. Now it was just her and the kids. The girl looked about ten. She was skinny with long light brown hair in need of a wash, a pale oval face, a small mouth and serious eyes. The boy was younger, five or six, with blonder hair but the same features They were both dressed shabbily, wearing jeans and thin denim jackets that were more suitable for July than December.

‘That woman who got off was Mrs Floyd,’ the girl said, catching Jem’s eye. ‘She’s a right old gossip so be careful what you say to her.’

Jem, slightly startled by the unsolicited information, gave a nod in response. ‘Oh, right. Okay.’

‘I’m Kayleigh. And this is Kit. We live along the landing from you.’

‘Do you?’ Jem replied, deliberately not volunteering her own name.

‘Yes, not next door but the next one along.’

‘Right,’ Jem said, raising a smile. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Kit doesn’t talk,’ Kayleigh said, as if Jem was about to attempt a conversation with him.

‘Okay.’ Jem wondered if she meant he didn’t talk or he couldn’t talk, but it seemed rude to ask. Anyway, it was none of her business and she had no desire to prolong the exchange. For the past three months, since moving here, she had made it her mission to not engage with other people, even people as apparently harmless as a ten-year-old girl.

The lift ground to a halt and the doors opened. Jem gestured for the kids to leave first, hoping they’d go on ahead of her and that would be that. But Kayleigh had other ideas. Once she had exited the lift she hung back, her right hand firmly holding Kit’s left, and waited for Jem to join them.

‘So what’s your name?’ Kayleigh said as the three of them walked along the corridor.

It was an innocent enough question – or at least it would have been for someone who had nothing to hide. Jem hesitated. Should she lie? Make something up? She was paranoid, that was the trouble, always reading things into questions that were perfectly normal. But she wouldn’t put it past Aidan to use a kid to establish her identity, not if he’d heard a whisper that she was now in London and living on the Mansfield. Panic raised its ugly head again.

Flustered, Jem made a point of looking at her watch. ‘God, is that the time? Sorry, but I’ve got to go.’

Even as she was hurrying away, Jem knew she’d made a big mistake. Refusing to give a name would only make her appear more suspicious. She was an idiot, a fool. As she put her key in the lock she glanced back along the corridor. Kayleigh had stopped outside her own front door and was watching her. Jem gave a quick wave and scuttled inside.

After switching on the light in the hall she smartly closed the door and pulled the two bolts across, top and bottom. Why in God’s name had she just behaved like that? She could hardly have invited more curiosity if she’d tried. The girl was only being friendly, neighbourly, and she’d acted as if she couldn’t wait to get away from her.

Jem rolled her eyes, hung up her coat and went into the living room, turning on the light for a moment to make sure she was alone and then switching it off again. She went over to the window and looked down on the estate. The teenagers were still by the gate. People came and went. Everything was as normal as it ever was on the Mansfield.

Jem almost missed the Covid days when it was harder for people to move around, and the wearing of a face mask gave her protection from more than the virus. She had always felt safer when half her face was obscured. With her long blonde hair cut to shoulder length and dyed brown, and the acquisition of some glasses that she didn’t need, she had done all she could to disguise herself.

Opening the window, she leaned out, feeling a rush of winter air on her face. She peered up towards the top of the tower and then down again towards the ground. Her first instinct had been that the caller of her name – if it had been her name – had come from the building, and if that was the case . . .

Jem shivered and not just from the cold.

Would she ever be free of Aidan Hague? Not until he was dead, she thought – or she was.
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Phillip didn’t know exactly why he’d done it. It had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, more mischief than malice, or so he told himself. He had seen her walking along the path as she always did at this time of day, and before he’d barely had time to think, he’d opened the window, called out her name and then quickly withdrawn to the side where he could watch without being seen. Her reaction had been telling, more than just surprise. There had been a genuine sense of alarm, a jolt of the head, a sudden paralysis. She had stood there for a long while staring up at the windows.

If he’d needed any confirmation that the girl was afraid of someone, he’d seen it right there in how she’d responded. That could be useful. He’d already picked her out as one of his victims, mainly because she was always alone, and solitary women were women who wouldn’t be missed.

Gem, short for Gemma he presumed, had been here for about three months now, living two floors above him in Haslow House. He knew her name because a few weeks ago, early one morning, he had followed her down the high street where she had taken a left at the junction, crossed the road, walked past the station and gone into the florist’s next door to the café. He had followed her because he’d wanted to know what it felt like to do that. Curiously satisfying as it turned out.

Because the shop hadn’t opened yet he’d adjourned to the Station Café and ordered a full English and a mug of tea. The place had been busy, mainly full of workmen, and he’d studied them all without staring, storing up the information, squirrelling it away for use at a later date. Detail was what he was after – the way they spoke, ate, dressed – so that no one could ever again accuse him of being inauthentic.

After breakfast, Phillip had randomly picked up a bowl of hyacinths from the display on the pavement outside the florist’s and taken it inside. Disappointingly, his girl hadn’t been serving, but as the man behind the counter had been ringing up the sale on the till, he had helpfully called out to her, ‘Gem, love, could you put some of those wreaths outside?’

Gem had walked straight past him, smiling faintly, leaving in her wake a light trail of perfume. Or maybe it had been something else he was smelling, something that had come off the wreaths or the flowers that were artfully arranged around the shop in big tin buckets. Close up she’d been more attractive than he’d thought, with high cheekbones and a pretty mouth. Behind the black-framed glasses her eyes were wide and hazel.

Phillip had followed her a few times since then. It was interesting how she’d somehow sense his presence, glancing over her shoulder to search the faces behind her. But she’d never clocked him. He was always careful to keep his distance, to make sure there were plenty of other people around, to blend into the crowd. Anyway, he was one of those men who were invisible to pretty girls – middle-aged and running to fat with a receding hairline and a dwindling bank account. It hadn’t always been like that.

Thirty years ago, the name Phillip Grosvenor had been on everyone’s lips – well, everyone who mattered – and he had moved in what he liked to think of as exalted circles. He had been the new kid on the block, the writer to watch, a rising star. But it had all been downhill from there. Although he’d tried – God, how he’d tried – he’d never been able to reproduce that early success, and one book after another had met with the same lukewarm response from the critics. Over the years his reputation as an author had floundered and died. Pretty much like his marriages, now he came to think about it. His third had hit the rocks over two years ago and he’d been single ever since.

Back in the day, however, he had managed to secure the post as literary editor of a magazine, a position he’d held for over twenty-five years until they’d decided to ‘let him go’ eighteen months ago. They had thrown around phrases like ‘a fresh approach’, ‘new blood’ and ‘a different perspective’ before severing his contract with a pitiful payout.

In a last-ditch attempt to resuscitate his career as an author, he’d decided to immerse himself in the world of the poor, the working classes and the criminal. An advert in Loot had led him to the Mansfield and a twelve-month sublet of a small, rather shabby one-bedroom flat. His back story, should anyone be interested enough to ask, was that his name was Joe Chapel and that he worked from home as a bookkeeper.

Phillip had laboured over the choice of name, wanting something ordinary enough to not stand out, but with certain connotations. In the end he had gone down the religious route, the combination of Joseph and Chapel providing a satisfying mix of the mundane and the holy.

So now while a visiting professor from the USA was living in his comfortable Primrose Hill flat until next summer, he was slumming it in Kellston. He had spent the last six months putting the Mansfield under the microscope, watching all the comings and goings, inveigling himself into the company of his neighbours, and building up profiles of the most useful residents – men and women who would people his new novel. He had learned who the drug dealers were, the fences, the thieves, the pimps and the tarts. He was forming a picture of their miserable lives.

So far, he had chosen three possible victims for his psychopathic killer. The first was a small West Indian girl called Charlene, who worked in a charity shop on the high street and lived alone. His second was Nola Dunn, a skinny blonde in her late twenties who touted her trade down Albert Road and had two kids who’d be better off without her. His third, and current favourite, was Gem. She was a girl with secrets, he thought, and secrets could be useful in a crime novel.

Phillip spent long hours slaving over his laptop trying to get inside Joe Chapel’s head. What constituted a psychopath? Someone who lacked empathy, who had intelligence, an inflated ego, and superficial charm. Someone who felt no remorse and blamed everyone else for their problems. Chapel was a man who would kill not for the pleasure of murder but for the satisfaction of getting away with it.

‘You think you know me, but you don’t,’ Chapel said smugly, lounging on the sofa with his legs stretched out. ‘I’m a complicated person. You’ve barely scraped the surface.’

‘I’m aware of that. You’re a work in progress.’

‘Well, don’t take for ever over it. It’s boring sitting here doing nothing.’

‘You’re not doing nothing. You’re planning. You’re a smart, meticulous man who doesn’t intend to make any mistakes.’

Chapel inclined his head and frowned. ‘Like leaning out of the window and calling out that girl’s name? I’m not sure that was wise. Now she might guess that her stalker lives in the building.’

‘I’ve not been stalking her. Not exactly. I’ve just followed her once or twice.’

‘Four times.’

‘All right, four times. I didn’t realise you were counting. But her reaction was telling, don’t you think? We gave her a scare.’

Chapel nodded, almost smiled. ‘Yes, we gave her a scare. She’ll be dwelling on that for the rest of the evening. But where do we go from here?’

‘Have some patience. These things can’t be rushed. Rome wasn’t built in a day and all that.’

‘I’ve been patient for the past six months.’

‘So a little while longer won’t do you any harm.’

‘You’re in charge,’ Chapel said. ‘I’m in your hands. But may I suggest you do something soon? I’m getting restless here. I’m losing interest. A little momentum might be in order before I lose the will to live.’

For Phillip, assuming a new identity was proving curiously liberating. He was a fraud, an imposter, and he was revelling in it. Phillip Grosvenor and all his disappointments had been – more or less – put aside since he’d started work on his evil creation. On the surface Chapel was friendly, polite and helpful, but underneath he was a monster moving freely among his would-be victims, planning his next step, waiting for the right moment. Nobody saw him for who he really was.

Phillip had left his smart clothes at home, stored in the wardrobe of the spare room, and replaced them with well-worn shirts, old sweaters and a beige anorak. In this disguise, and with some moderation to his accent, he was able to blend effortlessly into his surroundings. For the first few months he’d been worried that he might bump into someone he knew, but those fears had faded now. His friends and acquaintances would no sooner set foot in Kellston than they would shop at Aldi. So far as they were concerned, he’d absconded to a remote cottage in Wales where he was considering his future while he tramped the hills.

He had, however, noticed a distinct tailing off when it came to contact with these so-called friends: the odd phone call, the occasional email, was all he was getting these days. Now that he no longer moved in their circles, he had virtually slipped off the radar. Out of sight, out of mind. Phillip curled his lip, deciding they’d be sorry when his star was in the ascent again.

‘How many pages is it now?’ Chapel asked.

‘Eighty-three.’

‘Still a long way to go. You need to get a move on. You’re not going to win any prizes with eighty-three pages.’

‘Thank you for reminding me.’

Phillip paced the room, turning his mind back to murder. Of course, it had all been so much easier years ago, before CCTV and decent forensics and bloody mobile phones that tracked you wherever you went. But then that was the challenge: how to kill without being caught. Joe Chapel had to be smart enough to not leave any evidence behind him, clever enough to outwit the police, organised enough to always be one step ahead of the enemy.

There were occasions, he had to admit, when he could relate to Chapel and his desire to kill, especially when it came to two of his three ex-wives. Both of them had fleeced him, taking him for every penny they could when it had come to divorce. Should this sense of affinity be a worry? He pondered on it for a moment. No, he knew the difference between right and wrong, between reality and fiction. There was a line, and he knew not to cross it.
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Kayleigh watched the girl until she’d gone into her flat before looking down at Kit and saying, ‘What’s her bleedin’ problem?’

If Kit had an opinion on the subject, he didn’t share it.

Kayleigh took out her key and unlocked the door. She could tell as soon as they stepped inside that the place was empty. She flicked the light switch, but nothing happened. The meter had run dry again. Damn. It was two days now since their mother had gone AWOL. Not the longest she’d been away but infuriating all the same. What were they supposed to do with no electricity, no heat and hardly any food?

After school she’d taken Kit to the library where it was warm, and he could read the books about planets and moons and distant galaxies. He felt at home there, content in a building where being silent was an obligation rather than a disability. It was over a year since he’d stopped talking, since he’d decided that he had nothing left to say. Not that Nola had noticed, not for weeks, and with all that Covid business no one else had done anything about it either until they were back at school.

Now Kit was being seen by a child behaviourist once a week and there were words like ‘social anxiety’ being bandied around. Kayleigh didn’t know what this meant but she knew that grown-ups liked to put names to everything: none of them were happy until the problem was put in a box with a neat label attached to it. Personally, she thought his muteness was more down to Nola and her neglectful parenting.

‘Not to worry,’ Kayleigh said brightly. ‘I’m sure she’ll be back later.’

They made their way through the gloom of the living room – lit only by the streetlamps on the estate – to the kitchen. Neither of them took off their coats. Kayleigh dug out the stump of a candle from under the sink and put it on a plate, found the matches, lit it, and set about the business of making Kit a sandwich. There was no spread left but there were still a few scrapes of peanut butter in the jar, and three slices of bread.

‘She must have got held up,’ Kayleigh said, trying to keep her voice as matter of fact as possible. She did this as much for her own benefit as for Kit’s. Staying calm was the important thing, not panicking before you had to. She hated Nola, but she loved her too. Or at least loved the old version of her before she’d come apart at the seams. Inwardly referring to her mother as Nola was a way of distancing herself, of dealing with the constant let-downs and the persistent chaos of their lives.

Kayleigh stole from her whenever she got the opportunity. This was usually when Nola was smashed or stoned, lying flat out on the sofa with one arm hanging over the side and thin ugly breaths rasping from her mouth. Once she was sure that Nola wasn’t going to wake up anytime soon, she would unzip the pocket in the black leather miniskirt and carefully reach inside to see what was left of her earnings. She never took it all – Nola wasn’t stupid – just enough to buy some food and top up the leccy.

There had been slim pickings, however, a couple of nights ago. Most of what she’d made, Nola must have spent, or handed over to that lowlife pimp of hers. A fiver was all Kayleigh had been able to snaffle, which she’d folded up into a tiny square and put into one of her shoes. But all that was gone now apart from a few copper coins.

Kayleigh put the sandwich on a plate and pushed it across the table. ‘Here.’ She opened the fridge, which was dark inside, took out the plastic bottle of milk, unscrewed the cap and sniffed it. Deeming it drinkable, she poured what was left into a glass and gave it to Kit. She smeared the tiny amount of peanut butter that was left on to the last slice of bread and nibbled it slowly.

While she ate, she thought about walking down to Albert Road to see if they could find Nola, but it was probably too early for her to be working. She might be in the pub or at a mate’s or with some bloke who’d eventually kick her out with a pair of black eyes and a cracked rib or two. The pattern of her life was predictable. Kayleigh could have called her if she’d had any money for a phone card, although past experience had taught her that Nola usually had her phone turned off and didn’t respond to any messages she left.

Kayleigh wondered if Kit remembered the time when it hadn’t been like this, when their dad had been around, and everything had been different. He was probably too young. In those days there had always been food in the fridge, money in the meter, clean clothes, shoes without holes and presents at Christmas. She didn’t want to think about Christmas. The shops were full of fake snow and tinsel and big red Santas. Did Nola even know what time of year it was?

‘Make sure you eat all your school dinner tomorrow,’ Kayleigh said. ‘You need one hot meal a day.’

Kit looked at her through sad eyes. His lips parted slightly but no words came out.

Kayleigh had seen a flyer in the library for a new food bank near the church. It said everyone was welcome so hopefully that meant there wasn’t any need for an official note. She could say her mum had the flu and had sent them instead to pick up the food. What was the worst that could happen? Well, the worst was that someone might recognise them and contact social services who’d find out that Nola had gone missing again, and then she and Kit would be taken into care. Was it worth the risk? If it meant not starving to death, it probably was.

Avoiding the social was one of Kayleigh’s primary objectives in life. They were always poking their noses in where they weren’t wanted, asking questions, staring at her and Kit like they were exhibits in a zoo. Nola had already been warned about what would happen if the two of them were left alone again. That’s why Kayleigh made sure that Kit was at school every day, as clean as she could get him, neat and tidy with his hair brushed. At least she didn’t need to worry about him saying anything. The secrets of the Dunn household were safe with Kit.

Because sometimes the silence got too much for her, Kayleigh tended to talk just for the sake of it, a monologue about Nola or the weather or what they’d do next year when everything would be different. It was always better in the summer when it didn’t matter so much if the power went off because the days were long and light and warm. She imagined a time when Nola would miraculously change and go back to being the kind of mother she’d been before Dad had disappeared. Not that she’d been perfect then, but she’d usually been sober.

‘I’ll be seeing Dion on Friday,’ she said. ‘He’s always busy at the end of the week.’

Dion lived on the sixth floor and sold weed to people he trusted. He never let customers go to his flat but took their orders by phone and either delivered it himself or got someone else to do it. Kayleigh was happy to take the little packages and go up and down in the lift or walk over to Carlton House or Temple Tower, drop off the weed and pick up the money. Dion had taught her to be careful, to always check the corridors were empty and never to hand over the package until she’d been paid for it. At the end of the evening, he’d give her a tenner, and more if they’d been busy.

Dion had been in the lift this evening, but they hadn’t talked to each other. They never did when other people were around. Old Mrs Floyd, with her beady eyes, was forever on the lookout for the next juicy piece of gossip. She knew everything that went on in Haslow House, or thought she did. Dion said you couldn’t have a shit without her hearing about it.

The girl who lived along the landing had been in the lift too, the one who’d hurried away when Kayleigh had tried to talk to her. What had that been about? All she’d done was ask her name and she’d shot off like a rat up a drainpipe. That was a saying her father used to use.

‘I wonder where Dad is now,’ she said, glancing longingly towards the window as if he might fly past like Father Christmas on a sleigh, and give her a wave. She still clung on to the hope that he might come back, although that hope was dwindling as the years passed by.

They had come home on the day he disappeared to find her dad’s boss, Carl Froome, waiting on the doorstep, all hot and bothered with a face like a tomato. Telling Nola that Ray hadn’t come back to work after lunch, asking if she knew where he was. ‘Have you tried the pub?’ Nola had said, not that worried. It had only been quarter to four. Froome was all agitated, jigging around like he had ants in his pants, saying that Ray wasn’t answering his phone. Nola had shrugged her shoulders.

It was only later, much later, when he still hadn’t come home, that Nola had rung round the hospitals, but Dad hadn’t been taken in. The next day she’d reported him as missing, but the law hadn’t done much about it. Kayleigh could remember standing in Cowan Road police station beside her mother while the duty sergeant took down the details. He’d had a slightly impatient look on his face, as if it was perfectly normal for blokes who lived on the Mansfield to go to work in the morning and never come home. As if Nola was wasting police time by even reporting it.

‘Ray Dunn. Raymond. It’s not like him,’ Nola had insisted. ‘He’s the reliable sort. He wouldn’t just take off.’

The sergeant’s eyebrows had shifted up a fraction.

‘He wouldn’t. Something must have happened.’

Eventually, grudgingly, the law had checked it out, gone round to where he worked – a second-hand car dealership in Hackney – and discovered that the last sighting of him was on the company’s forecourt CCTV which showed him getting into his black Nissan at one o’clock on the day he’d disappeared and driving away. And that was that.

Nola had still refused to believe that he’d abandoned them. Even though she had no alternative explanation for his disappearance, even though it looked as though he’d just walked out on his family, she’d continued to press for answers. She had gone to see Carl Froome and raised merry hell, refusing to accept that he was as much in the dark as she was. She’d confronted all his mates too, but none of them would admit to knowing anything.

It had been another three weeks before the parcel came through the post by Special Delivery. Inside was a cardboard shoebox and inside the box was a wad of notes, more than five thousand pounds in all, and a printed note that said simply, ‘Sorry’. Nola had stared at it for a long time before upending the box off the kitchen table and sending the notes fluttering down to the floor.

‘Bastard!’

After that, Nola hadn’t gone to Cowan Road again. She didn’t tell the law she’d heard from him. She didn’t tell them about the money, either.


OEBPS/images/title.png
ROBERTA

KRAY

TRAITOR

EEEEEE





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SHE SOLD HIM OUT. NOW HE'S





