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No one wanted to end up at Morgate House.

But the girls had nowhere else to go. . .

1985

Separated from her little sister at the children’s home where they were taken as orphans, Holly Moore is a troubled teenager in need of love. When she meets a man who promises to take care of her, she hopes her luck has finally changed.

2015

The clock is ticking for Superintendent Jo Hamilton when the discovery of a young woman’s remains takes her back to an unsolved case from the past. As a constable, Jo was often called out to deal with runaways from Morgate House, but when Holly Moore disappeared – after another female resident fell from the cliffs – Jo was convinced the home was hiding something.

Now, with only days before her forced retirement, Jo decides to track down Holly’s sister and reopen the case. But will the trail lead her disturbingly close to home?




For my mother-in-law, Sue Kerry, aka Nanny, for all your invaluable help with this book.
In the words of Grace and Ellie, love you to the moon and back.




‘You never fail until you stop trying.’

Albert Einstein

‘Grief is the price we pay for love.’

Queen Elizabeth II




Prologue

Jo

14 December 1975

Any unit to attend 42 Wicker Street, Saltdean. Report of a violent domestic by the neighbour, Mrs Brook.

WPC Joanna Hamilton let out a puff of adrenaline into the cold cabin of her Morris 1000 as she reached down for the radio cradled to the left of her steering wheel.

‘Whisky four zero one. I’m only single crew but I’m four minutes away,’ Jo said, taking a last gulp of the warming tea Martha in the all-night launderette on Saltdean High Street had made for her – a place her brother had tipped her off about to get a much-needed cuppa on a long night shift.

Roger, if you start to make your way, I’ll get another unit to attend.

The reply came as Jo flipped down the button switch on the dashboard to start her blue lights, waving to Martha who was folding linen at the counter in the warm fog of the tumble dryers. As she pulled away, Jo decided against putting on her siren; it was a bitterly cold night, the roads were fairly empty, and she didn’t want to wake the whole housing estate on her approach. She pressed down on the accelerator, and glanced at the face of her small leather watch which told her it was midnight; pub closing time, and – in her limited experience – the hour when violent husbands came home and started on their wives.

Pulling out onto the A259 seafront, the small baby-blue panda rattled in the freezing gale coming in from the English Channel over the Saltdean Cliffs. She felt her heart start to race, knowing she shouldn’t be attending domestics on her own, but hoping the sight of the police car would be enough to stop a fight kicking off until backup arrived. Before the recent changes at the station, she would never have dreamed of being in such a vulnerable situation on her own. She, like most of her female colleagues at the station, resented the arrival of the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act. Its aim had been largely to protect women, which in the police force meant an end to the division of crimes into ‘blue’ for the men: major crime and fraud; and ‘pink’ for the women’s police department: petty crime, shoplifting and dealing with female prisoners and their children. In reality, however, they had all been left with a lot of blurred lines, and life was now even harder than before. All the women on the force still ended up doing all the ‘pink’ jobs, but with the addition of being put on very risky night shifts on their own. Jo had been terrified, the first night she went out on the beat alone, but she knew better than to complain; her sergeant, Bart Bailey, would have just sent her packing. To her intense relief it seemed that just the presence of a woman when a fight was kicking off could be enough to cool things down. And she soon found she had a gift for calming frayed nerves; by being non-confrontational, talking quietly but firmly, and getting any children out of harm’s way, she could usually buy herself enough time until backup arrived.

Jo changed down a gear, accelerating hard, as she reached the peak of the cliff face where, to her right, stood Morgate House Children’s Home, an imposing Victorian red-brick building which for the past century had homed children in care from the ages of three to seventeen. It towered over the Saltdean Cliffs, visible from miles out to sea, but for the past decade had been inching perilously close to the jagged white cliff face which was falling away onto the beach below at an increasingly alarming rate. With only a small white picket fence separating the grounds of Morgate House and the two-hundred-foot drop onto Saltdean Beach below, it had become a magnet for waifs and strays wanting to take their own lives. Runaways like Gemma Smith, a fifteen-year-old resident of Morgate House, whose bloated and twisted body Jo had been sent to cordon off on the beach just the month before. Jo felt goosebumps prickle up her arms as she drove past the vast Gothic mansion, the memory of Gemma’s lifeless limbs sprawled over the rocks below like a jellyfish’s tentacles; Gemma’s long dark hair tangled with fishing rope, her clothing torn from her body in the stormy sea. It had been a bitterly cold day as Jo tried to hammer stakes into the ground to wrap the police tape around. She had stood guard to stop the general public from drifting too close, waiting a painfully long time before her male colleagues arrived. In the bitterly cold sea gale, she had to keep prying eyes back as the scene of crime officer took photos of Gemma’s broken body, before two undertakers lifted her onto a stretcher and took her away to the mortuary to be examined by the pathologist.

She had tried not to stare at Gemma’s body herself, but the girl’s green eyes, framed with thick dark eyelashes seemed to watch her as she went about her work. It had not been the first time Jo had seen those eyes, but the last time there had been life behind them – when Gemma had been caught stealing biscuits from Jenkins’ minimarket, in Rottingdean High Street, and Jo had been radioed on her shift to attend. Gemma, a petite girl, wearing a grey woollen jumper, her long dark hair cascading in waves around her pretty face, had been sitting in the back office of the small grocery shop, staring down at her hands, while the owner and his wife sat scowling at her.

‘Those bloody Morgate House kids, they’re always in here trying to pinch stuff. I’ve had enough of it. Why can’t you lot go up there to the people that run it, and read them the riot act. The kids are out of control, out till all hours up at the grain store on the Tye. Stealing, drinking.’

‘I’ll pop up to Morgate House today, Mrs Jenkins, I’m sorry for the inconvenience. Do you want to prosecute?’

‘No, I don’t want to prosecute, I don’t have time for all that, and the kid is hungry is all, but it’s not our job to feed them. We’re hardly breaking even here as it is.’ She had wiped her dirt-covered hands on her brown apron and scowled down at Gemma who hadn’t looked up once.

The girl had refused to answer any of Jo’s questions in the car, about her life in care, and why she was stealing food. ‘I want to help, Gemma,’ she had said, ‘if they’re not feeding you properly, you can tell me.’

Gemma had opened the door to get out, then fixed her green eyes on Jo. ‘You think you care, but you don’t. You’ll go home to your family and forget about me in a day or two. Everyone wants us to disappear. Well, maybe one day I will. Me and my man, we’re getting out of here.’

‘Mrs Price?’ A grey-haired lady in her fifties had answered the door, ushering Gemma in and giving Jo fairly short shrift. ‘I wondered if we could talk about the meals you are giving the children. Gemma says she’s very hungry.’

‘They are given plenty to eat,’ the woman had snapped. ‘You are welcome to come back at any mealtime and see for yourself. If you want to raise a complaint, you can do so with the council.’

Gemma had glanced back at Jo as Mrs Price closed the door on her. The same unblinking stare which had fixed on Jo on Saltdean Beach.

Indeed, it was those eyes which had haunted Jo’s dreams ever since, and made her want to attend the inquest into Gemma’s death. Jo’s brother Charlie had gone with her – he was ten years her senior and also a serving police officer. Despite her terrible start in life, Gemma had seemed to Jo to have spirit. She was looking to the future and Jo could not fathom how someone so vital and beautiful would feel so desperate that she would take her own life, so young.

She and Charlie had sat on the cold, hard wooden benches at the Coroner’s Court in Brighton while her colleague Detective Inspector Bart Bailey had given his account of Gemma’s difficult life, including countless arrests for shoplifting, abusive behaviour, and being returned to Morgate House when she ran away. There had been no questioning the coroner’s suicide verdict from her police colleagues, who knew Gemma Smith as a troublemaker and one who had threatened to take her own life many times. ‘Morgate House broke her spirit,’ Charlie had told her as they shuffled out of the inquest into the cold December day. ‘If anyone is to blame, it’s that place.’

Even as she drove past it now, Jo could feel the negative energy seeping from the walls of the vast Victorian house above the cliffs.

Jo changed up into fourth gear again and accelerated hard, overtaking a Hillman trundling along the coast road, before hitting a small patch of black ice at the Saltdean lights and skidding slightly before righting herself. Holding her breath, she pressed down again on the accelerator, her hands shaking as she gripped the leather steering wheel tightly. Jo tried to steady her breathing; they hadn’t offered her a course for driving at speed during her fifteen-week police training at the army barracks in Wiltshire, and so she was relying on her limited experience since passing her driving test four years earlier. Luckily, having grown up on a farm, and being expected to muck in with her older brother, Charlie, she had been driving farm vehicles since she was in her early teens and felt there wasn’t much she couldn’t handle.

Jo took a left off the coast road as she drove out towards the run-down housing estate in Telscombe, and her heart rate began to quicken. She was very familiar with Wicker Street; it was on her regular rounds, and they were often called there for domestics. Jo passed a house with a burnt-out car wreck on the front lawn where she and Constable Phillip Price had been called out, just the week before, to disarm a woman defending herself against her old man with a hammer. Phillip had been useless, standing in the corner wide-eyed, watching as she’d restrained the woman alone. Then, when Phillip had finally attempted to arrest the husband, the wife had gone ballistic at him, and refused to prosecute, because she didn’t want them carting her old man off. They’d had to leave, with the hammer still wedged in the top of the chest of drawers in the bedroom. ‘We should have just let them kill each other,’ Phillip had grumbled as they walked away down the path, ‘I’m not coming out to this estate any more, it’s a waste of bloody time.’ It was typical Phillip; since the day they’d met at police training, it was obvious his heart wasn’t in the job. When Jo had found out that Phillip’s parents, Geoff and Lorna Price, ran Morgate House, it made sense to her that he’d joined the police just to shirk his responsibilities at the children’s home.

As she neared number 42, at the end of the street, she slowed, glancing briefly at the run-down front gardens, one with another burnt-out car wreck on the front lawn. ‘Thirty-six . . . forty, forty-two,’ she whispered to herself, as she spotted a woman standing in the street in a long dressing gown and slippers. As Jo turned off the engine, reached for her hat on the seat next to her and opened her car door, she immediately heard shouting from inside the house.

The neighbour on the street rushed towards her. ‘Jim’s been in the pub since lunchtime, he’s in a hell of a temper,’ said the woman, in a state of excitement. ‘He woke my kids up as soon as he got home. The walls between our houses are paper thin, and he started shouting at Pip before he’d even got through the front door. Where have you been? I called 999 half an hour ago.’

Jo looked at the woman. ‘Thank you for calling us. If you could return to your property now, Mrs . . .’ She was wrapped in a towelling dressing gown, her long lacey nightie peeping from below it, her hair in old-fashioned curlers. For the two seconds Jo stared at her, something about the woman’s appearance jarred with her. She was dressed like an old lady, but her skin was youthful. She couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five, Jo thought. But she had settled into her role for life – wife, mother, curtain twitcher – shaking her head with disapproval, while her eyes sparkled with delight at the soap opera unfolding next door.

‘Brook, as in babbling brook, which my old man likes to call me,’ she said, taking a deep drag with pursed lips on her Woodbine cigarette and following Jo like a wasp on a hot summer’s day.

Jo moved away, rushing up the front path, past the window to the front room, where a brief glance inside told her that a man roughly six feet tall was yelling at a petite blonde woman, and that curled up in the corner together were two small children, crying.

Jo began hammering on the door as the screams and shouts from inside the house intensified.

‘Police! Open up,’ Jo called out, as she waited, hoping for the door to open and a chance to calm things down.

No response.

Jo rushed to the window again, watching the unfolding scene through a gap in the lace curtains as the man reached out and struck the woman, hard, with the back of his hand. She let out a cry of pain and pressed her hand to her cheek as Jo’s mind raced. The world slowed down, as it always did when she first got to a job; her senses bombarded with the sounds and smells of people’s lives in chaos – shouting, the waft of alcohol breath, screams of fear, the pulse of bodies surrounding her – while she tried to extract the information she needed in order to calm the situation.

‘This new fella’s been sniffing round here, bringing Pip food and money and whatnot.’ The woman pressed on, continuing to follow her, her cigarette breath repulsing Jo. ‘Someone must have mentioned it to Jim, and he’s awful jealous.’ The woman breathed heavily into the freezing air around her. ‘Pip wouldn’t sleep around. She’s loyal to Jim, even though he’s a pig.’

‘Okay, thank you for your help, Mrs Brook. I’ll take it from here, can you please go inside now!’ Jo snapped as the woman glared at her, then skulked away. Jo listened for the sounds of sirens, but heard only silence, her heart hammering in her chest. She watched with horror through the lace curtains as the man, who was thickset, with a crew cut and wearing a miner’s jacket, struck the woman again.

Jo winced as the woman clutched her head, letting out a piercing scream of pain as blood trickled from her mouth. Jo’s eyes darted around the sparsely furnished room. The two young girls, in oversized T-shirts, screamed as their mother stumbled back and caught a floor lamp, the bulb inside it exploding and raining glass all over the threadbare rug as it came crashing down. The man watched, catching his breath, then walked over to his wife and kicked her hard in the stomach.

Jo pulled at the radio on her collar and pressed down. ‘Whisky four zero one, I’m here at 42 Wicker Street. Urgent assistance required. I’m going to have to break in, he’s really hurting her.’

Roger, two units on their way. Hang back – don’t put yourself in danger. Repeat, hang back.

As Jo released her finger on the radio, the woman in the house reached out her hand to her children. The older one stood and rushed to her mother, throwing herself over her, trying to protect her as the father pulled her off and continued his violent assault. The woman was clinging to her children as the man continued shouting and kicking her. Jo had to find a way in, she had to get the man away from his wife before he seriously hurt her, she had no choice but to try.

Jo trained her eyes on the windows, looking for an opening, a way in, but they were locked tight. She didn’t want to break a window; shards of glass everywhere would be a dangerous weapon for the man to have at his fingertips. Instead, she began running her fingers along the window-sill, looking for a weakness in the frame, piercing her finger on a large splinter of wood. Jo let out a whimper of pain as she pulled it out, but persisted, methodically, in her task.

Finally, along the third ledge, she found what she was looking for: a place where the frame had rotted away. Grabbing a rusty metal paint stripper lying discarded on the ground, she rammed it into the gap and forced the window open. Click! It gave way and she pushed it up with all her might.

The children stayed motionless, watching her, their dirty faces streaked with tears.

‘Police! Stop that!’ she shouted at the man.

He didn’t even look up from his task; his eyes remained fixed on his wife and the fury he was inflicting on her body. Jo lifted her leg and climbed through the open window and onto a dark green sofa, catching something with her foot, which fell to the ground with a soft thud.

‘Stop what you are doing now! Get away from her!’ she yelled, rushing over to the man and putting her arm across his chest to try to move him away. ‘You need to calm down, I need to get your wife some help, you’ve hurt her.’

As she came between the two of them, the man’s eyes, wide with rage, met hers. He heaved with anger, and glared back at her.

‘She’s having a fucking affair!’ he shouted into her face, his saliva spraying her.

‘You’re scaring your children. I need you to move back,’ she said, staying between them, looking at the children who had both covered their mother with their small bodies.

The man wasn’t listening, he was somewhere else, his rage overwhelming him, and he wasn’t done yet. Jo could hear sirens in the distance but not close enough. She was alone. The only sound in the small, damp room was the desperate whimpering from the woman and her children.

‘Okay, let’s move this out into the hall. You can tell me what this is about, come on,’ she said, trying to push the man back.

He pushed her aside and began to kick his wife again. Jo’s eyes fell on the children, and she made her way towards them, holding out her arms in the hope that they would rush to her. But they stayed deathly still, their eyes wide, one of them lifting a little hand to point at the space behind her, then opening their mouth to let out a piercing scream.

It was out of the corner of her eye that she saw a flash of light and then immediately felt a rush of heat. As she turned back to face the window she had climbed through, she saw an upturned ashtray on the floor, which she realised with horror she had knocked to the floor when she climbed into the room. In a matter of seconds, the torn net curtains had ignited, and bits of lit material were now flying like burning butterflies over the rug which was erupting in scattered balls of flame.

Jo dashed to the window and tried to pull the curtains down, but the tattered material disintegrated in her fingers, as the flames danced across the room, engulfing the sofa, which had ignited within seconds. Jo pulled frantically at the radio pinned to her collar. ‘Whisky four zero one, we need the fire brigade at 42 Wicker Street urgently. Two adults and two children inside, front room on fire.’ She looked desperately across the room, which was rapidly filling with smoke.

As the flames danced towards his wife’s hair where she lay sprawled across the floor, the man looked up at Jo for the first time and they locked eyes.

‘We need to get everyone out, now,’ Jo pleaded. ‘I can’t put this out on my own, the fire brigade is on their way.’

The man paused for a moment, his towering frame not flinching as debris from the burning ceiling fell onto his head, glowing like sparkles in his black hair. Then slowly he appeared to soften and knelt down, lifting his unconscious wife off the floor and away from the burning rug. Jo reached for the children, pulling them towards her, as she rushed out of the room after the man, expecting him to turn left along the corridor and out of the house, ready to follow him with the children.

But, to her horror, as he reached the hall, he turned right instead, heading away from the front door and deeper into the now-burning house. He began to climb the stairs with his unconscious wife in his arms. Jo’s heart stopped as she watched helplessly, clinging to the sobbing children while their father climbed higher, taking their mother away – into the heat of the fire engulfing them.

‘Mum!’ one of the children cried out in desperation, using all her strength to pull away from Jo and running up the stairs after her parents, as Jo heard the sirens of the police backup finally arriving.

‘Holly, come back!’ the smaller child cried out, as she also tried to pull away.

Quickly, Jo pulled the child back into her grasp, wrapping her arm around the little girl’s chest so she couldn’t escape, and reaching out to open the front door. The cold air burst in, letting some of the smoke filling up the hallway escape. She took several gasps of air, her eyes stinging from the thick black fog now engulfing the house.

Jo lifted the child in her arms and stepped outside, as two police cars, their sirens blazing, screeched up outside the house. Their car doors burst open and four officers ran towards her.

‘Who’s in there?’ a man barked, as the others rushed in. Only Phillip Price hung back, horrified by the dense smoke pouring from the open doorway.

‘There’s a male and female and a child, they’ve gone upstairs, the front room is on fire,’ Jo shouted to the first officers, realising that appearing behind them was her older brother, Charlie, who pushed past Phillip.

‘Are you okay, Jo?’ he asked, rushing towards the front door.

‘Yes,’ she said, coughing, ‘but the fire has taken hold, and there’s a little girl in there called Holly. Get her out of there quickly, Charlie!’

The smoke was now so thick that her brother disappeared from view almost as soon as he rushed in through the front door after his colleagues. Jo picked up the little girl who was crying, her blonde curls falling around her blue eyes. Jo clung on to her tiny frame. ‘It’s okay, they’ll get them out.’

Phillip stood with his narrow mouth wide open in shock, not helping, rooted to the spot, complete paralysis of inaction as the smoke billowed from every downstairs window.

‘Phillip, get the child some water and a blanket,’ Jo shouted. ‘Phil! There’s water and a blanket in the boot of my car, can you get them?’ she said, as Phil finally looked at her, then slowly nodded and turned to walk away.

The house let out a loud roar, as one of the ground-floor windows exploded. It was buckling from the pressure of the heat and the smoke, and Jo let out a cry of panic at the thought of everyone inside – including her beloved brother, Charlie. She put the little girl on her hip and ran round to the back of the house. Her heart raced with panic as two neighbours appeared from the darkness of the street with a ladder.

‘Thank you,’ Jo said. ‘Can you watch the windows and see if any of them appear, then shout for me. Don’t climb up it yourselves. I don’t want any more casualties!’ Jo rushed from window to window, desperately looking for any signs of life as the little girl looked up at the smoke escaping from the cracks in the window frames, and screamed for her sister.

‘Holly!’ She sobbed into Jo’s neck, her hot tears leaving a trail in the black soot on her face.

‘It’s okay, they’ll be okay,’ Jo said. She could hear the sirens of the fire brigade in the distance; they were taking too long! She ran back to the front of the house, shouting her brother’s name as two colleagues finally appeared at a window and opened it, letting the smoke pour out like dragon’s breath.

‘Round here! Bring the ladder round to the front!’ Jo called out to the men, handing the little girl over to Phillip who had appeared next to her, holding a blanket. With their help, she placed the ladder next to the open window, feeling the intense heat coming through the bricks.

‘Where’s Charlie?!’ she yelled, trying to keep the hysteria from her voice as the first two officers on the scene climbed down, and then bent over double, coughing furiously.

‘I don’t know, I couldn’t see him,’ spluttered one. ‘We couldn’t find the kid.’

‘Charlie!’ Jo screamed, looking up at the open window, beginning to cry. She had started the fire in which four people, including a young child and her own brother, were now trapped. If they didn’t get out, she would never forgive herself. Her mother would never forgive her, if anything happened to her precious son.

‘Charlie! Where are you?’ Jo yelled, handing over the crying child on her hip to a colleague and starting to climb the ladder – desperate to do something, anything, to help. She couldn’t just stand by and wait for him to die.

‘Jo! What are you doing?’ Phil shouted up to her. ‘Come back! You can’t go in there!’

‘I have to find him!’ Jo looked down at Phil, her body shaking with fear, as she suddenly heard her brother’s voice from above her, wracked with coughing from the smoke.

‘Coming down!’ he said.

Jo felt a relief like she’d never known flood her body. Her legs went weak as she looked up, her eyes stinging with tears, as Charlie appeared at the top of the ladder, carrying Holly over his right shoulder.

He began to climb down, as every window started to shatter with the intense heat, people surrounding the house ducking for cover as shards of glass fired into the night. As the fire brigade and ambulance finally pulled up outside, Jo took Holly from Charlie’s arms and rushed towards the paramedics, handing her over. Jo watched as they laid the little girl on a stretcher, her face and hair black with soot, her body convulsing from coughing.

‘Please, help my brother, he needs oxygen.’ Jo held the little girl’s hand, and pointed over at Charlie, as another paramedic grabbed an oxygen mask and rushed over to him as he vomited black bile.

The spray of water cannons and floodlights suddenly filled the night sky around them. Jo turned back to Holly, pushing her hair from her pale forehead as the little girl dropped something on the ground next to them. Holly let out a cry, as she turned on her side and vomited. Her bloodshot eyes streaming tears, she reached out for the necklace lying on the ground, the paramedic desperately trying to fix the oxygen mask over her mouth. Jo bent down and picked it up, and gently handed back the silver St Christopher on a chain.

The girl mumbled something to her, weakly, the hiss of the oxygen mask drowning her out. Jo leaned in as the girl spoke again, a tear escaping down the side of her tiny blackened face. Jo listened hard, as the girl reached up to the oxygen mask, and slowly lifted it, still clutching her mother’s chain in her hand.

Her eyes fixing on Jo, she raised her voice so she could hear her, and whispered in her ear, the rush of her breath sending prickles down Jo’s neck.

‘It’s okay,’ said Jo, trying to put the mask back over Holly’s mouth before she made out the words the girl was whispering to her.

‘You killed her. You killed my mum.’
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