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Praise for What She Knew


‘A very clever, tautly plotted page turner from a terrific new writer’ Good Housekeeping


‘Heart-in-the-mouth excitement from the start of this electrifyingly good debut … an absolute firecracker of a thriller that convinces and captivates from the word go. A must-read’ Sunday Mirror


‘Macmillan peppers her debut with subtle red herrings and a variety of potential suspects, ratcheting up the tension slowly but oh so deliciously’ Booklist


‘Gilly Macmillan introduces some smart variations on the [missing child] theme in her debut mystery … Macmillan enlivens the narrative with emails, newspaper headlines, passages from professional journals, even transcripts from Inspector Clemo’s sessions with a psychotherapist. But her best move is to include vicious blog posts that go viral’ New York Times Book Review


‘Tightly focused and fast-paced. You won’t rest until you really know what happened’ Lisa Ballantyne


‘One of the brightest debuts I have read this year – a visceral, emotionally charged story … heart-wrenchingly well told and expertly constructed, this deserves to stay on the bestseller list until Christmas’ Daily Mail


‘This accomplished, intelligent debut should come with a warning – it’s completely addictive. A nail-biting, sleep-depriving, brilliant read’ Saskia Sarginson


‘What an amazing, gripping, beautifully written debut. What She Knew kept me up late into the night (and scared the life out of me)’ Liane Moriarty


‘A nuanced, completely addictive debut’ People




Praise for The Perfect Girl


‘With tightly drawn characters, a fascinating storyline, and absolutely exquisite narration, The Perfect Girl is sure to keep readers up all night. Gilly Macmillan proves once again to be a master of the written word and is quickly becoming one of my go-to authors’ Mary Kubica, New York Times bestselling author


‘A wonderfully addictive book with virtuoso plotting and characters for anyone who loved Girl on the Train, it’s a must-read’ Rosamund Lupton


‘As the suspenseful, serpentine tale unreels from the alternating perspectives of several key players, readers will be rooting for the resilient, resourceful Zoe all the way to the perfectly executed final twists’ Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘A compelling read for fans of psychological suspense’ Library Journal


‘I DEVOURED The Perfect Girl. An incredible page-turner with awesome characters and suspense. Bravo’ Kate White, New York Times bestselling author


‘Macmillan captivates readers with a story just as addictive as her first … [and] shines when exploring the intricacies of relationships … Fans of Tana French, Ruth Ware, and Gillian Flynn will become completely entrenched in the unfolding details’ BookPage


‘With lovely prose, depth of character and an intelligent narrative, Macmillan lifts the level of suspense with stiletto-like precision: a tiny graze here, a shallow cut there and, eventually, a thrust into the heart. At once profoundly unsettling and richly rewarding’ Richmond Times-Dispatch




Praise for Odd Child Out


‘Subtle, nuanced writing and a compelling, timely story taut with tension, Odd Child Out is a hugely satisfying and thrilling read. Highly recommended!’ Shari Lapena


‘Macmillan excels at getting into the minds of terrified, broken-hearted parents … This mix of police procedural and thriller will satisfy fans of the author’s previous work as well as those looking for something after Tana French’ Booklist


‘With characters who are sympathetic and believable, Macmillan’s latest will keep readers in suspense to the very end. Highly recommended’ Library Journal (starred review)


‘The story is emotionally compelling and Macmillan nails the complexity of adolescent friendship …’ Kirkus Reviews


‘This is a fascinating book focusing on the aftermath of the Somalian concentration camps and the effect it held on those who were involved … Macmillan changes the course of direction of the story several times, which makes for interesting reading. The characterisations are vivid and come alive on the page’ RT Book Reviews


‘Hard to put down the book … The storyline is intriguing, full of twists and turns, and readers will become fully invested in these characters, all of whom are interesting in their own right’ Bookreporter.com
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For Jules




The weather is raw. Horizontal rain spatters Fletcher’s glasses and slaps his cheeks.


He saw the pit from the motorway. He had a bird’s-eye view from the overpass and another glimpse from a meaner angle as the car came down the exit ramp. The wipers were going like the clappers. He saw the backs of the gathered construction workers. The pit was a muddy gash in the car park in front of them, and the sticky clay soil inside it, a dull dirty orange. Fletcher and Danny parked near the entrance to the superstore, at the end of a line of cars in disorderly formation. Danny didn’t open the passenger door until he’d cinched his hood tight around his face like a girl’s bonnet.


Inside the pit the men have discovered a nest of bones. Fletcher stands unflinchingly beside it as the weather assaults him. He takes in the scene. He sees fresh black tarmac, shiny with surface water. Rainwater has collected in every undulation and the puddles are pockmarked and squally. They offer wobbly reflections of the rectangular building and the sky behind it, where a streak of sickly yellow light cowers beneath clouds pregnant with more rain. One of the workers tries to light a cigarette. His lighter sparks and dies repeatedly.


‘What are they doing here?’ Fletcher asks.


‘They’re expanding the store,’ Danny says.


‘Is it not large enough already?’


The superstore is a behemoth, as big as a city block. The tarmac flows around it like a moat, and from its black edges, streets of Victorian terraced houses radiate away in lines that track the ancient curves of the landscape, rising to colonise a natural bowl in a steep ridge behind. Parkland runs along the top of the ridge, a telecom tower lodged amongst the trees.


On the other side of the superstore, dominating the horizon, Fletcher can see six high-rise towers that form the housing estate called the Glenfrome Estate. He can’t believe it has escaped the dynamite. It’s a relic. Fletcher and Danny have history there, but Fletcher likes to look forwards, not back, so he won’t be the one to mention it.


The pit is deep. Seven or eight feet, Fletcher estimates as he stands at the edge of it. He quells a mild lurch of vertigo. He’s perturbed by the sight of the bone – the tip of a femur, he guesses from the size of it – and by the depth of the pit, and the way it resembles a grave. The digger is abandoned beside them, the huge scraping tool quivering above. Danny shakes the hand of the site foreman. Beads of water hang like pearls from the edge of his hood. ‘We need to get this covered up,’ Danny says. Water is accumulating in the bottom of the pit, a few inches already. It’ll be lapping the bone before long.


To Fletcher, he says, ‘It’s probably another fucking Julius Caesar.’


‘Could be.’ Fletcher shudders. It’s because of the weather, not the body. The cold has finally got to him. He can feel it in his bones. This isn’t the first time he and Danny have investigated the discovery of suspected human remains. Once it turned out to be a Roman burial, another time a plague pit. This body is definitely not going to be fresh. So far as Fletcher knows, it has been twenty years or thereabouts since the superstore was built and the land under the deepest layers of tarmac was last dug.


‘Could be the missing link,’ he says to Danny. It gets a laugh.


There’s nothing much more to do until somebody can get out here to examine the bones and date them. Deciding how much of the car park to cordon off is probably the extent of it. Fletcher feels a wave of heartburn: hot tongues of stomach acid defying gravity just when the rest of his body’s giving up that fight. He extracts a strip of antacid tablets from his trouser pocket. It’s not easy. The wind nearly takes them. He chews three as he and Danny watch the men in high visibility jackets fetch a tarpaulin. The tablets taste unpleasantly of chalk dust with an overtone of spearmint.


‘Do you know what?’ Danny says. He’s swivelling on his heel, looking around.


‘What?’ Fletcher replies.


The men struggle to spread the tarpaulin over the pit. Its edges flutter so violently it could have been caught on a line and dragged fresh from the sea, and before they can get it in place, a chunk of clay detaches stickily from the wall of the pit and falls.


‘Wasn’t it here that we found the boys?’


‘Hold on!’ Fletcher shouts. ‘Stop!’


Where the clay has dropped away, it has cleanly exposed more bone. Fletcher can see the curve of a skull. Eye sockets gape and it looks as though the bone of the forehead has caved in, or been staved in. He can also see what looks like the end of a large metal spanner. He would bet fifty quid it was buried with the bones, and he thinks there might be some sort of material matted on it. It’s definitely not a Roman artefact.


‘See that?’


He turns to catch Danny’s reaction.


Danny’s puking a few feet away, bent double right behind the stand. The tips of long grasses obscure his head and tickle his ears. The heat intensifies the smell of his vomit.


‘He’s still alive!’ Fletcher shouts. He tries to drag the heavy roll of carpet, wanting to move it, but not wanting to hurt the boy any more than he already is.


‘Help me! For fuck’s sake, Danny.’


Danny comes, stumbling, wiping his mouth, still retching, and together they get the carpet off the lad, who still has some rise and fall in his chest. Fletcher is sweating buckets into his brand new suit. His wife brushed non-existent dust off the lapels before he left this morning and admired the expensive cut of it, but the suit doesn’t cross his mind as he kneels on the bloody dirt. Nothing does apart from this kid. It’s too late for the other one. His body’s motionless, without breath. His face is pulpy. That’s what set Danny off.


Yards away, the stand at the dog track is deserted. It’s Monday morning and there are only enough people in the stadium to fill a few tables at the bar terrace opposite. Three bookies have turned out, though, and set up in the morning sunshine, their black bags already full of notes. A sign says the minimum wager is two quid.


While they wait for the ambulance, a tractor skirts the track twice, smoothing the sand. Fletcher cradles the lad’s head in his lap and carefully wipes his hair back from his forehead, avoiding the wounds. He takes one of the boy’s small, soft hands in his own and tells him over and over again that he’s all right now, that they’ve found him, that he’s going to be okay, that he needs to hang in there, that help is on its way and it won’t be long.


A leaning corrugated metal fence separates Fletcher and the boy from the back of the uncovered stands. The fence has gaps in it a slight man might be able to squeeze through. People have dumped rubbish here: building site rubble, bits of metal, furniture carcasses, cracked old tyres with no tread, a mattress, and the carpet roll, all marooned in the corner of half an acre of unmade ground that otherwise resembles a moonscape. Here and there, Fletcher sees remnants of an old coating of asphalt: peeled-up pieces and sticky black clods oozing in the heat.


From the dog track a public address system plays a startlingly loud trumpet fanfare. Through a gap between the fence and the stands, Fletcher has a view of blue-coated handlers leading the dogs onto the track. Some of the men wear flat caps in spite of the heat, or maybe because of it. Fletcher wipes his brow. A gobbet of blood appears at the edge of the boy’s mouth and drips down the side of his cheek. Fletcher wipes it away.


‘No you don’t,’ he says. ‘No, no. Hang in there, son.’


There is such a struggle in the child’s eyes. He retches and more blood appears. Fletcher gently pulls the kid further onto his lap and wraps his arms across him, willing some of his own vitality into the child, yet trying not to squeeze him too tightly. The track PA announces the names of the dogs that are ready to race. The words boom into the intense blue sky above Fletcher, and when they fade, he hears the whine of ambulance sirens from the overpass. Finally. Five minutes left to place your bets, the voice on the PA warns. The boy’s eyelids flutter. Flying insects buzz and whine at an unbearable pitch.


‘Come on, son!’ Fletcher says. ‘Hang in there. Do it for me.’


Danny has run back to their car. He sits in the passenger seat, door open, one leg out, foot on the ground. He’s talking on the radio. His mouth is making the shapes of urgent words, but Fletcher can’t hear them. He squints. Behind Danny the ambulance is circling down the exit ramp, lights flashing.


‘Ambulance is here!’ Fletcher roars at Danny. ‘Meet them at the gate. Bring them over here!’ He and the boy are screened by a drift of California poppies growing amongst the rubbish. They’re so fucking orange. A fly lands on the boy’s nose and Fletcher waves it away. The boy blinks, too slowly. He attempts to speak, but his throat catches and his eyes fill with tears. He tries again and this time he rasps something.


‘What did you say?’ Fletcher asks.


With lips as parched as the boiled air, the boy’s mouth forms a word, but a gargle from inside his throat distorts it.


‘Ghost?’ Fletcher asks. ‘Did you say ghost?’


From the track comes the sound of the gates crashing open and the dogs running. The commentary’s a drone. In response to Fletcher’s question there is only fear in the boy’s eyes. He dies seven seconds later, as the dogs fly past on the other side of the stand. The speed of them: silky coats flashing by and clumps of sand kicked up behind.


The paramedics are only halfway across the asphalt when the boy dies. Running. Too late. The air shimmers behind them. It takes them a few minutes to persuade Fletcher to let go of the boy so they can ascertain that their services aren’t required.


Danny calls the coroner’s office while Fletcher pukes.




IT’S TIME TO TELL


EPISODE 1 – THREE DEATHS AND AN ARTICLE
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‘You are listening to It’s Time to Tell, a Dishlicker Podcast Production. This podcast contains material that might not be suitable for younger listeners. Your discretion is advised.


‘Twenty years ago, two boys were brutally murdered, their bodies abandoned on wasteland. What happened to them remains a mystery to this day.


‘Award-winning filmmaker Cody Swift, haunted by the murder of his two best friends, now returns to the Bristol estate he grew up on to find out if, for the people involved, it’s time to tell.’





My name is Cody Swift. I’m a filmmaker and your host of It’s Time to Tell, a Dishlicker Podcast Production.


Two months ago, on 7 February 2017, a man called Sidney Noyce died in prison. The coroner ruled that Noyce took his own life. He made use of his bedsheets to form a noose. He tied one end to a bedpost and asphyxiated himself with the other.


On the day of his death, Sidney Noyce had been incarcerated for just over twenty years since his conviction for the brutal murder of my two best friends – eleven-year-old Scott Ashby and ten-year-old Charlie Paige – back in 1996.


Not everybody believed Sidney Noyce was guilty. Here’s Owen Weston, a reporter who covered the original murder trial:




‘Sidney Noyce was a bird in the hand for the police. Or a sitting duck. Take your pick. He had confessed to hurting the boys, but I for one questioned his guilt from the moment I saw him in court. Noyce had substandard intelligence. He didn’t seem to know what was going on. For me, that was the first red flag, but there were others.’





The police took a different view. This is Chief Constable David Tremain (who was a detective chief superintendent at the time) issuing a statement to the press on the day of Noyce’s sentencing:




‘This has been one of the most deeply harrowing and disturbing cases myself and my colleagues have worked on in all our years of service. Sidney Noyce’s actions on the night of 18 August imposed a life sentence on the families of Charlie Paige and Scott Ashby, when he ended the boys’ lives in cold blood. It is my sincere hope that Noyce’s sentencing today will help the community to feel safeguarded and reassured going forward, though it can never bring the boys back and our thoughts remain with their families.’





When the judge in the trial sentenced Noyce to life imprisonment, he said the following:




‘The crime you committed was brutal and pointless. I am in no doubt that your mental difficulties have held you back in life, but I believe you well understand the difference between right and wrong. On 18 August Charlie Paige and Scott Ashby were out playing on a beautiful summer evening. They may have been on their way home to their families when they encountered you. You subjected both boys to a brutal beating, an ordeal that must have terrified them. Scott Ashby died that evening, but Charlie Paige remained alive overnight. His suffering must have been dreadful. The word monstrous seems inadequate when describing what you did.’





Who to believe? Was Noyce a monster or did he have clean hands? During the twenty years Sidney Noyce spent in prison, he never stopped proclaiming his innocence. After Noyce died, Owen Weston published an article expressing his sadness and frustration and describing once again his long-held concerns about Noyce’s conviction.


I came across the article by chance. I opened the newspaper one Sunday morning and there it was, illustrated with head shots of Scott and Charlie. Seeing their faces after all these years was like getting a punch in the gut. Reading the article gave me a similar feeling because twenty years ago my family and I were not aware that there was any possibility that Noyce could have been innocent. We were delighted by his arrest and his conviction. On the estate where we lived, the predominant feeling amongst the other families was relief that he had been taken off the streets. Kids began to be allowed to come out and play again after months of being kept in by nervous parents.


The thought that Noyce could be innocent overturned everything for me. I wondered how my family and neighbours and friends from back in the day would feel about it. I wondered if they would even want to know. It kept me up at night. Having avoided any mention of the case for all these years, I began to look into it. I contacted Owen Weston and spoke to other individuals involved in the original investigation, and a story emerged. It pulled me in.


As I got deeper into the research, I shared my findings with my girlfriend, Maya, a producer. ‘If you really can’t get this out of your system,’ she said, ‘why don’t you do something with it?’ She mentioned a true crime podcast she’d been listening to. ‘It would be the perfect format for a story like this,’ she said. ‘And,’ she added, ‘isn’t it possible that after all these years, if somebody who knew something about the murders that they didn’t want to share at the time, perhaps because they were afraid, or overlooked, or because they didn’t know it was useful, might they not feel that now could be the time to tell?’


So here we are. It’s Time to Tell is my personal investigation into the murders of my best friends, and this is how the story began for me.


It was the summer holidays of 1996. The eighteenth of August was a Sunday. I spent the afternoon getting up to mischief with my friends Charlie Paige and Scott Ashby on and around the estate where we lived. Charlie, like me, was ten. Scott had just turned eleven. In the late afternoon, we were hanging around the estate’s play area. It was constructed from unwanted building materials that a local firm had donated and concreted into place. I remember a rusting climbing frame, a honeycomb arrangement of huge tyres laid on their sides, and rough-edged concrete tubes in different sizes that you could crawl through if the urge took you. None of it would pass a modern health and safety inspection.


I had gone out earlier that day in a brand new Atlanta Olympics T-shirt my uncle had sent me from the United States. It was my pride and joy. We didn’t have much money, so most of my clothes were hand-me-downs from cousins or neighbours’ kids, and a new item of clothing was something to show off. Mum told me that if I was going to wear it, I mustn’t play in the concrete tubes. But I rarely did what my mother told me to do, so I did play in the tubes – it was the best place to smoke the cigarette butts I used to nick from my dad’s ashtray. I remember how mesmerising the smoke looked as it curled around the rough inside of the cylinder. By the time Mum called us in for tea at five, my T-shirt was ripped and filthy.


Mum fed me and Charlie and Scott jam sandwiches and squash. We were jostling one another in the doorway, getting our shoes on, desperate to head out to play again, when she noticed the rip in my T-shirt. I tried to cover up the damage and slip away, but she caught me by the arm, pulled me back into the flat, and made me take the shirt off. She grounded me as a punishment, and for the rest of that night I had to stay in our sweltering flat with her.


Charlie and Scott went out without me, into the evening where the tower blocks were throwing long, deep shadows across the estate and the sun was a sinking ember behind them. That was the last time I saw my friends, because they didn’t come home that night or ever after. A rip in my T-shirt saved my life.


The following morning Charlie and Scott were found brutally bludgeoned beside a pile of rubbish on a bit of unkempt land behind the dog track. Scott was already dead. Charlie survived overnight, and lived for a few minutes after the police arrived – long enough to say just one word – but he died before the ambulance reached them.


The loss of my friends and my guilt that I survived is a darkness I’ve lived with since that night. I’m not the only one. Digging up the past for my research into this case has not been easy for me, or for some of the people I’ve been speaking to.


But – and this is a big but – if the reporter Owen Weston is correct and Sidney Noyce didn’t kill my friends, then somebody needs to ask questions about that. And if Noyce didn’t commit the murders, somebody must know who did. Charlie and Scott’s killer went home bloody that night and had to live with what he or she had done in the days and weeks afterwards. That kind of thing surely doesn’t go unnoticed. Maybe now, twenty years on, keeping a secret like that will have burnt enough of a hole in that person’s conscience that he or she will be ready to tell. Or perhaps circumstances have changed, and this person will feel able to speak up now without fear of reprisal. Loyalty is a slippery thing.


If that somebody is you and you are ready to talk, I am ready to listen, because those of us who were close to Charlie and Scott need to know what really happened. We need certainty and we need closure. It wasn’t just the lives of two families that were shattered by these murders, it wasn’t just their friends; it was an entire community, including Sidney Noyce and his family.


So if you’re out there and you know something, please – for the sake of all of us who are still remembering, and still struggling with the darkness – it’s time to tell.




Jess stops off at the supermarket on her way home from yoga. She heads directly to the bakery aisle and takes a few moments to select candles for Nick’s birthday cake. She opts for one fat one instead of forty-six spindly ones. The packaging promises it will burn and sparkle like a firework. Nick will love it. Beneath his serious, hardworking front beats the heart of a big kid. Not many people know that, but it’s one of the things Jess loves most about her husband. She believes Nick is a good man through and through.


Decision made, she cruises down the wine aisle and grabs a bottle of bubbly. She splurges on a brand Nick likes. At the end of the aisle, she spends a couple of minutes looking at magazines. Jess is a student of lifestyle. She selects her two favourite titles – one fashion, the other interiors – and puts both in her trolley. She will spend hours poring over them later. She and Nick don’t have lots of money, but there’s enough to make them and their home look nice if she budgets carefully.


Jess checks her watch and hums as she makes her way towards the checkout: plenty of time to get home and get everything ready for Nick’s return. She feels relaxed. It’s a good day.


She notices the newspaper headline when she’s waiting in the queue to pay. She snatches the local rag from the shelf above the conveyor belt and tries to read it, but she doesn’t have her reading glasses with her and the small print is a blur. The headline is not. It’s crystal clear.




LOCAL BOY CODY SWIFT RETURNS TO BRISTOL TO INVESTIGATE DOUBLE MURDER OF BEST FRIENDS





Head shots of the victims are printed below, side by side. They appear slightly out of focus to Jess, just as the small print does, but she doesn’t need her glasses to recall every detail of these faces as if she last saw them yesterday, because the boys in the photographs are her son, Charlie, and his best friend, Scott. They are the same pictures that were plastered across the front pages of the local and national papers in the weeks after their murders and during the trial, twenty years ago. They are bland school photographs and the boys have the flattened, startled expressions of the flash-lit. Both wear red school jumpers, and somebody, the school nurse perhaps, must have brushed their hair roughly and forced it into an unfamiliar parting seconds before the pictures were taken.


This is it, Jess thinks: game over. Over the past twenty years, she has learned to organise the different stages of her life into distinct strata: the lonely childhood full of foster families she can barely remember; then what she thinks of as the dirty years before and after Charlie was born; after that, the desolate ones following his murder, a time that brimmed with anger and self-destruction until she met endlessly kind and patient Nick, who coaxed her onto a path toward sanity; and now. Now is good and wholesome. It has been like this ever since she learned to trust Nick, and it has only got better since Erica was born. It has been so good, in fact, that it might be perfect if it wasn’t for Jess’s guilt about what happened all those years ago.


Jess’s hands begin to shake and the paper trembles. Cody Swift has lit a stick of dynamite that could blow everything in her life to smithereens. She knows already that his podcast could be a new and dark dawn in her life.


She ignores the man behind her who is nudging her trolley with his and asking if it belongs to her. She leaves the things she has carefully selected in the bottom of it and hands just the newspaper to the cashier. The cashier talks to Jess, but Jess doesn’t reply. She grabs the paper and her change and hurries back to her car.


When she gets home, Jess goes straight to the computer in the office she shares with Nick, scooping up her glasses on the way. She studies the newspaper article in detail and discovers there’s not much more information to be found online, only a short CV for Cody – it’s impressive, who knew he’d do that well for himself? – and a brief recap of the case. Of course, there’s not a single detail Jess is not already aware of. Her stomach plunges as she reads.


Jess gets up and crosses the hallway to her daughter’s room. Erica’s belongings are scattered on the floor, her bed is a rumpled mess, and there’s not an inch of surface space to be seen on her desk or dressing table. Her bulletin board is a lovingly curated montage of every good time Erica has ever had. Jess sits on Erica’s bed and picks up a pillow. She holds it tightly to her chest and the pressure releases the sweet smell of her daughter. Sunshine peeks through the shutter slats, casting lines of shadow across the room. Erica is my everything, she thinks. She and Nick are my whole world.


Jess doesn’t want Nick to find out about the podcast because he’ll go mad. He considers himself her protector. He knows about Charlie, because he has known Jess almost forever.


Nick and Jess met in the darkest times after Charlie’s murder. He literally picked her up off the street one night, about a year after Charlie’s death. She had fallen off the kerb, dead drunk. She had a black eye and a broken wrist. Nick didn’t care. He said he saw something in her, even in that moment, and he took her to hospital and stayed with her that night and afterwards, fighting tooth and nail first to persuade her to trust him enough to let him be part of her life. If it hadn’t been for Nick, she doesn’t know where she would be now. Dead, probably. Maybe. Either by her own hand or somebody else’s. She had sunk that low.


There is not just Nick to consider, but Erica, too. She doesn’t know about Charlie. Back in the late 1990s when the murders happened, the internet was too new to be a widely used news source. When the media lashed out at Jess at the time of the murders, and again later, when she was in the public eye, they did it in print. News one day, fish-and-chip paper the next. Jess has relied on this to hide her past from her daughter.


Years ago Jess flirted with telling Erica the truth, but when is a good time to tell your beloved daughter that her half-brother was murdered and that you were accused of negligence in the aftermath? Never. So Jess has kept her past packed away and clung to Nick’s mantra, which is that loving and raising Erica to a gold standard represents the chance for Jess to put things behind her and create something good.


Jess forces herself to stop remembering. The guilt her memories induce takes many forms, but it is consistently powerful enough to make her feel as if she has a mouthful of ashes. It can cause her to retch. It is complicated and exhausting. She glances at the clock on Erica’s bedside table. Pull yourself together, she thinks. She has two hours until Nick gets home. He’s been working away for a few weeks. His favourite stew has been simmering in the oven since this morning. They’ll have to do without the bottle of fizz she abandoned in the supermarket trolley. Never mind. She’s got some red wine they can share instead.


She takes herself downstairs and lays the table. She concentrates on the task to block Cody Swift and the article out of her mind. She has learned over the years how to anaesthetise her emotions with practical activity, especially with creating a home. She gets out the good silverware, linen napkins, napkin holders, best candlesticks and wine bottle holder. There is a vase of fresh flowers on the mantelpiece. She arranged them this morning. She loves flowers. Except for poppies. Never poppies. Not even red or white ones. In the days after Charlie’s murder, she visited the spot where his body was found. She saw the bank of orange poppies that marked the spot where he died and knew the brightness and vigour of their wafer-thin petals would haunt her for ever.


In the kitchen, she takes a chocolate mousse cake out of the fridge and decants it from the box it came in onto a glass plate with a gold rim. She remembers she also left the spectacular candle in the trolley at the supermarket and feels disappointed. Luckily, the patisserie she ordered the cake from has done some lovely writing on the top. It reads Happy Birthday, Nick, with all sorts of curlicues and fancy italics. It’ll have to do.


She puts the cake back in the fridge and thinks it’s a shame Erica isn’t able to be with them on Nick’s birthday, but the plan is to celebrate again on the night she returns from her school trip. They’ll have a special meal out. Even though it’s Nick’s birthday celebration, he let Erica choose the restaurant, so it’s going to be nachos and mocktails all the way – the more straws, umbrellas and colours in the drinks, the better.


Upstairs, Jess dithers over her outfit. She wants to look right. Like her guilt, this impulse to please has travelled with her for the past twenty years. She lays out a simple, pretty shift dress and a pair of silver ballet flats. She showers and expertly puts together her hair and make-up at her dressing table. A fresh look is what she’s after.


New underwear goes on: matching and silky. If Erica’s not home, Nick sometimes wants to get cosy almost as soon as he’s stepped in the door. Jess doesn’t mind because it probably means he’s kept it in his pants while he’s been on set; she understands the temptations of that world better than most. She also doesn’t mind because she has missed him sorely while he’s been away. In Jess’s world, you can be both a pragmatist and a romantic.


She jumps when she hears the double hoot of Nick’s car horn. He’s early. Her shoes clatter as she trots down the stairs. She opens the front door and stands framed in the doorway, offering him a side view of the slender curves she works hard to maintain. She places one foot in front of the other and hikes her chin up. ‘Hello, darling,’ she says.


‘You’re a sight for sore eyes.’ He always says that; bless him.


He gets his duffel off the back seat of the car. He looks tired. He’s been away all week: fourteen-hour days minimum. It’s the way it is on set. He’s a first assistant director. They work like beasts. He hugs her and plants a kiss on her lips, but no wandering hands this time.


‘I filled up on the M32,’ he says. It’s a petrol station that’s only a couple of miles away, and she thinks, Oh, crap, because she suspects she knows where this is going.


‘Have you seen this?’ He gets the local newspaper off the passenger seat and holds it up to show her the article about Cody, the podcast and the murders.


‘I’m not going to talk to Cody Swift. He’s not getting a single word out of me.’ She says it tough as old leather, like she would if she was playing a mob wife, and Nick nods, but a sob escapes her. ‘Charlie,’ she says. Spoken aloud, there’s no other word that can make her feel as raw as this one. She loses herself in Nick’s chest and arms. She feels heat, a heartbeat, and takes comfort from the firm pressure of his embrace.


Later, she pulls herself together and he tells her more than once how much he loves his birthday meal. She holds his hand across the table and keeps her real feelings behind her smile as she proposes a toast: ‘Happy birthday, darling. Here’s to being another year younger!’




The sign on the door says WET LAB. Fletcher didn’t have to come here in person, but he likes to see things for himself. Back in the day, it was a tactic that helped fast-track him up the ranks.


Dr Mary Hayward, senior forensic pathologist, is waiting for Fletcher in the lab. Her red hair is on the turn to grey, but her clear green eyes pack a punch that Fletcher feels somewhere in his stomach, just like he did the first day he met her. She wears pearl earrings and red lipstick, and her eyes are rimmed lightly in black. She appears to have grown even more groomed, glossy and successful over the years, while Fletcher feels as if he has been incrementally fraying at the seams.


‘Mary,’ he says.


‘John.’ They shake hands and her cheeks dimple as she smiles.


‘Amazingly, we’ve got a full set of bones,’ she says. ‘Shall we?’


She pulls on a pair of plastic gloves and they move to a table where the bones found in the car park have been laid out on a thin foam sheet. The bones have been cleaned and reassembled into a two-dimensional skeleton. At the head of the table the skull rests upright, supported by a white ring that reminds Fletcher of a vicar’s dog collar. Mary picks the skull up carefully. Fletcher’s always liked that about her: the way she has respect for the dead.


‘There’s obvious trauma to the skull,’ she says.


This confirms what Fletcher thought he noticed in the car park. She swivels the skull so he can get a close view. The front looks to have been caved in with a single deep blow. The bone surrounding the fissure is riddled with hairline cracks as if it were no more robust than wall plaster.


‘Somebody took a good swing at him,’ Fletcher says.


‘It’s consistent with a blow from the spanner that was found with him.’


‘Anything else?’ To Fletcher, most of the bones on the table look like old brown sticks, but he knows Mary will have found clues to the identity and lifestyle of this person in every piece.


She talks him through it. ‘He’s male. Approximately forty to fifty years old at time of death and approximately six feet tall. Large frame. Caucasian. Historical fracture to his tibia and collarbone, probably sustained in childhood.’


‘Do you know when he died?’


‘We’re working on it.’


‘It’ll be before 1997,’ Fletcher says. ‘The car park he was found under was dug up and re-laid then.’


‘So I gather. We also have some scraps of clothing and footwear remnants. They’ll help.’


‘At a guess?’


‘You know I don’t guess.’


He nods. He knows. Mary places the skull back onto its foam ring. ‘There is one thing you might like,’ she says. She hands him a small object in an evidence bag. Fletcher holds it up to the window. The object glints dully through the plastic.


‘A signet ring,’ he says. ‘What’s engraved on it?’


‘Initials,’ she says. ‘And a four-leaf clover.’


‘A four-leaf clover?’


‘Looks like it.’


They both allow themselves to smirk. They share a love of gallows humour.


‘Not so lucky, then,’ Fletcher says. One of them had to.


‘The initials are PD,’ Mary says. ‘Obviously, we’ll run his DNA, but they might help you get you an ID sooner.’


Fletcher feels hopeful. He’ll input details of the ring into the missing persons database when he gets back to the office and see if it throws up a link to anybody.


Mary strips off her gloves and bins them. ‘I heard about Jane,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry.’


The comment takes Fletcher by surprise because he likes to keep his private life private, and it pains him to think that the recent breakdown of his marriage might have become the subject of gossip. He manages a response. ‘Happens to the best of us.’


His reply acknowledges that he knows Mary’s marriage has also ended. Fletcher could say more, and knows he probably should, but he’s reached his limit on personal talk, so he changes the subject.


‘Do you remember the boys who were murdered by the dog track?’


Mary nods. ‘Difficult to forget that one.’


‘We found this guy a hop and a skip from there.’


She raises an eyebrow. They both know better than to read anything into the coincidence, yet also realise that it should be kept in mind.


‘And weirdly, something else happened related to that case …’


Lately, Fletcher has developed a habit of giving up on what he’s saying in the middle of a sentence. It’s usually because something has occurred to him. Mary prompts him. ‘Enlighten me.’


‘I had a phone call at the end of last week from a man who said he was called Cody Swift.’


The name is a challenge to her powers of recollection, but Fletcher knows Mary has a superb memory for detail, and sure enough, it takes her only a moment to place the name.


‘He was the best friend of the victims.’


‘Exactly.’


‘What did he want?’


‘He’s come back to Bristol to do an investigation of his own into the case.’


‘An investigation of his own?’


Fletcher shrugs.


‘What did he want from you?’ Mary asks.


‘Cooperation. Information.’


‘But you can’t share anything.’


‘I told him that. And I told him what he’s doing is going to upset a lot of people. With consequences, potentially.’


‘Why’s he doing it? Why now?’


‘He wants closure.’ Fletcher understands that a longing for closure can become a noose that cannot easily be lifted from the necks of the victims’ families.


She exhales audibly. ‘Closure. Wow. Good luck to him. But I think it’s a Pandora’s box. He’s crazy.’


‘He says he’s going to speak to Howard Smail.’


‘Smail won’t talk.’


‘That’s what I told him, but Swift said he’d already approached him and got an encouraging response.’


‘Do you believe him?’


‘No.’


‘Me neither.’


‘But never say never.’


Mary pauses before she says, ‘Well, shit.’


Fletcher doesn’t think he’s heard Mary swear before, but if ever there was a reason to, it’s the possibility that disgraced ex-Detective Superintendent Howard Smail might be spilling the beans in public about this case. Mary is still shaking her head in disbelief as they move out of the lab and into her office next door. ‘Coffee?’ she asks.


Fletcher accepts because he always does, though when she turns her back on him to prepare it, he grimaces in anticipation of the fact that she won’t add sugar. He didn’t have the courage to ask for it when he first met her, twenty years ago, and now it’s way too late to correct that mistake.


‘Get Detective Inspector Fletcher a coffee, will you, Mary,’ the senior forensic pathologist says. She glowers at him and Fletcher badly wants to say, ‘No, it’s okay, I’m fine, I’ve changed my mind,’ but the truth is, he’s asked for a coffee to delay having to enter the room where the post-mortems are conducted. He’s witnessed post-mortems before, but this time it’s different because the child died in his own arms.


‘Are you asking me because I’m a woman?’ Mary replies. She’s already partway into getting gowned up. Lab technicians are moving purposefully around the room behind them. Through the windows set into the door, Fletcher can see one of them preparing equipment and the other rolling a gurney over to the bank of numbered refrigerators to retrieve the second body. The first lies under a shroud on one of the tables.


‘I’m asking you because you’re the most junior person in the room,’ the senior pathologist tells her. He’s devoid of charm and humour and known to be a misogynist. Mary Hayward’s got her work cut out with him as her boss, Fletcher thinks.


She exudes a quiet fury as she marches down the corridor to a room where a hot water tap dispenses scorching steam into a mug. When it’s full, she dumps two scoops of instant coffee and a teaspoon into it and hands it to him ungraciously. She watches as he blows the liquid cautiously and takes a sip because he feels obliged to show gratitude. It scalds his mouth. He wants to ask her if there’s any sugar, but he doesn’t dare.


‘Drink up,’ she says. ‘We’re about to start. Excuse me, please.’


He shuffles aside and follows her out of the kitchenette and down the corridor. ‘Sorry,’ he says as he struggles to keep pace with her. ‘I could have got this myself.’


‘Well, why would you do that when there’s somebody in a skirt to do it for you? I’ll see you in there.’


He is about to follow her through a set of doors that lead back toward the post-mortem room when she points to a sign on the wall that says NO HOT DRINKS. He looks around for somewhere to dump the coffee. A potted plant that seems as if it’s already leading a dismal life does the trick. He empties the liquid out and lodges the mug into the steaming soil before following her through the double doors.


The mood’s grim inside. Sometimes there’s a bit of banter between the pathologists, their assistants and the technicians, but not today. The bodies of the two murdered boys are laid out on tables set at right angles to each other. Nobody’s expecting any other result than confirmation that the boys died of the brutal beating they received.


Fletcher volunteered to be here because he wants to be part of every stage of the boys’ journey until whoever did this is brought to justice. The sight of the bodies on the tables stokes the fire that their discovery lit in him yesterday. He’s only a year out of Bramshill – the police training college – and already a detective inspector. He didn’t earn a fast-track promotion by sitting around scratching his arse. He’s known to get results. He doesn’t know the meaning of working hours. He lives the job.


It feels crowded in the room. It helps him cope. The pathologists and their assistants move methodically around the bodies as they work in a well-rehearsed choreography. They periodically obscure the boys’ bodies from Fletcher’s view. He’s able to breathe relatively normally only when that happens. Otherwise, he’s mostly holding his breath.


He experiences the post-mortems as a collection of unpleasant sensations: the rasp of the pathologist’s scissors as they cut through skin and the more businesslike sound of the clippers they use to tackle the small rib cages; metal trays and implements clashing and water gushing. There’s blood. One of the taps squeaks as it’s turned on and off. The pathologists record their findings verbally in an incantation of technical jargon that partly alleviates the violence of the examinations, but not enough. Fletcher can’t keep his eyes fixed on anything that’s happening on the tables. He tries to because he doesn’t want to lose face, but his gaze flutters away and settles anywhere else: the drainage channels set into the floor, the stained grouting, the pale white shins of Dr Mary Howard, reluctant maker of coffee, who’s assisting at the table where they’re working on the boy Fletcher now knows is called Charlie Paige. The boy who died in Fletcher’s arms.


By the time the pathologist working on Charlie confirms that from an initial inspection the child does appear to have died as a result of his head injuries, Fletcher’s on the point of having to bolt, wondering if the potted plant on the other side of the door will accommodate the contents of his stomach as well as his coffee. He is pathetically grateful when a lab administrator beckons him out of the room.


In the corridor a man leans against the wall. He’s tall, sinewy and dapper. Fletcher draws in breath sharply and hopes the intense nausea he’s been feeling doesn’t show on his face. He respects this man.


Detective Superintendent Howard Smail is talking on a mobile phone. They haven’t been issued at Fletcher’s rank, but the top dogs have them. Smail finishes the call promptly when he sees Fletcher and says, ‘Take a walk with me.’


They step outside. It’s only 6:30 a.m. The boys’ autopsies have been fitted in before the scheduled ones. The hot weather broke overnight. Thunder and rain rattled the city during the dark hours, and although the storm has moved on, the air still feels heavy and oppressive. Since Fletcher’s been in the autopsy room, a thin band of light has broken the night’s darkness beyond the hospital car park, but it is feebly pale and only just bright enough to describe the turbulent clouds overhead. Fletcher watches Smail carefully, wondering what he wants. It’s unusual for somebody of his seniority to attend an autopsy.


‘Brutal in there?’ Smail asks. His crisp features are tempered by a profusion of deeply pitted acne scars spread across both cheeks.


Fletcher nods.


‘I’ll be working this case as senior investigating officer,’ Smail says.


Fletcher is not surprised. This is going to be a high-profile case: a Category A murder investigation, the most serious kind. He figures he’s about to be sent on his way, but Smail says, ‘I’d like you to join me on the case as my deputy. I’ve heard very good things about your work.’


Fletcher tries not to let his surprise show. There are officers with years more of service who you would have put your money on to get the role. His nausea and fatigue vanish instantly, replaced by a feeling of triumph.


‘Thank you, sir. I’m delighted to have the opportunity. It goes without saying that I’ll do my very best. Thank you.’ I’ve arrived, he thinks. A drop of rain hits the concrete pathway they’re standing on.


‘The murder of a child is the hardest sort of case,’ Smail tells him, as if Fletcher didn’t already know it, as if that child hadn’t died in his arms.


‘I understand, sir,’ he says.


‘When a kid gets murdered, it’s never just about one life. It’s about everybody. It hits people at their core. It makes every aspect of life feel unsafe. Until I catch who did this, it’s going to feel as if the bogeyman has moved in with every family on that estate, and probably in the rest of this city, too.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘My investigation will not stop until we find who did this. It will be meticulous; we will leave no stone unturned. All my men are going to live this until we solve it.’ Smail has intense blue eyes. Fletcher feels as if he’s being pinned against a wall by the other man’s gaze.


‘Yes, sir!’ he agrees, though it bothers him that Smail is referring to the case as my investigation and referring to the team as my men. Most officers use the terms we and us, Fletcher included.


‘Get back to the station and do what you have to do so you can make an immediate start on this. I’ll speak to the pathologist and join you there. I’ll be working on selecting the rest of my team.’


‘What about DC Fryer?’


‘Danny Fryer?’


‘He was with me when we found the bodies. He’s a good detective, sir.’


‘If you say so, that’s enough for me, but everybody on my team must pull their weight. No exceptions.’


‘Understood. Thank you, sir.’


After they part, Fletcher feels good about getting Danny on the team. He’s always looked out for Danny Fryer. They’ve been friends since school. They have a strong bond. Fletcher plans to have a word with Danny as soon as he gets to the office. He’ll warn Danny that Smail seems to be a stickler and tell him now is the time to put his best foot forward.


Fletcher finds his car and begins the drive to Southmead Police Station, where the Criminal Investigations Department is based on a small campus of red brick buildings that are no longer fit for purpose. As he cuts into the city traffic, still light because of the early hour, his hands tighten around the steering wheel. For the first time in his professional life, he has landed in the arena where the big boys fight, and if he knows one thing, it’s that he’s ready to prove himself.




IT’S TIME TO TELL


EPISODE 2 – HOME, BUT NOT HOME
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‘Good morning. It’s seven o’clock on Monday, 19 August. The headlines. Police were called last night to the Glenfrome Estate in Eastville, where two boys, ten-year-old Charlie Paige and eleven-year-old Scott Ashby, have gone missing. The boys were last seen at around eight p.m. walking down Primrose Lane on the estate. Police and residents have been searching through the night to find them. Our reporter, Joshua Ankers, is at the scene.’


‘Good morning. The Glenfrome Estate has had its share of troubles over the years as residents and local police have not always seen eye to eye, but this morning, scenes here tell a story of co-operation. Residents and police have been working together throughout the night to search for missing boys Charlie Paige and Scott Ashby, who we believe were last seen walking down this lane at around eight p.m. yesterday evening. Police are issuing an urgent appeal to the public for anybody who might have seen the boys or know of their whereabouts, to come forward.’





My name is Cody Swift. I’m a filmmaker and your host of It’s Time to Tell, a Dishlicker Podcast Production. What you just heard was a clip from the BBC’s local news service on the morning of Monday, 19 August, around seven and a half hours after my friends Charlie and Scott were reported missing.


I have a question for you: what does going home mean to you? And by that, I don’t mean the home you’ve built for yourself or found yourself in since you’ve become an adult. I mean your childhood home. Was it a refuge? A sweet, safe place where you felt loved? Or was it a place of uncertainty or even fear? Whichever it was, there are doubtless a whole host of complicated memories you have to deal with whenever you return.


I’m standing in front of a small bungalow in a suburban area of Bristol I’m not very familiar with. Most of the properties on this street are occupied by elderly people. It’s where you might choose to spend your twilight years if you want a manageable property, a driveway to wash your car on, and a patch of lawn to tend. It’s peaceful. Under my feet is a green mat swarming with plastic tendrils. It has the word Welcome picked out on it in white. As I wait for the door to be answered, I’m being watched by three small ceramic garden gnomes painted in garish colours. They’re pretty creepy.


After I went away to college, my parents moved here from the Glenfrome Estate, the place I was born in and grew up in, and where the murders happened. This compact, tidy space is my family home now, even though I’ve never lived here. Even so, whenever I visit, my parents and all of their familiar belongings exert a strange bittersweet pull on me, tugging me back to the past. I’m home, but not home.




‘Come on in, my love. Tea? Coffee? Down, Muffy!’





That’s my mum talking and it’s Muffy you can hear barking.


Muffy is a little white fluffy dog that is about as big as my shoe. She doesn’t like me. Mum settles the dog and makes tea. We sit by a window through which we have a view of an immaculate back garden. There’s a many-tiered fountain constructed out of shiny bowls and smooth pebbles, and flowerbeds packed with shrubs and bulbs. The plot is enclosed by a shoulder-height wooden fence, and the neighbours’ properties are close by.


My dad, Ted, had a stroke a few years back and my mum is his full-time carer. He’s sitting with us, but he struggles to move and talk.


I start by asking Mum why they moved away from the estate, to live here, ten years ago.
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