

[image: cover]








[image: ]
















A Patient Fury


SARAH WARD







[image: alt]



















For my brothers, Adrian and Ed



















Part One


The Wrong



















1





In Derbyshire there’s a tale that if you want to conjure up the devil then you need to take a trip to an ancient village sheltered in the brow of one of the dark peaks. There, in the churchyard, lies an empty stone coffin. A classic example of an early medieval sarcophagus, say the history books, but generations of children have been reared on a bedtime story that remains in their souls until their own turn to occupy a place amongst the dead. You take a walk around the bare tomb three times, then climb inside and lie still with your eyes closed. Your reward, if you’ve been very bad, will be the sound of the rattling chains of Old Nick.


But children also instinctively know that the devil comes in many forms and pretences. It arrived this evening, in disguise, out of the shadows where they’d been waiting with a patient fury. The still night belied a wind that was making its way across the rough Irish Sea towards that middle England town. There would be no Shakespearean weather backdrop to this night’s tragedy, though. The tempest would come in its own time.


The figure looked down on the sleeping form of the small child. Charlie had spent a fractious evening crying because of a lost Spiderman figure that he’d buried in a forgotten location in the garden. The genuine sobs had become crocodile tears and, in desperation, he’d been given a small cup of sweet hot chocolate and carried to bed still dry-heaving at the perceived injustice of the world.


Charlie’s father was the first to die. He’d been fearful of recent heart flutters and had made several trips to see his cardiologist that spring. He had the heart of an ox, the specialist informed him, a metaphor that had made the evening glass of cognac all the more enjoyable. The cardiologist had failed to appreciate that even the heart of a beast of burden cannot outlive the ministration of a claw hammer. It continued to beat for a few seconds after the first blow but then stilled, now unconscious of the sustained ferocity of the continuing attack.


The noise in the adjacent bedroom failed to waken the exhausted Charlie, who slept on, his breath whistling softly as he slumbered. The figure also felt the pull of exhaustion but there was the second part of the three-act tragedy to complete. Padding across the thick-pile carpet in the hallway, the figure reached the sleeping child, paused for a moment and then raised the hammer.
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Detective Inspector Francis Sadler woke with a start as the phone on his bedside table shrilled across the night silence. His first instinct was to check he wasn’t dreaming. Twice in the last week he’d woken abruptly, positive his landline was carrying an urgent summons. The dreams had been so vivid, his subconscious had replicated exactly the pitch of his home phone’s ring. Both times there had in reality been no call, just a reminder of the primeval fear that news of a matter of life or death could be delivered by that worst of instruments, the telephone. It left him unnerved, the sound so clear in his head, but this third time it was no dream. His phone was ringing in the night. Sadler switched on the bedside lamp and scrabbled for the handset.


‘Sorry to disturb you, sir.’ The voice of the duty CID officer was subdued. ‘There’s a fire out at one of the detached houses on Cross Farm Lane. The response car has called in to inform us of the likelihood of fatalities.’ The voice hesitated.


Sadler raised himself up to check the time on his alarm clock. Four thirty in the morning. ‘Is there something else?’


‘The fire officer in charge has indicated the blaze is of doubtful origin. Those were his words, sir. But our guys on the scene say he’s also, well . . .’


‘What?’ Sadler was now out of bed and pulling on a pair of trousers, the phone cradled in his neck.


‘He’s saying CID needs to come down as soon as possible. I was going to go. They’re still putting out the fire but, given that there are fatalities, I’m calling you. There needs to be a senior investigating officer present.’


‘You’ve no other information?’


‘According to the constable I spoke to, the Chief is pretty agitated. That’s all I can tell you.’


‘Right.’ Sadler headed towards the bathroom. The glass of wine he’d drunk with his evening meal had long ago left his bloodstream but his mouth still had a sour, metallic taste. ‘I’m on my way. What’s the address?’


‘The house is called Whitegates. It’s number 42 Cross Farm Lane. Do you want me to call anyone else?’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll telephone Connie, DC Childs, myself. Leave it with me.’


Sadler clicked off the call and, after brushing his teeth, rang his colleague who answered immediately, her greeting hoarse. ‘Hello?’


‘It’s Sadler. I’m sorry for waking you.’


Connie gave a deep cough down the line. ‘You haven’t . . . I couldn’t sleep. I mean I must I have slept for a bit and then woken up. Can you hold on a sec?’ In the background, Sadler could hear more coughing and then the sound of a tap being turned on. When she came back on the line, her voice was clearer. ‘Are you still there? Has something happened?’


‘There’s a suspicious fire with fatalities and I want to get there as soon as possible. Are you okay to come with me?’


Connie’s reply was tinged with irritation. ‘Of course I am. I just need to get dressed.’


‘Is ten minutes enough?’


‘Umm, sure. I’ll be on the street waiting for you.’


Sadler wondered if he should have called a different DC to assist him. After six months’ sick leave, Connie had only recently returned to the team, subdued and refusing to attend any social occasions, not even the one to celebrate the birth of DS Palmer’s son. Sadler had opted for a wait-and-see approach but, as he contemplated her insomnia, he wondered if they needed to have a more substantial discussion about her health.


The night was mild. They’d had a week of blazing weather, shocking the tourists who’d arrived for their holidays with raincoats and a list of attractions suitable for inclement days. The cloudless sky revealed a panoply of stars and the waxing moon meant Sadler could reach his car parked by the canal without resorting to the torch he kept by his front door. He turned back towards the row of terraces where he lived and saw a light leaking from one of the upstairs windows of his neighbour, Clive. Clearly wakefulness was rife this night.


Connie, as promised, was waiting by the entrance to her apartment block, a converted warehouse further along the same stretch of canal where Sadler lived. Despite the mild night, she was wearing a black trench coat belted over her thin frame. She was smoking a cigarette, the vaporiser she’d been using last year consigned to the bin. She threw the half-finished stub down the drain and climbed into his car.


‘Are you all right?’


‘I’m not particularly looking forward to this,’ she said, her voice subdued. ‘I don’t like house fires.’


‘I don’t think anyone does.’


‘You know what I mean. The ferocity is unbelievable and we have to just watch and wait until everything is made safe. It’s frustrating.’


Sadler caught a glimpse of her tired face. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’


She kept her face turned away from him. ‘Of course. Why?’


‘It’s nearly five in the morning—’


‘I told you, I was already awake. Is it far?’


‘About ten minutes’ drive, but brace yourself for a lot of hanging about as they’re calling us in early. The watch commander apparently isn’t very happy.’


‘When are they? Do you have any more info? Arson?’


‘I don’t know.’


She gave a deep sigh.


‘Doubtful origin, that’s the message I got,’ said Sadler, ‘which probably means arson.’


‘And fatalities, you said?’


‘Yes. Although there seems to be something else.’


Connie turned to him now. ‘Like what?’


Sadler put his foot hard on the accelerator. ‘I don’t know. We’ll find out when we get there.’


Cross Farm Lane was an arterial road leading out of the west of Bampton towards the hills of Manchester in the far distance. It was a long single carriageway lined with large detached houses that showed the expansion of the town over the twentieth century. Nearest to the centre were twenties and thirties properties with white rendered exteriors and rounded windows decorated with small panes of glass. Next came commuter houses from the fifties, their red bricks out of place in the Derbyshire countryside. Finally, as the town petered out, a hotchpotch of sixties and seventies executive homes, closed off and secretive behind tall hedges. After that, nothing, the town planners finally cottoning on that unless they called a halt to development, Bampton would merge into nearby Buxton. Sadler’s architect father had designed one of the houses; a huge modern building, all angles and glass, that he’d been inordinately proud of. Sadler mentally clocked the building as they passed, decelerating quickly as they approached a police car with flashing lights parked behind traffic cones blocking the road. One of the constables came over to speak to them but, recognising Sadler, moved a cone to one side.


‘You can only go as far as the fire engines, sir. It looks like it’s going to be a while. The house is a furnace.’


‘Do you know what’s happened?’


The constable inclined his head. ‘I think the watch commander wants to speak to you.’


Sadler drove slowly towards the yellow lights of the pumps. Despite the closed windows a smell of burning now permeated the car. Not the soothing wood smoke of countless winter fires but something much darker. A wretched, astringent smell.


Connie pointed towards an orange glow, only just visible in the middle of the thick smoke. ‘It looks bad.’ They sat in silence for a moment watching one of the firefighters, impossibly high in the air on extended ladders and holding a pump from which a large arc of foam poured onto the glowing blaze.


‘The rest of them must be inside tackling the flames,’ said Sadler. ‘It’s the quickest way to extinguish a house fire, apparently. Get inside the building.’ It wasn’t a job he’d fancy himself and glancing across at Connie it looked like she concurred.


‘Shall we?’


Connie nodded and, as she opened the car door, made a face. The smell was far worse in the still night air, a cocktail of sickening aromas assailing them. They approached the nearest firefighter, who nodded when she saw their ID. ‘It’s Alan you want,’ she said and spoke softly into a walkie-talkie.


The wait was short. A large man with a white helmet, identifying him as in charge, hurried towards them, his face grim. ‘I’m glad you’re here.’


‘Have you been here long?’ asked Sadler.


‘The call was received about an hour ago from one of the neighbours. According to her, there’s a family of three who lives there. Mother, father and a small child. I’m getting varying accounts of his age. Around four or five years old, according to the neighbours. I’ve got personnel inside the house now working on the blaze. There are definitely bodies inside.’


‘You think it’s arson?’ asked Connie.


The man wiped his face. ‘The guys inside are saying the fire’s unusually resilient. That usually means an accelerant of some sort, probably petrol. We’ll confirm it when the specialist team comes in. But for the moment I can definitely tell you the fire is suspicious.’


‘So you think no one’s managed to leave the building.’ Sadler looked up again at the arc of foam. ‘How long do you think before we can get a fuller assessment?’


‘At least mid-morning. I’ll issue the stop message as soon as I can.’ He saw the confusion on Connie’s face. ‘When I confirm we don’t need any more help and we can pull out.’


‘But you think that the occupants, the family I mean, are likely to have perished in the fire?’ asked Connie.


The man hesitated. ‘Perished, certainly.’


‘But not in the fire?’ Connie’s face was puzzled.


‘I think you need to look at this yourselves. This is a new one on me. None of the crew like it either.’


Connie frowned. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘You can see better from over here. We had to evacuate the neighbouring houses as a precautionary measure anyway, but I extended the cordon so the people opposite had to go somewhere else for the night. I didn’t want them to see what we could. Come this way.’


Sadler resisted the temptation to put his arm over his nose and followed Connie and the fire officer, keeping his head down. They weaved between the engines towards one of the houses opposite the burning building and the uniformed man led them onto the front lawn.


The stink of the smoke was stronger now but clearly this man hadn’t been spooked by the strong acrid smell. Something else was evident. Connie was the first to spot what it was.


‘Jesus.’ Her thin face was shocked as she looked towards the house. Sadler turned around and followed her gaze. It was a large brick house with four oblong windows at the front, the sort of home a child might have drawn. From the upstairs right windows, orange fire was pouring out in pumping gusts towards the roof where black smoke gathered. In the middle of the house was an arched latticed window, tall and narrow, illuminating what must have been the landing. The individual panes had shattered and smoke rose in the background. But Sadler was no longer taking any notice of the fire. For dangling behind the ruined glass was the outline of a body slowly revolving in a sickening dance. As they watched, the face turned towards them.


Sadler felt the bile rise in his throat and, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Connie vomit on the grass.
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Julia Winson lay in the darkness enjoying the weight of the night on her. Outside, the milk van, a remnant of a bygone age but still stubbornly held on to by Bampton residents, whirred down the street. From the basket underneath her bed, Julia could hear Bosco snoring slightly, another reassuring sound in the lightening day. Her natural body clock always woke her at this time but she allowed herself the luxury of another hour to get used to the new morning. She resisted the temptation to reach for her tablet and check the day’s news online. Instead she focused her thoughts on the wall opposite and prepared herself for the day coming.


Bosco stopped snoring and lifted his head, alert. He whined at Julia, who leant over the edge of the bed to pat his head. Bosco twisted away and began to growl.


‘What is it, boy?’


She watched as her barrel-bodied dog sprang from his basket with surprising agility and rushed towards the window. He jumped onto a chair, put his two front paws on the sill and poked his head through the curtains.


‘Bosco?’


Julia got up and went to the window, peering out into the night. Dawn was breaking; it must be around five-ish but gloom still cloaked the street and the lamps had not yet been extinguished. She craned her neck until her forehead touched the glass, straining to see what had disturbed her dog. The street appeared asleep.


A fox, she thought and padded back to bed, but Bosco wouldn’t follow her, remaining at his window vigil.


‘Leave it, boy. Come over here.’ In vain, Julia patted her bedspread as her dog raised his head and let out a howl of displeasure.


Bloody hell. The elderly couple to her right would still be fast asleep. She had trouble making herself understood when she was chatting to them in the street so they would hardly hear Bosco’s baying through the thick terrace walls. It was the new neighbour she was less sure of. Recalling his closed face when she’d introduced herself, Julia got out of bed and yanked the dog by his collar away from the window.


‘Do you want some food?’


She opened her bedroom door and Bosco shot past her, feet clattering as he made his way down the wooden stairs. He pawed angrily at the front door and Julia stopped midway down the flight, frowning. Bosco was used to going out the back door to stretch his legs and do his business. The front door was used only when they went for a walk in the early evenings. She moved into the living room and looked out of the front window. From the corner of her eye she saw a shadow move.


Shit. Heart thumping, she considered opening the front door and letting Bosco have a pop at whoever he or she was but doing so would put herself at risk too. Instead she switched on her hall light and that of her dining room, hoping it would illuminate whoever was hiding in the dark outside. She went back into the lounge and peered out of the window of the still dark room but could see no one.


‘Bosco,’ she whispered. ‘Stay with me.’


Her dog brushed against her legs, breathing hard. Slowly Julia turned each of the lights off and peered once more into the darkness but could see nothing. She could swear someone was still outside. The absence of absence, she thought. She stayed still for a moment then moved to the front door and checked the lock. She retreated to the kitchen, switched on the kettle and settled down to wait for dawn.
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‘Murder-suicide then.’


Connie was subdued and looked embarrassed at being sick. Sadler wondered if it was too early to call DS Damian Palmer or whether his young baby meant he was already awake. He looked at his watch. Ten past six. Surely his sergeant would be up by now. ‘The fire crew can’t yet say how many bodies there are inside. There’s the person we saw hanging from the window and they’ve found another adult in the back bedroom. Neighbours have told the crew they think the child slept at the front of the property. There was a child’s aeroplane dangling in the window.’


‘At the front of the house? That’s an odd place to put a child. In a room looking out onto a busy main road.’


He turned to her. ‘Is that important? Perhaps it’s the smallest bedroom and if they’ve got good glazing he might not hear the road anyway.’


He expected her to look sulky. Connie never liked anyone to disagree with her but clearly nausea was battling for ascendency. She put a tissue to her nose and blew. ‘If the fire crew can’t see the child, he might not be inside.’


Sadler shrank from the note of hope in her voice. ‘It looks like the front bedroom floor has collapsed into the room below. I think he said it was the dining room underneath. Assuming the child was in his bedroom, it might be a while before he’s discovered.’


‘What about the possibility of an external presence in the house?’


Sadler felt the weary nights of disturbed sleep catching up with him. ‘The front and rear doors were locked. The rear one had deadbolts fastened. The patio doors in the kitchen were locked. The front door was also locked and chained.’


‘Well, that’s that then.’


‘I really don’t think it will be, do you?’


‘What I mean is, we’re not immediately looking for someone else to account for the fire.’


‘Not immediately,’ he agreed.


‘Where do you want me to start?’


Sadler looked at his watch. ‘It’s a bit early for door-to-doors, although I’m sure all the neighbours are awake and on the street. We need to start with whoever first reported the fire. Do we have that information?’


Connie shook her head.


Sadler looked in his rear view mirror. In the pale light he could see a woman in a lemon dressing gown with its hood pulled up over her head. She was watching the proceedings intently.


‘Stay here for a second.’


‘No. I’ll come with you.’ Connie opened the car door, gagged again and clutched her stomach.


‘Get back in the car. I’m just going to have a chat with the neighbour. You don’t need to be there.’


Connie opened her mouth to protest and then paled. She clapped her hand over her mouth as she hurriedly slid back into her seat.


The woman in the dressing gown made to move away as he went up to her but stopped when he held out his ID.


‘Do you know the family in the house?’ Thank God, he thought, from this position you can’t see what we’ve just had to endure.


The woman nodded. ‘There’s a couple with a little boy.’


‘You know them well?’


The woman pulled her dressing gown tighter around her, more for comfort than warmth. ‘Not very well. I mean, that’s the trouble with living on a main road. You don’t get to know your neighbours at all, really. Are they okay?’


‘We’re not sure yet. We’re waiting for the fire to be extinguished.’


She looked at him with large eyes. ‘I don’t see them on the street.’


‘You know them well enough to recognise them?’


‘Yes, just not to talk to. Peter and Francesca are the parents. He’s much older than her. When I first moved in, I saw him wheeling the pushchair along the pavement and I thought he was the child’s granddad. I stopped to talk to the little boy and nearly said something along the lines of “out with your grandpa?”. It’s just as well I didn’t because I later found out he was the child’s father.’


‘So his wife was much younger than him?’ The question sounded prurient, like a gossipy remark about a newly arrived family. It must have been the sight of the body that had made him so squeamish. The woman answered readily.


‘A lot younger. At least thirty years, I’d say. She was young enough to be his daughter.’


‘Did you ever speak to her?’


‘Only the once. She came around about a year ago when there’d been a burglary five houses down. She was thinking of getting a neighbourhood watch or something like that together. She was really agitated that someone might get inside her home. I mean, none of us like to be burgled but you can’t live in fear of it, can you?’


‘You think she was worried about a specific threat?’


‘I don’t think so. Why? Do you think the fire was started deliberately?’


‘I don’t know.’ At least, thought Sadler, I can tell her that much. ‘What was Francesca like?’


‘All right. Her English wasn’t brilliant. I think she was Italian. She sounded a bit panicked and I told her Bampton was pretty safe. I invited her in but she preferred to stay on the doorstep. She was friendly enough but didn’t want to stop and chat.’


‘A burglary?’


‘They’d left the front windows open and the robber just shinned up the drainpipe. The police said it was an opportunistic act. I don’t think anyone was interested in a neighbourhood watch scheme. We’ve all got burglar alarms and most of us put them on at night even when we’re home for extra security.’


‘You live next door?’


‘Next door but one. Barbara and Ian are between us but they’re away. I’m wondering if I should call them. You don’t think the fire will spread to their house, do you?’


‘It looks pretty contained to me. I’d wait.’


The woman nodded. ‘That’s what I thought.’


‘So, if you’re next door but one, you’ll have heard the family in the garden.’


‘Sometimes. They weren’t out that much, to be honest.’


‘They were a quiet family, even with a young child?’


The woman tugged at her sleeves. ‘More or less.’


‘More or less?’ Sadler asked.


The woman shrugged. ‘There’d be loud shouting sometimes. It was the father who was the excitable one. He would shout something along the lines of “this place is a mess” and “I’m sick of all this noise” and there’d be this deafening silence. I’d listen out for the little boy, in case there was any funny business, but I never heard him crying. It was more silence than anything. When he did shout, I’d just shut my ears. It can’t be easy bringing up a young child, especially at his age. He probably needed to let off steam.’


‘He’d shout at his wife? How often?’


The woman looked at the pavement. ‘A lot.’
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The scare of the early morning made Julia feel heavy and sluggish and she was late leaving her house. Her New Year’s resolution to make more of an effort with her appearance had long been abandoned and she contented herself with hiding her hair, still damp from the shower, under a cotton beret and dabbing on some foundation in front of the hall mirror. Bosco was whining at her not to leave even though he knew the routine and could look forward to Jean from over the road letting him out around mid-morning. She threw his ball from the front door into the kitchen and, as he bounced towards it, she made her escape.


The wide street lined with terraces was waking up. Doors opened and its residents spilled out onto the pavement heading towards school and work. She looked back at her house and made a mental note to close all the curtains that evening once dusk fell. When she saw her bus rounding the corner she put on a spurt and made it just as the doors were about to close. The regulars were there: the man who’d once tried to chat her up, the woman who always smelled of alcohol early in the morning and, at the back, the teenage boy who, come rain or shine, always sat with his anorak hood pulled up. True to form, she too took her usual seat and pulled out a paperback.


After half an hour she realised she needn’t have rushed. They came to a grinding halt along with the rest of the traffic on the outskirts of Bampton and didn’t move. Her book forgotten, she used the time to check her phone, with anxiety gnawing away at her stomach. Her first group would be assembling and waiting for instructions. Here she was, their leader, stuck with nowhere to go. She put the phone in her handbag and made her way down to the front.


‘Is there a hold-up?’


The driver pointed at the line of traffic in front of them. ‘According to the radio we’re being diverted away from Cross Farm Lane. I think there’s been an accident.’


‘Where? Where along the road is the problem? My family live down there.’


The driver shook his head and Julia went back to her seat and pulled out her phone. Finding her father’s home number, she listened as the phone rang unanswered. Half past eight. Francesca would be out with the other mothers transporting Charlie to school but her father should be at home. She tried his mobile and then Francesca’s. Both were turned off.


It took another hour before she reached Anchor Cavern, the double decker bus lurching down narrow side streets before picking up its normal route again. Maureen was standing at the entrance looking at her watch and gave a wave of relief when she saw Julia.


‘I heard about the diversion. I’ve put your first group in the coffee shop and given them free drinks.’


‘Are they okay?’


‘It’s a bunch of Scouts so all they want is something fizzy and sickly. They’re probably drunk on sugary Coke as we speak.’


‘Do you know what’s happened? The driver said something about an accident.’ Julia walked into the boot room and pulled on her overalls. Maureen followed, chewing on her lip.


‘I don’t know. The group leader thought it might be a fire. He heard lots of engines passing the campsite early in the morning. Apparently he can tell the difference between the sirens.’ She rolled her eyes at Julia who was thinking of the ringing phone. Surely if there had been a fire, her father would have picked up or, in the worst case, one of the fire crew.


‘I tried to ring Dad to see if he was okay but there was no answer.’


‘If they’ve cut off the road, they might have evacuated some of the houses. I’m sure it’s fine. Do you want to give him another ring before you start?’


Julia’s father would be irritable if he was being made to stand outside, however mild the morning might be. ‘I think I’ll leave it. Lead on to the depths.’
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DS Palmer arrived at Cross Farm Lane and noted a dried patch of baby milk on his trousers. It wasn’t the real stuff, thank God. Joanne had stopped feeding after a month, complaining of sore breasts and feeling depressed. The health visitor had been disapproving but Joanne had never taken to it and their son, Max, had refused to latch on properly. The first night Palmer had prepared the formula, they had both given a sigh of relief and later Joanne had confided this was the first time since pregnancy that she felt normal again.


The call came while he was in the shower and he’d rushed his morning dressing in the hurry to get to the scene. The milk from the bottle must have landed on him when he’d kissed Joanne goodbye. He picked at it now, wondering if he could cadge a bottle of water to sponge it off. He looked around for Connie. Once upon a time, he would have resented their boss’s decision to call her before he had been contacted. These last few months, however, he had made a decision. Transfer plans had been put into motion, which meant it mattered less who came where in the pecking order at Bampton, although it was hard to quell completely those old jealousies.


It was difficult to make out anything amongst the steam rising from the carcass of a once grand house. As the wind changed, a waft of putrid stink overwhelmed him and he realised a splash of baby milk would be the least of his problems today. The fire was extinguished although steam rose like a scene from an apocalyptic film. Forensic officers were walking into the wreckage, their white suits blending in with the foam and the billowing white tents that had been erected. Palmer counted them. Three in total.


Sadler, spotting him, walked over to where he stood.


‘Good, you’re here. Was the traffic bad?’


‘It’s chaos. I’m in my own car so I couldn’t put on the lights. They’re diverting everyone and now I’m here I can see why.’


‘I’ve sent Connie home. It was a grisly sight earlier in the morning and she needs to have a shower and clean up.’


‘Is she okay?’ It slipped out before he could stop himself.


Sadler’s eyes were cold. ‘She’s fine. As I said, she needs to freshen up.’


Palmer looked over to the house. ‘Three tents?’


Sadler didn’t follow his gaze. ‘Two definite bodies and one is what we think is the remains of the young son.’


Palmer winced. ‘God.’


‘The pathologist is in there now. Once he’s confirmed three bodies then, pending official identification, this would tally with the missing family members.’


‘We’re looking at suspicious death then?’


‘One body was hanging suspended from a fitting on the landing ceiling, so, yes, I would say so.’


‘A murder-suicide. Do we have any background on the family?’


Sadler turned away. ‘Not much. I need to get home first to change before I go into the station and update Superintendent Llewellyn. We also need to check about next of kin; I’ve got DS Matthews on that. Can I leave you here to coordinate the door-to-door questioning?’


‘Of course.’ Palmer looked over to the ruined house. ‘How old was the child?’


‘I’m not sure. Young, I presume. A neighbour thought around four or five.’ Palmer found himself being scrutinised by his boss. ‘Are you going to be okay?’


‘Of course. Why are you asking me that?’


‘Those fire crew will have young kids too, not to mention the forensic officers.’


Palmer felt the prickle of irritation. ‘I’m not Connie. I can do my job without involving my personal feelings.’


It was the wrong thing to say. Sadler stepped back and looked at him with cool eyes. ‘Can you?’
















7





‘On the count of three I want you all to switch off your torches and enjoy the darkness.’


An expectant hush fell over the group. Part excitement with a large dollop of fear. A bunch of Scouts who’d fallen out of their camp beds ready for a bit of subterranean adventure. They were 150 metres below the surface in a cave hollowed out by lead miners centuries earlier. The group had made whooping noises on the barge taking them along the underground canal, competing with each other as to who could make the most sinister echo, but now, standing deep inside the bowels of the earth, they were quiet. To make matters worse, Julia was asking them to take a step into their most primeval fear, the heart of darkness.


‘There’s no need to be scared. When I tell you to, switch off your torches and stay completely still. You can keep your hands on the buttons if you’re scared. But I want you all to switch them off. Ready? One, two, three.’


The light was extinguished with a snap and they were plunged into total darkness. The group fell silent and listened to the absence of sound that roared in their eardrums. But Julia, used to this drill, could hear other noises far in the distance: the drip of condensation down the stone walls, the slap of water against the barge boat.


In her head, Julia counted slowly to thirty. Rarely in modern life were people exposed to silence like this. She reckoned around half a minute was the maximum she could get away with.


‘Okay, everyone. Switch your torches back on.’


Relieved laughter and a few elbow shoves as the lights flickered on. One child, a small curly-haired boy, came towards her.


‘What was that noise I could hear?’


She peered down at him, careful not to shine the light from her helmet into his face.


‘What noise?’


‘Like whispers. I could hear someone whispering.’


She patted his arm. ‘It was probably the wind. It comes down the old ventilation shafts. That’ll be what you heard.’


She shepherded them back onto the barge and pointed out geological features as they left behind the chilly depths of the cave and headed towards the entrance.


Climbing the iron staircase to the surface, Julia stayed at the back of the group, helping a young boy who’d insisted on taking the tour despite a broken arm. She peered at her watch in the gloom. If she was quick, there was time for a brew and a croissant before she had to take charge of the second group. She’d also try her father again. Reaching the top she puffed slightly, her experience in climbing the stairs no match for the youthfulness of the children. As they handed back their helmets and torches at the desk, Julia could see Maureen from the office squeezing past the group to get to her.


‘Julia! Your brother’s been trying to get hold of you on your mobile. He’s called a couple of times here too. I said I’d let you know as soon as you came up.’ Maureen’s face was pale. ‘You don’t think it’s about the fire up on Cross Farm Lane, do you?’


‘How did he sound?’


Maureen looked stricken. ‘It was difficult to say but he said it was urgent. I tried to get him to tell me what the matter was but he wouldn’t.’


‘Really? God, where’s my phone?’


‘I could see on the CCTV you were on the boat so there wasn’t much I could do except wait. I didn’t want to use the walkie-talkie in case I panicked you and the children.’


Julia hurried to the staff lockers and retrieved her phone. She’d missed eight calls from her brother. A thud of fear in her heart, she dialled his number.


He answered on the first ring, his voice icy. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you. It’s Dad.’


‘What’s happened? Is it the fire?’


She heard her brother take a deep breath. ‘Not just Dad. Francesca and Charlie too. There’s been a fire. The police are here with me now. The house is a mess. Can you come? Come here to my place, I mean. Don’t go to the house.’


‘Why not? Are they okay?’


‘No.’ George was speaking very slowly. ‘No one’s okay.’
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Connie wasn’t a frequenter of church services. A couple of weddings and a murder victim’s interment. That was about the sum of it. Her own mother’s funeral hadn’t even been held in a place of worship. Her family had used the chapel of a local crematorium where a locum vicar had intoned meaningless words about a woman he’d clearly never known. She did, however, visit the silence and the coolness of Peak District churches. She liked the sense of a Derbyshire that her family had inhabited for generations but which was disappearing. The marble statues she occasionally found inside the recessed walls also fascinated her. Women primly clasping their prayer books and rosary beads lying next to men with ruffs and pointed slippers. It was the faces of these statues that came to Connie’s mind now. Sadler was alabaster pale with his eyes registering shock as Nigel Rooth, the specialist fire investigator, laid out the morning’s horrors.


‘So we have, with the help of the pathologist, identified three human remains at the property. One adult in the back bedroom, one adult hanging on the landing near the top of the stairs. In the downstairs dining room, one child lying on what we think was his mattress, which had fallen through the ceiling from the room above. Two of the three bodies were too badly burnt to make immediate visual identification possible, especially the child. One of the adults was in better shape so we could tell gender, approximate age and so on, but that’s it.’


Sadler reached for his coffee and then, thinking better of it, put it down undrunk. ‘I’ll talk to the pathologist in due course. Can we go back through the timeline again? I want to get the sequence of events straight. The first emergency callout was received from one of the neighbouring houses at 3.24 a.m., is that correct?’


Nigel checked his notes. ‘A Mrs Misra in number 41, directly opposite the affected property. She’s just had a baby and was breastfeeding the child in an upstairs bedroom. She was alerted by a flickering she could see behind the drawn curtains. When she opened them she could see flames coming from the upstairs right window of the house opposite.’


‘She didn’t notice the body in the window?’ Connie couldn’t stop herself blurting out the interruption. Nigel looked at her in sympathy.


‘She says not. She woke her husband, who called emergency services, and the Misras immediately took the child and drove to a relative. Their newborn baby was their primary concern. She says they didn’t see a body and it might not have been visible when the fire was just in the front bedroom.’


He looked at Sadler. ‘This initial testimony is important. The flames, in the first instance, were coming from the bedroom where the young son was sleeping.’


Connie wanted to jump in with questions and demand he get to the point. Articulate the horrific thoughts that were crowding out her mind. Sadler appeared to appreciate her agitation. He shot her a warning glance and Connie took a deep breath.


‘So the fire probably started in that bedroom. Where the flames were first seen?’ prompted Sadler.


Nigel nodded. ‘It should be fairly easy once we undertake a close inspection to identify the exact point of ignition.’


‘Neighbours indicate the house was occupied by three members of the same family?’ said Sadler. ‘Francesca and Peter Winson and their son, Charlie, aged five. We’ve begun with the assumption that these three family members are our victims.’


Nigel nodded. ‘I think we’re fairly confident about the identity of the victims. There is every indication the Winson family were inside the house during the night and none emerged. Have you contacted the relatives?’


‘We have specially trained officers with Peter’s adult son from an earlier marriage. There’s a big age gap between his children,’ said Connie. ‘They’re trying to contact his daughter.’


Nigel began to doodle on the notepad in front of him. He was picking his words with care. ‘You both saw the body suspended from the landing. Of course, you’ll need to wait for the post mortems so I’m not going to speculate on the cause of deaths. Fire is my speciality and we’ll soon enough be able to come up with a sequence of events in relation to that.’


‘But we need to proceed on the basis of something,’ said Sadler. ‘Can you at least give me a likely scenario?’


Nigel Rooth leant forward. ‘Based on initial observations, I believe the fire began in the child’s bedroom and then, following a trail of accelerant, almost certainly petrol, it made its way across to the back of the house to the parents’ room. From this, a blaze of considerable intensity developed that caused most of the west side of the building to ignite.’


‘So the trail of accelerant, in your opinion, stops in the back bedroom?’ asked Connie.


‘Based on the unusual resilience of the fire in this area as identified by the firefighters, that would be my conclusion.’


‘So a likely scenario is that the adult hanging from the landing set a trail of petrol from Charlie’s bedroom to the master bedroom, and then hanged themselves on the landing.’


Nigel Rooth looked wary but nodded. ‘Yes, I think you can proceed on that scenario.’


‘What about evidence of external presence within the building?’


Nigel looked grim. ‘Neither I nor my men saw any evidence of a break-in. As I mentioned to you this morning, all the locks were intact. We’re giving the building a forensic search now to look at all exit points. All I can say to you is it doesn’t immediately look like anyone had forced an entry point into the house.’


‘And it will be up to Bill to confirm whether the victims in the bedrooms died from the fire or were already dead,’ said Sadler.


At the thought of the rotund pathologist, Bill Shields, Connie felt her frayed nerves relax a fraction. Bill would be the first step in bringing the start of sense, of a sort, to this madness.


Sadler was still pale. ‘Whether the cause of death was due to the fire or other methods, if the final act was suicide and the other members of the family were already dead then we have a major murder investigation.’


‘A family murder?’ Connie exhaled heavily. ‘They’re often foreshadowed by a history of domestic violence. We’re going to be looking at another case where a man thought it was okay to obliterate a family because of his skewed thinking.’


Nigel Rooth shook his head. ‘The bodies may have been badly burnt but I can assure you the person hanging on the landing wasn’t an adult male.’


Sadler froze. ‘You mean . . .’


‘If it is a murder-suicide that you’re looking at, and I think it is, it’s the mother of the family who is the murderer.’
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Julia sat on her brother’s sofa and for the first time in her life felt an absence of any feeling. Well, this wasn’t completely true. There was something trying to infiltrate the vacuum that had robbed her of any emotion. With a shock, Julia recognised it as the instinct to survive. However devastating the words were that were continuing to emit from the kind woman’s mouth, there was another current pulsating under the surface of her emotions. Some primitive force telling her that she would survive this. She looked over to George who was sitting immobile. He looked as shocked as her but also, she thought, very angry.


She tried to catch his eye but he was ignoring her, instead firing rapid questions at the composed family-liaison officer, Pat. Dry-eyed, Julia forced herself to concentrate on what the woman was telling them. Police were on their way. For it seemed that although Pat was police she wasn’t, as far as Julia could see, important. Her news was the worst anyone could receive but she couldn’t supply them with any more information. There had been a fire at Cross Farm Lane. The house was burnt, badly burnt, and the firefighters had found fatalities. Her family, all her family except George and that person she couldn’t think about now, were presumed perished in the inferno. That’s all Pat could tell them. Just the same information over and over again. But others were apparently on their way and they were to just sit there until these important police officers arrived.


The bus to George’s apartment from Anchor Cavern had been mercifully short although she’d been aware of a little boy trying to talk to her as she hurried towards the stop. She’d brushed him away and had been conscious of a small figure standing disconsolately at the visitor entrance as she’d run for the bus. She’d been desperate to get here, receive any comfort even if it was the little that George could offer her, but he had been distant, his face a frozen mask. She was now waiting for information, and deep down in her secret self was the knowledge she’d done all this before. That was what she’d wanted to say to George if she could get him on his own for two minutes. We’ve survived this before and we’ll do so again. Perhaps that was why he was refusing to look at her. Perhaps there was a limit as to how much pain and loss people could accept. Julia disagreed. She knew if you acted fine, eventually you were fine. She wished again the family-liaison officer would leave them be. Pat, however, looked like she was going nowhere. Perhaps that, too, was part of the procedure.


Julia got up and walked into George’s kitchen. Like the rest of the apartment it was immaculate, granite surfaces and chrome fittings. There was no evidence George ever did any cooking although he had none of the middle-aged paunch she associated with those who live on a diet of takeaways and sandwiches. Lobster and champagne would be more his thing. She took a glass from the open shelves and filled it with lukewarm tap water. George was still sitting stock still on the sofa and Julia could feel irritation beginning to prick at her scalp.


From the kitchen window, she peered three storeys below and watched a car pull up alongside the kerb. Out of the dark blue Mercedes came a tall man with fair hair parted at one side. Wearing a blue linen suit, he gave off an air of both youth and authority. From the passenger side a small woman emerged, frowning as she searched in her handbag for something she had clearly forgotten. They crossed over towards the flat and, as they reached the building, Julia heard the buzzer go in the living room. The important police had arrived.
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‘I’ve forgotten my fags.’


The sun was beating down on Connie’s head and she could feel a tear of sweat slide down her back. She rubbed at the spot with her fist.


Sadler smiled at her. ‘You’ll have to do without then. Where did you leave them?’


Connie thought for a moment. ‘On the window ledge outside the station. Do you think they’ll still be there when I get back?’


Sadler continued to smile and raised his eyebrows as he pressed the buzzer. Connie swore under her breath. It was a packet of Richmond Menthols, full bar the one she’d smoked; that was ten quid down the drain. To take her mind off the ache for nicotine, she studied the façade of the building. The name, St Alkmund, was engraved into the stone arch above where they stood and a date she couldn’t quite decipher.


‘What was this place originally used for?’ Sadler would know. He was a Bampton boy and liked to point out the history of buildings in his home town. And she was right. Without looking at her he pushed the door open at the sound of the responding click. ‘It used to be a workhouse.’


Inside was a spacious hallway with the original stone flagstones buffed to a shine that couldn’t have been a feature two hundred years earlier. A small lift with gold doors stood in the corner. Connie saw Sadler frowning. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘It’s hardly in keeping with the building’s original use, is it?’


Connie rolled her eyes, walked over to the lift and jabbed at the button. ‘What do you want? The smell of cabbage soup and a recording of women sobbing?’


‘Of course not but conversions should respect the origins of a building. Why put gold doors in a former institution for the destitute?’


‘I can’t make out the date over the front door. Perhaps it was a rich philanthropist’s house who gave it over to the parish.’


He looked down at her in amusement. ‘A Victorian heiress with a penchant for gold door furniture. I think, Connie, we’ve lost some subtlety over the subsequent years.’


The third floor consisted of a small corridor with two doors facing each other. The right-hand one opened and Pat, whom Connie had worked with on previous cases, came out to meet them, pulling the door slightly behind her.


‘I’ve got them both in there. The son, George, is taking it okay. Too well, I think. He’s just sitting there, frozen and not saying anything. He looks really angry and keeps asking me questions that I obviously can’t answer. The daughter, Julia, is trying to communicate with him but he’s ignoring her. She’s on autopilot. They’re both trying to digest what’s happened, which is to be expected.’


‘Have either of them expressed anything other than shock? Anything out of the ordinary?’ asked Sadler.


Pat thought for a moment and then shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. They’re just aware of there having been a house fire and that we believe the family has perished. I didn’t know any more to tell them anyway. There is one thing, though.’


‘What?’


‘They’re a bit more fatalistic than I’d expect. Don’t get me wrong. They’re both really shocked. It’s just they seem, well, a bit resigned too. I don’t normally get that.’


‘Resigned?’


‘I don’t know. It’s just my first impressions; something I can’t put my finger on.’


‘Right,’ said Sadler. ‘Let’s go in.’


The front door opened on to the living room with a high ceiling from which hung a large crystal chandelier. Two paintings graced the pale walls, rural oil colours in fox red and mud brown. Connie’s eyes, however, were drawn to a small statue of a female nude in the corner of the room. Sculpted in bronze, the torso was twisted so the woman was looking over her shoulder and staring directly at her and Sadler. Connie shifted her gaze to the sofa. There sat a man in his late forties, his greying curly hair slightly too long, which gave him a Byronic air. He was bulky without being fat. A solid man wearing a white shirt and dark blue checked tweed trousers. A sort of county look that Connie had seen before. Posh Derbyshire, she mentally clocked, and shifted her attention to his sister standing in the doorway holding a glass of water. Julia was fine-boned with the muddy blonde hair you can’t get from a bottle. Her pale skin was covered with a smattering of freckles. To Connie, she looked more ordinary probably because of the olive cargo pants and a striped Breton sweater that had a smear of dirt down it.


George took the initiative, his anger barely controlled. ‘You’ve taken your time coming to us; are you going to tell us what happened? We’ve been sitting here all morning and we’ve been told nothing.’


Pat, face impassive, sat down on a chair behind him at the back of the room out of his sightline. Julia’s eyes followed her. ‘George. Take it easy. They’re here now, aren’t they?’


Neither had invited them to sit so Connie took the initiative and sank into the depths of the opulent sofa opposite the man.


Sadler, after a moment’s hesitation, joined Connie. ‘I know Pat has given you some preliminary information about what’s happened. We’re here to tell you what we know but the facts are, at the moment, only sketchy.’


Julia crossed over and sat next to her brother but didn’t touch him. ‘There was a fire?’ she asked.


Sadler nodded. ‘There was a significant blaze at the house of your father and stepmother. It destroyed most of the house and, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, we have discovered three bodies at the property.’


‘All of them?’ She looks upset, thought Connie. What had Pat meant by them being too composed?


‘It was an inferno and the occupants of the house, your family, would have had little opportunity to escape. I’m sorry but the bodies, as far as we can ascertain, match the description of your father, stepmother and brother.’


‘Half-brother.’ The comment came involuntarily and George appeared to regret it. Pat looked shocked.


Julia remained composed but a red hue bloomed under her skin. ‘I don’t understand it.’


‘What don’t you understand?’ asked Connie.


‘Dad was very safety conscious. There are smoke detectors all over the place. The same when we were growing up. I wasn’t allowed even a candle in my room in case it started a fire. I would have said that house was fireproof.’


‘You grew up in the house on Cross Farm Lane?’ asked Connie.


Julia looked to her brother. ‘Since we were teenagers.’


Sadler hesitated, picking his words with care. ‘When did both of you last see your family?’


‘I saw them just under two weeks ago for Sunday lunch,’ said Julia. ‘Why?’


‘And you?’ Sadler asked George.


He reflected for a moment. ‘About four months ago.’


A long time considering they live fifteen minutes’ drive from each other, thought Connie. Neither George nor his sister were inclined to add anything else.


‘And how was everything, Julia, when you saw the family?’


The meaning of Sadler’s words began to sink in. ‘What do you mean, how were they? They were fine. What are you saying?’


Connie was aware of George’s stillness and Julia’s agitation as they waited for Sadler to speak.


‘We’re, at the moment, trying to establish the cause of the fire: how it came to start and why it spread so quickly. All I can tell you right now is that both the point of ignition and its ferocity are suspicious.’


‘They were murdered.’ George’s voice was flat. Pat again looked shocked.


‘I can only tell you it was suspicious and I need to know how things were last time you saw the family.’ Sadler looked at George. ‘It was about four months ago for you. How were they then?’


George looked at them blankly, his eyes giving nothing away. ‘It was Charlie’s birthday. I went round and brought something from the shop. I have an antiques business in town. I gave him some tin soldiers from the 1950s. Francesca was there when I arrived and we had a coffee together. Then Dad came in from the garden and made some disparaging comment about my gift. About tin being poisonous or something.’


‘It upset you,’ said Connie.


George stared at her, angry. ‘It was typical of him. Why say something nice when you can be cruel.’ As if recognising this wasn’t the time to air old grievances, he made a visible effort to pull himself together. ‘They seemed fine.’


‘And you, Julia?’


‘I went around for Sunday lunch every other week, which fitted around my shifts. I’m a tour guide at Anchor Cavern. It gave me an opportunity to see Charlie. The last time was like any other Sunday except it was really nice weather so we ate in the garden.’


‘And everything was okay?’ asked Connie.


‘Things were a bit formal in the house and mealtimes could be torture. It was the same even when we were eating in the garden. It would depend on Dad’s mood. Things were okay from what I remember. Certainly not different from normal.’


‘Your dad had a short temper?’ asked Connie. ‘Was he ever violent?’


Julia again looked to her brother. ‘Of course not. He was just, well, bad-tempered. He’s always been like that since we were kids. We managed him and so did Francesca.’


‘Had he fallen out with anyone recently? Perhaps in relation to his job?’ asked Sadler. ‘Someone who might have wished him harm?’


‘He was retired,’ George said in a flat voice. ‘I took over part of the business from him. I bought him out of the shop he had and combined it with mine.’


‘You were both in the antiques business?’


‘Yes, although he also owned an auction house. He’d stepped back from that too but he was still a shareholder and would occasionally visit the place. It’s a small business I know well. I can’t imagine anyone there who might have had a grudge against him.’


‘And Francesca? Was she working then, if your father was at home?’


‘There was no need for either of them to work.’ His voice shook with anger and Julia gave her brother a warning glance that he ignored. ‘My father was a successful businessman. They had plenty of money and he was, in effect, retired.’


‘And Francesca?’


‘Francesca was a full-time mother. She didn’t have many friends to fall out with. In fact, I’m not sure she had any at all,’ said Julia.


‘Why’s that?’ Connie, who had few friends herself, blamed her anti-social working hours. If Francesca didn’t work, it couldn’t have been her job.


Julia just shrugged. ‘It was the way she was.’


‘What did you both think of her? It must have been a surprise when your father got married to someone much younger than him. What about your own mother, was she divorced from your father or was he widowed?’ It was now Connie noticed it. Julia trying to catch George’s attention. Communicate something to him. Pat had been right about that and about the unnatural composure of these two.


‘Francesca was reserved but a great mother to Charlie as far as I could see. Our own mother is no longer around.’


It was an odd turn of phrase. Sadler had noticed too. ‘She’s no longer alive?’


‘That’s right. Is it relevant?’ George crossed his legs and reached for a cigarette.


Connie felt her lungs contract, desperate for nicotine. ‘Can I ask you both, where you were last night?’


George made them wait while he lit his cigarette with deliberate slowness. ‘I went out with my partner about seven and we came back here afterwards. She stayed here overnight and I drove her home this morning.’


‘She was with you all night?’


‘That’s correct.’


‘Julia?’


Julia looked like she was trying to make sense of something. ‘I was on my own but, you know, I thought I saw someone hanging around outside my place this morning.’


‘What time was this?’


‘I think it was around five.’


‘Do you think someone was trying to break in?’ asked Connie.


‘I’m not sure. It was just a shadow. I have a little dog so I’m not usually scared of potential intruders.’


Connie made a note of it in her pad, aware that at around five that morning she and Sadler had been together watching Francesca suspended in front of the window.


‘Is there anything else you want to tell us?’


One final time, Julia looked at her brother. She takes her cues from him, thought Connie.


George, however, shook his head. ‘I’d like you all to leave.’
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