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            Wednesday, 6 November 1957

         

         The first week of November and Susan was already humming the Twelve Days of Christmas. She needed to get it out of her head before she reached home, as her dad would have no truck with carols until the night before Christmas. His Methodist upbringing had been left far behind as he’d gratefully abandoned the church services and interminable hymns. Some childhood habits are hard to shift, however, and the tradition of the tree going up with the minimum of fuss, and carols put on hold until after tea on Christmas Eve, was a convention from which he refused to budge.

         Susan’s mum let him have his way, although Susan had recently caught her listening to a festive medley on the Light Programme. Don’t tell your father, she’d cautioned with her eyes before turning the dial of the wooden console with a snap. The hymn book with its meagre selection of carols had already been taken down from the shelf by Susan’s brother and left on top of the upright piano in readiness for their father’s heralding in of the festive season. Come seven o’clock, Christmas Eve, the routine would be the same. Their father, after much bother looking for his glasses, would fumble over the keys to pick out a tune barely recognisable from the ones sung throughout December outside the closed front door. For even well-meaning carol singers weren’t immune from her father’s edict. No Christmas about the house before the 24th. Even on the doorstep.

         But carols need to be learnt. Susan, a high alto with a knack for holding a note in the face of her classmates’ flat and occasionally sharp pitch, was expected at Wednesday evening choir practice in the hut near the school gates. Warmed by only a three-bar fire, she and the other members of the fourth and fifth forms who were willing to practise in time for the school concert breathed out cold air as their lungs ached and chests heaved with the effort of singing in the damp fug. Twelve drummers drumming, eleven pipers piping, ten lords a-leaping.

         The tune swirled around her head as she steered her bike through the autumn mist along the thin track that would take her across the bridge to her home on the other side of Bampton. The wheels bumped and squeaked over the uneven path, startling the few birds prepared to stay in the Peak District for the winter. Frost had begun to settle on the fields, giving the landscape a shimmering glow. As the temperature dropped, Susan tightened the ends of her headscarf under her chin, pulling the thin material away from her ears so that she could hear any encroaching sounds. Her thick blazer warmed her body and she dragged the sleeves of her jumper down over her cold palms, which grasped the metal of the handlebars.

         Susan kept a wary eye on the fields around her. She’d been told not to come this way ever since her friend, Iris, had seen a man standing in the field far off, completely naked. Iris had rushed back to her house in the street next to Susan’s and some of the fathers, Susan’s included, had gone in search of the pervert. Of course, he’d gone by the time the men arrived. Disappeared into the mists but not forgotten by the community. Don’t go the back way home from choir, she’d been warned. First by her dad and afterwards, more sharply, by her mother, who’d looked like she wanted to expand the conversation into something more meaningful. Susan had hung about in the kitchen but nothing further had been revealed.

         When she got home, she’d pretend she hadn’t come this way. Would tell her mother that, of course, she’d taken the way up Bampton High Street, cycled behind the cottage hospital and continued along the main road over the railway bridge to the entrance of the new housing estate. However, no matter how quickly she cycled, the fact was that this back way would get her home quicker on a cold November evening, despite the uneven path. The route was a direct line from her school to the back of her estate where she’d have to lift her bike over the chained five-bar gate.

         She looked around the chilled landscape but could see nothing through the grey mist. She pinched the bike’s tyres to reassure herself that they were rock solid. Any problems and she’d hop on and make a quick getaway, confident she could ride faster than any man, especially a naked one, could run.

         In the distance, she could see the stone bridge over the railway line, its graceful arch obscuring the final part of her journey. She put her head down and bumped along the track towards it. Once over the hump, she’d hop onto the saddle and freewheel the rest of the way. Nine ladies dancing, eight maids a-milking. Her navy blue skirt snagged against the stubble of the harvested fields. She’d have to brush it off before she reached home or it would be a dead giveaway which way she’d come.

         Seven swans a-swimming. As she trundled down onto the bridge, the fog parted for a moment and she checked her watch. Ten past four. Too early for the hourly London train that would slow by the bridge in anticipation of its arrival into Bampton station. On summer days she would sometimes come up and watch the red engine approach and close her eyes as the steam engulfed her, its hot vapour leaving her skin glistening in the sun. Tonight, it would be another twenty minutes before the first hiss of the engine would be heard.

         At a sharp sound below, she stopped in alarm and lifted a leg, ready to take flight. She looked down onto the track below her and relaxed. Six figures were clad in grey uniforms. Not the garb of Bampton Secondary Modern for the Eleven Plus failures like herself but of the grammar school. Thick grey gaberdine blazers, pleated skirts over grey ribbed tights, and black berets perched on top of their heads like plumage. Six geese a-laying, thought Susan, as she watched them walk towards her. There were six of them too, squawking with annoyance. Susan leant back against the stone pillar. There was less rivalry than between the boys from the different schools but she was outnumbered and afraid of any taunts being directed towards her.

         The chatter continued but Susan became aware of an undercurrent of menace. The tone of the words spoken was sharp and bitter. She tried to listen to what was being said but could only make out fragments. ‘Better not.’ ‘Sorry.’ ‘I said not.’ The group passed underneath her and into the tunnel below. She counted them in. Six geese a-laying, five gold rings. Four calling birds, three French hens, two turtle doves and a—. The final figure looked up before disappearing into the darkness and Susan shrank back into the mist at the look of malevolence on the girl’s face.

         It would take them around five minutes to make their way along the tunnel. Long enough for Susan to get on her bike and cycle down the hill the other side and along the path running parallel to the track before it turned sharply away from the line. Susan set off, enjoying none of the whoosh of cold air she normally felt as she plunged down the embankment. The urge to get away was as strong as if the naked man was chasing after her. She pedalled furiously, too hard, because as the incline levelled she felt the chain buckle and slip against her calves. Her legs flailed as she tilted herself off her bike. She upended it and tried to put the chain back on but her frozen fingers wouldn’t cooperate in the icy chill. She could hear the sound of the girls as they approached the end of the tunnel. No laughter this time but muted voices and the echoing of feet on the gravel around the tracks.

         There was nothing for it but to wheel the bike the ten minutes back to her house, but, if she did that, she would be just in front of the girls; a lone figure in the distance and the thought chilled her. Instead, she shrank back into the undergrowth, pulling the bike with her, and took refuge behind a tree. Down here, near to the track, the mist was churning again. Susan watched as the girls came out in a line. The music had stopped in Susan’s head, replaced by a creeping fear. One, two, three, four, five, she counted and stopped, waiting for the sixth. No one appeared. She stayed squatting and, as the mist cleared for a moment, looked at the retreating backs and counted again. Five. One of them must still be in the tunnel.

         The girls were no longer talking to each other. They continued in silence around the bend and out of her sight. Susan watched them, the pull of home so strong that she wanted to call out for her mother. Instead, checking that none of the girls had doubled back on themselves, she left her bike in the undergrowth and made her way towards the tunnel. The strip lights on the wall were dim but she could see the opening in the far distance. A dark arch filled with hazy light.

         Susan entered the space and walked down the side of the track, feeling along the slimy wall with her fingertips and keeping her eyes on the ground. She was holding her breath, expecting the worst, but the anticipated form never materialised.

         When she reached the end of the tunnel, Susan crossed over to the other track and walked back towards her bike, switching her attention between the floor and the walls. There was no opening, no corners to hide in. She was alone inside the gloom, although, perhaps, the ghosts of past passengers tried to invade her confused mind. A faint cry or was she imagining it? Her eyes darted around the dank space, looking for something, anything, that would explain the missing figure.

         It was nearly dark when she left the tunnel. Without looking back, Susan retrieved her bike and wheeled it along the path, unaware of a lone figure, also in a school uniform, watching her from the embankment. The outline, silhouetted by the low, setting sun, looked like the angel of the railways. By the time she’d reached the bend, the half-past-four train was arriving, its brakes squealing as it slowed into Bampton station, just visible around the corner. Susan veered to the right, away from the track towards the warmth of her mother’s steamy kitchen.

         The following days were spent in a frenzy of fear as

         Susan waited for news of a missing schoolgirl that would force her to reveal her own part in witnessing the drama. Nothing. Over the next few weeks, she listened and waited. Returning from choir practice, she always made the trip the long way around and persuaded her dad to buy the bike a new chain that never slipped out of the cogs. Until the day she left Secondary Modern the following year, she never travelled down the path again.

         Years passed, then decades. Beeching gave his verdict on the state of England’s railways and the line shut down. The old station house became a private residence and the tracks were first left to rust and then removed. Susan left Bampton and returned. All the while, she avoided tunnels. She held her breath on her honeymoon when her new husband drove them through the Brandberg Pass, and refused to take her children on the steam train up to Devil’s Bridge one holiday in Wales. It was the joke amongst her grandchildren. Granny doesn’t like trains. Finally, the old fear resurfaced and Susan, feeling the familiar dread creeping through her, braced herself for what might come next.
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            Friday, 27 October 2017

         

         Before the railways, there were canals. Built with less vision but possibly more enterprise. You can drive a steam locomotive up a mountain path but water needs to be harnessed and channelled. The Bampton waterway had never been loved, even at the time of its construction. If people talk about the golden age of canals, Bampton never had one. The canal had, however, served its purpose. Slabs of granite hewn from the nearby quarries had been heaved to the wharf for shipment to London and Liverpool, the stone becoming the foundation of a wealthy industrialist’s townhouse or a municipal building to celebrate a city’s prosperity.

         Mina slowed the canoe and pushed a child’s scooter out of the way with her paddle. Now that the rain had returned, a sheet of needles obscured her vision and she’d nearly careered into the metal frame lying partly submerged, one rotating wheel just visible above the waterline. The oar snagged against the handlebars and she jerked it away, the sudden movement causing the canoe to rock slightly. The buoyancy vest gave her comfort but wouldn’t save her from deadly bacteria in the stagnant water if she swallowed a mouthful. She steadied herself and made a mental note of the scooter’s location. When she got back to the boat, she’d retrieve her phone and call the Canals Trust to clear the obstacle.

         ‘It’s a bloody disgrace.’

         The sound of a voice so near made her jump. She looked to the bank to find the speaker but saw only a lone dog walker coaxing his puppy out from under a tree, whispering encouragement to the shivering animal. The small dog, frightened of the long grass, resisted so the man scooped it up, placed it inside his jacket and hurried off.

         ‘They’re savages. Someone threw a bottle at me the other morning.’

         Through the rain, Mina saw another person on the water. A man in a top-of-the-range kayak, its colours too bright on this dull day. As she drifted nearer, she saw he was more a boy, his long beard making him look older than his years. What did they call them? Hipster beards. A hipster in a kayak.

         ‘It’s unusual to see scooters in the water these days,’ she shouted across to him. ‘When I was growing up, this canal was a no-go area. There were all sorts thrown in. Bicycle wheels, old prams. Now it’s cleaned up and we’re paddling on it.’

         He rolled his eyes, not interested in the past. ‘It’s those pikeys camping up near Hale’s End who’ve probably dumped it,’ he shouted back at her and carried on towards Higgs Lock.

         Great. A racist hipster. Mina felt tired and depressed, her mood plummeting. State your position and bugger off, she thought. Is that what counts as debate these days? She picked up her pace and made her way east, away from the boy and the lights of Bampton. Her tired arms settled into a rhythm and she could feel her black mood lighten as the day darkened. She paddled towards the landmark she used as her late afternoon watershed. This distance was all she would allow herself in the failing light. As she approached the arch of Step Bridge, which was cracked with age and stained with soot and algae, she stopped short of the entrance and steered the canoe so that its tip rested on one of the banks. Tired from the exertion, she sat back slightly as she caught her breath.

         The bridge over the canal had probably once been a route for carts coming into Bampton but it was pedestrian only now and empty of people. At dusk, the canal had an eerie character. Dog walkers and cyclists preferred the former railway track, renamed the Topley Trail, for their daily exercise rather than this desolate place despite the money pumped into the area to spruce it up. Mina looked into the blackness of the tunnel, its ripe air occasionally wafting towards her, and was glad that she wouldn’t be entering it today.

         The towpath was also empty, except for a lone jogger approaching her in the distance. She squinted to make out the gender of the runner. Long legs, probably a man. They were running confidently, covering the ground between them faster than Mina expected. Or perhaps it was a woman because at the top of the runner’s head was a mane of blonde hair tied in a ponytail behind a hairband, just as Anna wore it.

         Mina dipped her paddle into the water and allowed the canoe to glide away from the bridge. The runner got closer, their gaze directed towards Mina. Now she could see that they weren’t running in the way that joggers do, focused on the distance in front of them. Instead, the runner was deliberately making her way towards Mina’s canoe. Mina glanced back towards the tunnel where she could take refuge if necessary but, as she was weighing up her options, she saw the gauzy figure coalesce into someone she recognised. The runner didn’t wear their hair like Anna. It was her neighbour.

         Mina’s heart contracted. She paddled clumsily towards the opposite bank but there was nowhere to dock and haul herself out. She was in the water about half a metre below ground level, too low to pull herself out of the boat. She clawed at the grass until Anna reached the canoe, her dirty white running shoes at eye level.

         ‘Mina! Your phone’s been going and going. Charlie and I were worried so I went onto the boat to retrieve it. The cabin door was open. You don’t mind?’

         ‘Did you answer it?’

         ‘No, but look who’s been calling.’

         Mina saw the single word of the caller ID. Hospital. She’d programmed in the number of her mother’s ward. The direct line to the nurses’ station by the entrance. The phone used by people who knew her, knew her mum, knew when to call. With shaking fingers, she pressed redial and listened to the tone ring once.

         ‘Oncology.’

         ‘It’s Mina Kemp. You’ve been calling me.’ Mina could hear muted laughter in the background. A huddle of nurses joking with each other. The voice on the other end told them to hush and the sound dissipated.

         ‘Mina. I’m sorry about this but your mum’s taken a turn for the worse this afternoon. We’re still trying to stabilise her and we thought we’d better let you know. Can you come in?’

         ‘But she was all right this morning when I saw her.’ Mina looked up at Anna towering over her, a look of concern on her face.

         ‘There’s been a change in her condition. These things do happen. The consultant thought I’d better call you.’

         ‘Is it bad?’

         The nurse hesitated. ‘I think you should come here as soon as you can.’
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         The open plan office, formerly known as CID HQ and renamed the Detective Room, smelt of stale food and damp wool. Wet hats and gloves had been placed on radiators and umbrellas left open to dry before the evening commute. People had stayed put for lunch, only nipping across the road to buy a sandwich and throwing the remains in the wastepaper bin. Now deserted, the room still held the smell of recently absented bodies. DC Connie Childs was studying the report she’d been putting off all day, keeping a wary eye on DI Matthews who was trying to look comfortable in Sadler’s office.

         ‘Getting herself settled in, I see.’

         A young constable she didn’t recognise slapped a report on a desk opposite her. Connie, who had been thinking the same thing, scowled at him and he scarpered.

         Two years after passing her inspector’s exams, Matthews had successfully applied for a temporary DI post to cover maternity leave. She saw it as a step towards a permanent position, which was possibly true, but, for Connie, the promotion was bad news. It wasn’t that Matthews was being an arse. Far from it. Instead, she was so carefully watching her back that she was demanding that all paperwork was completed on time and constantly checking up on the team.

         Connie was bidding for a pair of Whistles boots on eBay, size four and in a buttery fawn suede that were completely impractical in a Derbyshire autumn and yet irresistible. She’d already been outbid once but every time she took her phone out of her bag to check on progress she was aware of a pair of eyes studying her through the glass partition. She turned a page on her desk calendar to see how long it was before Sadler returned. Good God. He’d only been gone five days. She had all of the following week to get through. Why had he offered Matthews the use of his office while he was away? She wasn’t comfortable with it and neither were the team. Aware of Connie’s gaze, Matthews stood up and opened the door.

         ‘How are you getting on?’ Matthews’s glasses were perched on top of her head revealing eyes reddened from tiredness and strain.

         ‘Just examining the details of a deceased person found this week. Everything looks fine but I’m double checking.’ Matthews nodded and shut the door. Connie looked down at the file and sighed.

         A sudden death the previous day, routine. The woman, Nell Colley, unmarried, had been found sitting upright on her sofa by a neighbour who had let herself in with a spare key when Nell hadn’t answered the door. The deceased had been ill with worsening cardiac arrhythmia. She’d been seen by her GP only days earlier, complaining of pain and weakness in her arms. The illness was debilitating, although the neighbour had reported that Nell had been feeling slightly better in the days before her death.

         The ambulance service had verified that life was extinct and completed the appropriate form and left it with the next of kin, in this case Nell’s neighbour. The neighbour sent a request to the woman’s GP to come to the house to provide a death certificate, which he’d done. It had come under the auspices of an ‘expected death’ and had been dealt with in a textbook way.

         No further action, although … Connie picked up the file and flicked through it. No, Matthews was getting the wind up her, that was all. There was nothing there. No further action. Connie put the file to one side as DC Jill Mayfield came into the office, shrugging off her mac and hanging it on the coat hook. Rivulets of water dropped onto Connie’s dry umbrella. She opened her mouth to protest but thought better of it. It would get wet again soon enough. Mayfield sat down at her desk and rubbed her burgeoning stomach.

         ‘That was a waste of time. A burglary in west Bampton. No fingerprints, no identifying ID on the electronic items taken. You should see the window they got in through. I couldn’t have fitted my leg through it let alone the rest of my body, even without my bump. Why do we go to these houses when we know there’s nothing we can do?’

         Connie nodded over to Matthews.

         ‘Yes, that’s true. God, I can’t wait for this baby to arrive. I feel like I’m carting around a sack of spuds every time I go anywhere.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Bloody hell. It’s nearly time for me to pick up the kids from the child minder.’

         ‘What did you come back for? You could have gone straight there.’

         Mayfield grimaced. ‘Need to show my face. Matthews made a snide comment earlier today, something about it being difficult to balance being a detective with a family life.’

         ‘She never did.’ Connie’s voice dropped. ‘That counts as discrimination. What did she say that for?’

         ‘I dunno. Actually, it is a bit funny. She’s so meticulous about us doing everything by the book and then she comes out with crap like that. Whatever happened to our flexible working policy? Anyway, what are you up to?’

         ‘Paperwork.’ Connie picked up the file and wafted it at Mayfield. ‘Non-suspicious death that I’m checking is, well, non-suspicious.’

         ‘And is it?’

         ‘Definitely.’

         Mayfield looked up from the computer. ‘What’s the matter?’

         ‘Nothing. I said it was non-suspicious. Why do you think something’s the matter?’

         ‘It’s just the way you said it, that’s all.’

         ‘You’re imagining it. I’m passing it back to Matthews marked no further action.’

         Mayfield sighed. ‘Fair enough. Have you heard from Sadler?’

         ‘Me? Why would I hear from him? He’s on holiday. It’s not like we’re mates or anything.’

         Mayfield shut down the computer, got up and winked at Connie. ‘Just going to make a point of saying goodbye.’

         Connie watched Mayfield sway over to Sadler’s office and stick her head through the door. A murmured conversation and she came back looking confused.

         ‘That was odd. She said I should have gone straight home after the house visit. She’s changed her tune. Oh well. No pleasing some people. Do you know we’ve got someone new starting on Monday?’

         ‘Who?’ The force of Connie’s reply surprised them both. ‘Sorry. I had no idea, that’s all.’

         Mayfield smiled and winked at Connie. ‘It’s a guy.’

         ‘So? What’s that got to do with anything? I’m done with detectives. Look where it got me last time.’

         ‘Oh well. I suppose I can always look. It’s one good thing about carting around this lump. It makes you virtually invisible to men. You can gawp as much as you want.’

         ‘And do you?’

         ‘Of course.’

         Connie laughed. ‘I suppose it’s just as well that it’s quiet, really.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Well, we don’t want anything happening while Sadler’s away. I mean, a non-suspicious death and a break-in. All’s quiet on the Bampton front. Long may it continue.’ Her eyes dropped to the file on her desk and she refused to acknowledge the feeling of disquiet that crept over her.

      

   


   
      
         

            4

         

         There’s a smell common to all sick rooms that’s impossible to dispel. Mina had learnt that spraying yourself with Estée Lauder’s Pleasures not only failed to mask the waft of decay but mingled with it, creating an aroma so cloying that it made her want to gag. Six months earlier, she had been unaware of the practicalities of the hospital room but you learn quickly when you have to. Her mother’s diagnosis had been slow but the decline rapid.

         Hilary lay in bed with her eyes closed, a slight sheen on her face. Only this morning, she’d been able to sit up a little and tell Mina that she was feeling better. Better as in, I might go home soon. I might not need to go to that nursing home that wasn’t a hospital and wasn’t a hospice. The something in between for the nearly dying. I might feel well enough to go back to the boat and spend my final days there. As Mina looked down on her mother, that morning seemed a lifetime ago. The hospital was right. Hilary had deteriorated.

         ‘She was all right earlier.’

         How many times had Mina said this since she’d arrived? The nurse stirred beside her.

         ‘It does happen, you know. She’s very poorly. She has a raised temperature so she’s probably picked up an infection. We’re going to give her some antibiotics to fight it but we need the results of her blood tests first. What we give her depends on the origin of the problem.’

         ‘An infection from where? She hasn’t had many visitors apart from me.’

         ‘This is a hospital. We do our best but …’

         ‘Is she comfortable? She’s not in any pain, is she?’

         ‘She’s settled now but she was very anxious before.’

         ‘Anxious? About what? Anxious to see me?’

         Mina’s sharp tone did nothing to ruffle the nurse. ‘She seemed a bit confused, that’s all. The infection combined with the cancer …’

         There was nothing more to say and, at the sound of a buzzer down the hall, the nurse hurried away. Mina picked up a sponge resting in a dish of water and wiped her mother’s cracked lips.

         ‘Are you thirsty?’ she whispered.

         Without opening her eyes, Hilary nodded.

         Mina looked up at the drip that was slowly pushing its nutrients through the thin body. ‘I’ll give you some more water.’

         She dipped the sponge back in the liquid and squeezed drops into Hilary’s mouth. ‘No more,’ her mother croaked and Mina stopped.

         ‘How are you feeling, Mum?’

         Hilary’s eyes, too large in her face with its translucent skin, opened slightly. Her lips worked, trying to form words.

         ‘Is something the matter?’

         Even as she said it, Mina was aware of the absurdity of the question. Of course something was the matter. Her mother, however, took the question at face value, her eyes holding Mina’s.

         ‘Scared.’ Hilary’s voice was hoarse. During a recent operation, the anaesthetist had been too rough pulling out the tube and had slightly damaged her voice box. Nothing in the general scheme of things, but still. More pain on top of all the other.

         ‘Oh Mum.’ Mina laid her hand on her mother’s arm, feeling the dry, hot skin.

         ‘Strange … just … doesn’t make sense.’

         Mina felt the stillness of the hospital room. A closed world where the hubbub of the rest of the ward could be heard distantly through the closed door. ‘What do you mean?’

         Hilary tried to lift her head, straining with the effort. ‘This morning.’

         ‘What happened this morning?’

         Hilary shut her eyes briefly with the pain. Mina leant down, feeling the heat from her mother’s fever. ‘You don’t need to talk if it’s painful. Just rest.’

         A slight shake of the head. ‘Strange.’ The words came out as dry as parchment. ‘So strange to see her.’

         ‘Who? Who’ve you seen?’

         Her mother took a shallow breath. ‘Valerie. I’ve seen Valerie.’

         ‘Valerie? Who’s she?’

         Her mother’s eyes turned towards the plant sitting on the windowsill. Mina had heard of hospitals that banned flowers but, although St Bertram’s didn’t go that far, it was generally discouraged. Instead, Mina had brought in a huge cyclamen and no one had complained of its presence. A difficult plant to sustain, the white flowers liable to wilt and the leaves to pale and wither. Preserving the plant was a shared effort but her mother couldn’t know how much energy Mina put into keeping the cyclamen alive. It was a warped reasoning but Mina held onto it. While the plant survived so would her mother.

         ‘Friend.’

         ‘You’ve seen your friend. Where? Here in the hospital?’

         Her mother’s eyes held hers. ‘I thought it was a dream.’

         ‘Maybe it wasn’t a dream. Perhaps she is here at the hospital.’

         Hilary shook her head, so slight a movement it was hard to see. ‘Didn’t expect to see her. Not real. Like a dream.’

         ‘Oh Mum. We all have strange dreams sometimes. You’re on lots of medication. It could have been that.’

         Hilary was shaking her head. ‘She must hate me.’

         ‘Hate you! Why on earth should she hate you?’

         Hilary pulled Mina towards her. ‘Scared. I’m scared because … I … I have to tell you. About … about Valerie.’

         ‘About your friend, Valerie? What do you need to tell me?’

         Her mother’s head dropped in frustration.

         ‘Tell me if it’s important. I’m listening.’

         ‘I want you to find her and check she’s okay.’

         ‘Why wouldn’t she be okay?’

         A nurse put her head through the door but withdrew when she saw Mina.

         ‘She was here and she shouldn’t have been. She was next to me.’

         ‘But I don’t understand. I didn’t think you had any visitors. How was she next to you?’

         ‘Saw her.’

         It was important to her mother. Mina could see that. In the struggle to make herself articulate, Hilary was conveying her desperation. ‘You saw Valerie. That’s okay, isn’t it?’

         Hilary shook her head.

         Mina struggled to make sense of her mother’s agitation. ‘Your friend Valerie was here and you were surprised to see her. Was it a long time since you’d seen her?’

         Hilary looked up and nodded.

         ‘How long was it since you last saw her?’

         ‘School.’

         ‘School?’ Mina’s voice rose and her mother looked alarmed. ‘Sorry.’

         Her mother hadn’t kept in touch with any classmates. There’d been plenty of work friends in and out of the house over the years but Mina couldn’t ever remember her mother talking about her school years, let alone keeping in touch with a friend.

         Hilary was trying to raise her head. ‘I want … I want you to find her. See if she’s okay.’

         ‘She lives in Bampton?’

         Her mother tried to smile but the rictus that crossed her face made Mina want to pull her head away.

         ‘I don’t know. I heard she went away.’

         ‘Okay, well, maybe she was back in the hospital visiting someone and she heard you were here.’

         ‘Can you, can you find her?’

         ‘I can try. What was her last name?’

         Hilary scrunched up her eyes. ‘Can’t remember.’

         ‘You only know her first name?’ Mina couldn’t keep the note of despair out of her voice. ‘Can’t you tell me anything else?’

         ‘Cold. Never went back there. Terrible place.’

         ‘You went to a cold place? Here in the Peaks? That’s not narrowing it down much.’ Hilary had closed her eyes. Mina leant forward. ‘Mum. Did Valerie live in a cold place? Really high up. What about Flash? That’s the highest village here, isn’t it?’

         Hilary was silent. Mina turned her head away from her mother and stared out of the large window that looked down onto the top of a sycamore, its crown a riot of yellow and brown leaves. It was a tree that Mina hated. Introduced into England in the Middle Ages, the little helicopter seeds dispersed everywhere and made her job in the summer a nightmare.

         ‘If you can’t remember her last name, how will I find her?’

         Mina could feel a well of desperation bubbling up. No last name and a first one that was hardly uncommon for that generation. Valerie. Her mother had opened her eyes again and was looking at her in desperation.

         ‘It’s important.’

         I shouldn’t be promising anything, thought Mina. Suppose I can’t find Valerie. How will I feel afterwards, bound to a promise I couldn’t keep?

         ‘I can try to find her for you. She was here in the hospital so that will help. Is that okay? I’ll start looking for Valerie tomorrow.’

         Hilary’s head dropped to the pillow in relief. ‘Need to see if she’s okay.’

         ‘You need to see Valerie? Why?’

         Hilary closed her eyes. ‘Because I thought she was dead.’
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         Detective Inspector Francis Sadler let slip a few weeks before his leave that he’d always fancied visiting West Wales and, from then, it became office fact that this was where he was heading on holiday. There had even been some superfluous Welsh jokes which he’d smiled at and then regretted. In fact, he had no intention of going anywhere, soured by his experience of previous autumn holidays. Damp, chilly weather did nothing to lift his spirits and, after a few days of lie-ins, boredom would set in. By the end of the holiday, he’d be doubting his reasons for being a policeman and brooding over the lack of any relationships on the horizon.

         Staying put, he’d discovered the previous year, lightened his mood and smoothed the worries gnawing away at him. Sadler could do nothing about the weather but he felt rooted in the landscape around him. He’d gone along with everyone’s assumption that he was heading off on his travels but had, instead, stayed in his house, reading and walking in the Peaks, keeping out of the way of his usual haunts. This year, he was doing the same. He’d ordered a case of wine online and three hardbacks from the independent bookshop struggling to pay its lease over the colder months.

         He’d just started the second of the books, a biography of Charlotte Brontë, when there was a knock on the door. He went to open it, glad of the respite from the tiny print. His neighbour, Clive, stood on the doorstep, a badminton racket dangling from one hand, as rain spat onto his head.

         ‘Do you want to come in?’

         ‘I won’t disturb you. I’m just back from the gym and I saw your car at the front. Not at work this week?’

         ‘I’m on holiday. I think the official name is a staycation.’

         His neighbour grinned. ‘I don’t blame you. I could never stand going away myself. Not the best week for it, though.’

         Sadler shrugged. ‘I don’t mind. Are you sure you won’t come in?’

         ‘I’ll step inside out of the rain.’ Clive moved into the porch. ‘I noticed you were off at the beginning of the week but I thought you’d want a bit of privacy first. You must be getting bored by now, though. Fancy sharing a bottle of wine one evening? It’s been a while.’

         ‘Since my last holiday, I think.’

         ‘I’m not complaining. There are benefits to not seeing your neighbours too often, even ones as congenial as you, Francis. How about tonight?’

         ‘Sounds like a good idea.’

         ‘Would it be all right if I invited a friend too? It’s someone I’d like you to meet.’ Clive glanced at Sadler’s face and laughed. ‘Not female. Sorry, I wasn’t trying to set you up. I saw one of my old partners today for a game. I’d like you to meet him.’

         ‘There’s not a problem, is there?’

         ‘I don’t think so but … look, maybe I shouldn’t have asked. It is your holidays.’

         ‘Not at all. I don’t have any other plans. Will eight-ish be okay?’

         ‘Perfect. And thanks.’ Clive’s eyes dropped to the book Sadler was holding in his hands. ‘I didn’t realise you were a Brontë fan.’

         ‘I can’t say I am particularly. I’ve only recently started it.’

         He was so badly read these days that his sister, Camilla, constantly teased him about his preference for Netflix binges over high literature.

         ‘You know there’s a Derbyshire connection with Charlotte Brontë?’

         ‘Is there? I’m barely beyond the first chapter but I always associate her with Yorkshire.’

         ‘Well, of course, there’s Haworth and that’s where all the devotees go, but of the three sisters, it was Charlotte who was the best travelled and who had friendships outside the close family circle. You’ll see as you read on a bit.’

         ‘And she came to Derbyshire?’

         ‘Her friend, Ellen Nussey, had a brother who was rector of Hathersage and she used parts of the town as inspiration for fictional places in Jane Eyre. Different names, of course, but the buildings from the town are recognisable in the book. It’s worth a visit.’ Clive turned to brave the rain. ‘See you later. I’ll provide the wine. I’ll even light the fire in your honour. And thanks again.’

         After his neighbour had retreated, Sadler stood on the doorstep watching the shower as it increased in ferocity and then eased up. Tonight’s problem, if there was one, would be revealed soon enough. However, the pull of the outside was drawing him away from the comfort of his sitting room. He crossed to his bookshelves and took out a guidebook. Hathersage was around a twenty minute drive from Bampton, too far to walk to from his house but as good a place as any to get some fresh air. Sadler put on his walking boots and drove to the town. He parked outside the church, the place that had apparently brought the eldest Brontë sister to Derbyshire, and walked into the graveyard. He was surprised to see a huddle of men in hardhats drinking tea on the path.

         ‘Sorry, mate, the church is shut,’ one of the men shouted over to him.

         ‘How long for?’

         ‘It’ll be a few months yet. We’re improving the lighting.’

         ‘Damn.’

         The workman grinned at him. ‘You couldn’t see anything even if we let you in. All the statues and paintings are covered up. It’s not a wasted journey, though. The churchyard’s worth a look if you like Robin Hood.’

         ‘Robin Hood?’

         ‘The grave of Little John’s here. You know. The tall one in the films. Didn’t you know? It’s usually what brings tourists to the church. It’s over there.’ He nodded his head to the left and turned back to his colleagues.

         Little John and Robin Hood. Not exactly the literary pilgrimage Sadler had envisaged. He could remember from primary school one of his teachers telling the class about this grave. He hadn’t been much interested in the folk tale, preferring cricket and dinosaurs, but still, he remembered hearing about the story of a tall man in Derbyshire.

         He followed the path and found a low iron fence next to a yew tree and a stone with a modern inscription. Not much, but something. Touched, he stayed there for a moment. Did it matter whether it was true or not? Someone had cared enough to mark the spot and it was part of the local history.

         He left his car outside the church and walked down the steep hill towards the town. Turning into Baulk Lane, he checked the guidebook and followed the public footpath until he came to a house with tall spindly chimneys. Brookfield Manor, the template for Vale Hall in Jane Eyre, where the heroine teaches under a false name. It was a large building, made of Derbyshire stone, with an air of genteel wealth. North Lees Hall, further along the path, was more to his taste. It was the inspiration for Mr Rochester’s Thornfield Hall, and Charlotte Brontë had even used the family’s surname, Eyre, for her heroine. Sadler leant on the wall and studied the crenellated roof. It would have suited Hercule Poirot as a home, he thought. The house’s footprint was a perfect square.

         ‘Fancy living there? You’ll have to beat me to it.’

         Sadler turned, taken by surprise by a woman standing over the hedge opposite him wearing loose dungarees over a bottle-green top. She had a rake in her hands, sweating from recent exertion. ‘Sorry, did I startle you? You had a look in your eye that I see often with walkers. Dreams of domestic grandeur.’

         ‘It’s an imposing house. A bit big for me, though.’

         ‘That’s what I tell myself too. What would I do with all that space?’

         ‘Is it privately owned? They must get sick of people stopping to take a look.’

         ‘It’s owned by the Peak Park but they rent it out. There are tenants in at the moment. They take it on with the knowledge that there’s a public footpath running alongside the house so they can’t complain.’

         ‘You’re the gardener?’

         ‘How did you guess?’ She clutched the rake to her, getting it tangled in her curls that were being unsuccessfully tamed by a headscarf.

         ‘I’m very observant. It’s what comes of being a policeman.’

         Why did he tell her that? He, who kept his professional life so separate from family and friends.

         A shadow crossed her face but she smiled and pointed at the hall. ‘It’s wonderful, isn’t it? I’d give my eye teeth to live there.’

         ‘You don’t live on site then?’

         She laughed, dimples appearing in her round cheeks. ‘I’m not a permanent gardener. It’s part of my rounds. They pay me to come here one day a week.’ She pointed at her van standing in the drive, which had the name ‘The Land Girl’ emblazoned on its side. ‘That’s me. Mina, the land girl.’

         ‘It’s a good name.’

         ‘It is, isn’t it? My mum thought it up. She’s got a much better imagination than me. She loved it when I told her I was working at North Lees Hall too. All those Gothic associations.’

         ‘She’s a fan of Dracula too.’

         Mina tried to stop herself looking pleased. ‘You mean my name? I guess so. She just, you know, liked reading.’

         ‘She’s not alive?’

         There it was again. A flicker of pain as she spoke. ‘She’s in hospital. No more reading for her, I don’t think.’

         Very ill then. Discomforted, Sadler turned away. ‘It’s a busy time of year for you, clearing all the leaves. I’m keeping you from your work.’

         ‘Don’t worry. I should be having a break but I’m pushing on so I can leave early. You’re the first person I’ve seen all morning.’

         ‘The path’s usually busier?’

         ‘It’s wonderful. It brings people from all over the world to Hathersage.’

         ‘The workman at the church said they mainly came to see Little John.’

         ‘Did he? Well, I’ve worked here for three years and I can tell you for every person looking for Little John, there are five who are Brontë fans.’

         ‘That’s good to hear.’

         ‘Did you know that there’s a local legend that the hall even had a mad woman in the attic? The name of Agnes Ashurst. It’s where Charlotte Brontë got the inspiration for the first Mrs Rochester.’

         ‘Is it true?’

         Mina shrugged. ‘Who’s to say? Is it Little John from legend in the grave up at the church? That’s the point of legends, isn’t it? We don’t know.’

         ‘True.’ Sadler made to go.

         ‘Listen, can I ask you something?’

         He stopped. ‘Of course. What is it?’

         ‘I’m just wondering. Oh, I don’t know. It’s about finding someone. I’ve been raking and thinking and then I meet you and you say that you’re a policeman. Do you believe in serendipity?’

         He shook his head. ‘No.’

         She laughed. ‘No. Actually, neither do I. But, anyway, you must sometimes have to find people as part of your job.’

         ‘Occasionally. You want to find someone? Are they missing?’

         ‘No, I don’t think so. Not missing but lost. Don’t mind me. I’m thinking while I’m talking. It’s my worst trait.’

         ‘If you think a crime has been committed …’

         ‘Oh, there’s no crime. I might need to find someone from decades ago, that’s all.’

         But lost is an odd way to describe someone, thought Sadler.

         ‘I was wondering how easy it is to look for someone when you only have a first name?’

         ‘Officially, it’s going to be quite hard but if you’ve got the name of a place or a work address you could probably ask around based on first name only.’

         ‘A place?’

         ‘Well, yes. My name’s Francis and I’ve told you I’m a policeman. I might be hard to find on an official document with only those two bits of information but, if you asked around Bampton or went to the station, you’d find someone who could identify me.’

         ‘Right. So I need to ask around?’

         ‘It’s just an idea. Is everything all right?’

         ‘Don’t mind me. I’ve got a lot on my plate, that’s all. I’ll let you get on.’

         ‘Are you sure?’

         She nodded and returned to the leaves she was gathering. He carried on down the path, past her van. The Land Girl. The van was old but well cared for. Recently washed, the gold letters of the business name glinted in the low sun. The back doors were open and he could see the tools laid neatly on top of each other. Mina, a woman with a lot on her mind and with a mother sick in hospital. Perhaps he should have asked her for the name of the person she was looking for.

         He turned around and she was staring after him. She raised her rake in farewell and he waved back, intrigued at what was clearly preoccupying her.
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         Mina left North Lees Hall thinking about the unsettling man with the cool demeanour and steady gaze. He’d be a good policeman, she suspected. He hadn’t appeared surprised by her question, just concerned. What had he said his name was? Francis. She’d wanted to ask him for help there and then but had been struck dumb by the futility of her task. How ridiculous it would have been to ask him to help find her mother’s childhood friend when all she had was a first name, Valerie. He had, however, helped. Given her an idea where to start.

         She drove around the main square in Bampton, keeping her eye open for a parking space. When a traffic warden came down the street, a few idling cars drifted away, leaving her with a choice of spots. She picked one nearest to the library and went inside the building. She’d rarely used the library since childhood. The horticulture section had been hopelessly out of date, full of texts with black and white photos and old-fashioned advice. Unlike the hospital, however, the library had survived cuts and threatened moves and been refurbished at least twice in Mina’s memory. It looked like it needed a third. The front desk was staffed by a lone figure hunched over a book, rubbing out pencil marks. He glanced up at her and then again in surprise.

         ‘Mina? Is that you?’

         Mina crossed towards him, not recognising the man in his twenties although he reminded her of the kayaker she’d encountered the other evening. The same sharp cut hair and soft beard. She squinted at the top half of his face, trying to place him.

         ‘It’s Joseph. You probably don’t remember me but I worked with your mum for years. She introduced me to you in the street about a year ago. How is she?’

         Mina winced. ‘Not good.’

         ‘I’m sorry to hear that. How’s she coping on the boat?’

         ‘She’s not coping at all. She’s in hospital.’

         ‘Oh no. She loved her houseboat.’

         After retiring from the library, Hilary had made radical changes in her life that Mina realised she’d been planning for some time. Always independent, she had gradually stripped her small semi of the furniture and other items she deemed unimportant. Mina had hardly noticed to begin with. Days at college had been augmented with backbreaking work, either at the allotment or at Chatsworth House where she’d got a temporary job staking the tall lupins that graced the borders of the large gardens. Only once had she remarked the house was looking a bit sparse and she found out why on the day her mother handed back her staff pass to the local authority. The house was given to Mina, an advance on her inheritance, and her mother had proudly revealed her new home, the Evening Star.

         ‘Can you help me?’ Mina looked around, aware of her unkempt appearance and the dark rings staining her T-shirt under her armpits.

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘The thing is, I’m trying to find someone for my mother, a school friend, and all I have is a first name and that they presumably went to Bampton Grammar School in the fifties. That’s certainly where my mother went. Are there any records here that might help?’

         ‘Bampton Grammar?’ Joseph shook his head. ‘We don’t have any school records at all. What’s the first name?’

         ‘Her friend was called Valerie. That’s all I know. What about alumni organisations? Are there any groups connected to the school?’

         ‘Not that I’ve heard of. The school’s still going so you could ask there. Aren’t there any friends you can ask?’

         ‘My mother hasn’t kept in touch with any of them. Is Carol in?’

         ‘Carol? She’s retired too. She left just after your mum, but she wasn’t originally from around here anyway.’

         ‘Mum might have mentioned a Valerie to her.’

         ‘Maybe.’ Joseph leant against the desk, doodling on a pad in front of him. ‘The only information she ever gave me about her personal life was in relation to you. She’d talk a lot about you. She said you’d been born with green fingers.’

         Mina felt tears prick behind her eyes. ‘Can I have Carol’s address?’

         Joseph hesitated. ‘I can’t do that but I can tell her you want to speak to her. Leave your mobile number with me and I’ll get her to call you.’

         Mina wrote her number on the proffered Post-it, which Joseph inspected. ‘I tell you what you could do, though. Why don’t you put some notices around town? Something along the lines of “Looking for Valerie. Student at Bampton Grammar in …”’

         ‘I don’t know. The fifties, I guess.’

         ‘Okay, so, looking for Valerie, a student in Bampton in the nineteen fifties, a friend of Hilary Kemp. Was that her maiden name?’

         Mina nodded. ‘Yes. She never changed it.’

         ‘So write that and leave your contact details. Put the notices up in the supermarket, Costa, that sort of thing. You know, Valerie might even come forward herself.’

         ‘Mum thinks she’s dead.’

         ‘Well, her family then. It’s worth a go.’

         ‘Do you know what, that’s a good idea.’

         ‘While you’re here, why don’t you fill in one of these cards and I’ll put it on the community noticeboard over there.’

         Mina followed his gaze to a large board dotted with cards. ‘I can do that?’

         ‘We have to police it something chronic. There’s always some chancer wanting to put up a flyer, which is why we’ve created this system. As long as it’s not illegal, if it’s related to the community you can fill in the card and we’ll display it for you for two weeks. Okay?’

         Mina filled in the information in her neat script and handed the card back to Joseph. ‘Thanks.’

         He smiled back at her. ‘Fancy a drink sometime?’

         She laughed. ‘I’m too old for you.’

         He stuck a pin in the card. ‘Worth a try.’

         
            *

         

         Ten minutes before closing time, a hand unpinned the notice from the board and studied it closely.

         
            LOOKING FOR VALERIE. PUPIL AT BAMPTON GRAMMAR SCHOOL IN THE 1950s. FRIEND OF HILARY KEMP. CALL MOBILE OR LEAVE A NOTE ON THE EVENING STAR HOUSEBOAT.

         

         Replacing the pin in the board, the hand hesitated for a moment then put the card between the pages of a book and left the library.
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