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Sunday, 19 September 2004


Lena felt his emotional withdrawal before the physical. He rolled away from her and reached for his phone. ‘You could’ve waited at least five minutes before checking that thing.’ She kept her voice light but could feel his irritation. He kept his face turned away from her, and, in the gloom, she could only see the curls of his too-long hair reflected in the meagre moonlight coming in through the window.


‘I’ve got a lot of things to do before I leave the country. Loose ends to tie up. You wouldn’t know, but it’s not easy moving anywhere. Especially overseas. I need to be on my phone twenty-four seven.’ He turned onto his back without looking at her, still clutching the mobile in his hand, and listened to his messages. The white incandescent light from the device threw a pallid glow across the blankets. She slid out of the bed and padded to the bathroom.


The cold porcelain tiles chilled her feet. Sitting on the toilet, she heard the murmur of a hushed conversation. She eyed the shower nozzle over the ancient bath and, getting up, turned it on to its full strength. The water was hot, although the spray took time to splutter into life. When the steam rose from the floor of the bath, she stepped into it and allowed the scalding water to drench her skin.


By the time she returned to the bedroom he was asleep, snoring softly on his back, his face turned into the pillow. He had placed his phone on the bedside table. She went over to it and scrolled through the calls made. A set of random digits. No names attached. She stared at the numbers for a moment and then put the phone gently back on the table and joined him in bed. He continued to snuffle in his sleep, and she turned away from him.


On the white wall opposite she followed the light of the phone, measuring with her eyes the shape thrown by the pale glow. It was distended at one end, the light merging from a sickly green into a pale red. She squinted at the image to bring it into focus and frowned. It wasn’t a trick of the eyes. The red hue suggested a source of light other than the phone she’d just examined.


In the darkness, she got up to track the origin of the other light and went softly towards the leather jacket that he’d thrown over the chair in his haste to join her in the bed. Inside the jacket, she found another phone, with a light indicating a low battery. Her fingers fumbled over the keys. After two minutes, she placed the mobile back into the jacket’s top pocket and went over to the bed. He was still on his back, his chest rising with each snore. She picked up the pillow from her side, which gave off the unfamiliar odour of her new hairspray. She placed it over his head and pushed.
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Detective Inspector Francis Sadler looked down at the rigid corpse of the ashen man lying on the stone slab and swallowed the bile that had risen in his throat. The corpse had a solid muscularity that death hadn’t yet robbed it of. Sadler noted the large biceps visible through the thin cotton of the man’s grey T-shirt. It was a good place to focus his attention, because his eyes were irresistibly drawn to the bloom of red that spread out from the chest. The poppy-red stain suggested the victim hadn’t bled as much as Sadler would have expected for a gunshot wound. Death had come quickly; the pumping heart stilled in a beat. Someone with a good aim or a lucky chance.


His eyes moved upwards. It was the face of all the dead he had seen. Devoid of expression. If you could tell how someone had died by reading their faces, it was an art that Sadler had yet to master.


‘Great place for a body. A morgue. I’d have never thought of looking there.’


Sadler looked across at the pathologist, Bill Shields, who was typing something onto his tablet with one finger. Bill’s eyes met his, and he shrugged. ‘Simply stating a fact. A first for me. I still have the capacity to be surprised, you know.’


A slight noise from the doorway alerted Sadler to the fact that Detective Constable Connie Childs had arrived. She was sweating slightly, small drops of moisture scattered across her temple, which she brushed with her sleeve. She looked around the room, and Sadler could see her assessing the paint hanging in strips off the wall and the cracked stone tiles steeped in damp. Only when she had taken this in did she finally look at the man lying on the stone block.


She turned to Sadler with a glint of amusement in her eyes. He could feel his mood darkening. ‘Bill’s already made the joke, thank you Connie.’


‘I haven’t said anything.’ She shot Bill a conspiratorial look, and Sadler saw the pathologist smile into his computer. ‘Sorry I was late. I had to leave the car on the road and follow the track up here on foot. Like everyone else it seems. There are no signposts at all, you know.’


‘I’m not surprised. The only visitors here these past fifty years, I suspect, have been ghouls looking to visit a place that should be left to history. It was one of them that found the body. An urban explorer he called himself. He seems genuine enough though. Even has his own website.’


‘It is a morgue, isn’t it? Who would build something like this in the middle of nowhere? What’s the name of this place again?’


‘Hale’s End Mortuary. It must be coming up for its centenary. It was built during the First World War to help process the casualties that were being shipped back from France. It’s got an interesting history.’ Sadler felt another urge to leave the dank building.


Connie had perked up. ‘The First World War! Why would the casualties end up in Derbyshire?’ She sounded curious. Really they should have been looking at the body behind them, but Sadler welcomed the distraction. He looked at the green algae-covered floor as a beetle scurried in front of him, seeking refuge in the deeper darkness of the room’s recesses. ‘You need to read up on your history. There were over thirty-eight million casualties in that war. They ended up where there was room, including here in Derbyshire. There were three hospitals at one time in Buxton looking after the injured. They requisitioned buildings for the war effort and converted them into temporary hospitals.’


‘But this looks permanent.’


Sadler could feel the bile rising again. ‘A lot of the injuries were severe. People more often than not died from their wounds. So you needed a mortuary. They built this place to prepare the bodies to be sent to wherever for burial.’


Connie was looking at him now, her focus shifting from the room onto him. ‘You know a lot about it, if you don’t mind me saying.’


Sadler did mind. The place had been a regular haunt when he’d been a bored teenager looking for an evening’s recreation. He could remember breaking into the building a couple of times with his friends. They would scale the ageing wire fence and, with torches in their hands, scare themselves by larking around in the chilled building.


Once, he remembered, he had lain on one of the two cold trays and pretended to be dead. His friend, Michael, had made a more convincing corpse with his hands pressed primly together. Sadler could remember his heart thudding in his chest and the cold finger of fear on him. To Connie, he simply said, ‘It’s well known locally.’


‘First time in a long while it’s seen a dead body, though,’ said Connie.


Bill Shields put his tablet into a supermarket carrier bag and tied a knot in the top. ‘I’m done. I’m not doing the PM here, as much as I’d like to for historic purposes. You know, to see what it used to be like.’ He must have seen Sadler’s face because he winked at Connie and walked out.


Sadler looked after him and wished that he could follow him into the clear air.


Connie was leaning over the body. ‘We should be able to get a positive ID, though. He looks like a recent one. Did Bill give you an estimate of the time of death?’


‘Within twenty-four hours, he thinks. That would go with your more prosaic way of guessing these things.’


Connie looked downcast, and Sadler felt a sharp pang of regret. Wasn’t it a good thing that one of his colleagues wanted to make her own conclusions based on the evidence before her?


‘Any ID?’


Sadler shook his head. ‘No. But there’s no need. I know who he is.’


She swung around with a look of shock on her face. ‘You know him? Why didn’t you say so when I came in?’


Sadler looked at the ground. ‘His name’s Andrew Fisher. Same age as me. Same school, even.’


Connie moved away from the body and joined him. ‘Did you know him well?’


‘Not very. I saw him around Bampton occasionally. I didn’t even know him well enough to say hello. Maybe a vague nod of recognition. That was it.’ Sadler could feel her eyes on him.


‘If you don’t mind me saying, you look a bit shocked for someone you didn’t know well.’


He turned to her. ‘Shocked? Yes, you could say that. Andrew was murdered in 2004. Asphyxiation.’


‘What?’


‘His wife was convicted of his murder. She served a long stretch in prison. Less than the statutory fifteen years minimum, I heard. She was a model prisoner and pleaded guilty. She’s now out on parole.’


‘You’re kidding. This guy’s not been dead for twelve years. Unless he was kept in a freezer.’


Sadler, irritated, wanted to smoke one of the cigarettes he had given up twenty years earlier. ‘I’m not suggesting he was kept in a freezer. The body was positively identified in 2004 and a funeral was held. I’d only recently joined CID. I remember the case well because, as I said, I knew Andrew.’


‘And this person has turned up dead in Hale’s End morgue.’


She was baiting him. He recognised it and could do nothing to quell the irritation. ‘We clearly identified the wrong person.’


‘That’s not possible, is it? These days, I mean.’


Sadler turned to look at the body of his childhood contemporary. ‘Possible or not, over there I’m pretty sure is the body of Andrew Fisher. Who was supposedly killed in 2004.’


‘And who identified the body? I mean, we’re looking at a miscarriage of justice here if his wife served time for his murder. Who gave the positive ID?’


Sadler let the weariness wash over him. ‘His wife, Lena.’
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Kat was fascinated by the scar on Mark’s face. His right cheek had a narrow perpendicular mark that, in a previous session, he’d revealed was the result of his mother throwing a vegetable knife at him when he was ten. His reflexes hadn’t, at that stage, advanced to the degree they’d reached by the time he left home when he was fifteen. He had ducked the flying blade, which, a doctor later suggested, had prevented it piercing his windpipe. But it sliced through his cheek, which bled with a profusion of crimson that had alarmed his mother so much that she had driven him to the A&E department with a warning to say that he had tripped and fallen onto the sharp edge of the kitchen counter.


At the hospital, a young registrar from the Sudan had played enough childhood games with knives to recognise a blade wound and, after sending Mark’s mother away with a nurse to get a cup of tea ‘for her shock’, had asked him what had happened. Mark, yet to develop the sheen of protection that had served him so well up until six months ago, had told him. The doctor had said nothing, patched him up and wished him good luck.


‘What should I say to her in my reply?’


Kat shifted in her seat. Mothers and sons. It had fascinated the Ancient Greeks, and sometimes she wondered how little had changed. Mark possessed the strength of character to leave when he could, going to stay with an elderly uncle whose fundamental dislike of women had extended to his niece. His financial support of Mark had been as much to do with his distrust of all things female as with a desire to stand up to his niece’s abuse of her son. Yet Mark, at thirty-five, was once more being tormented by his mother.


‘What would you like to say to her? Say out loud what you really want to write in your response.’


It was an old counselling trick. People rarely wrote what they wanted to say in the same way that they rarely said what they wanted to. Therapy was a way to air unspoken grievances. Kat let the silence settle around them.


‘I want to say, “Thanks for nothing for getting in touch. I made my decision to sever all ties with you when I was fifteen. I’ve never regretted it for a moment. So, whatever the reason is for getting in touch with me, thanks for nothing.” That’s what I want to say to her.’


Kat waited, but nothing else came. Mark had returned to that fifteen-year-old self, his arms folded and refusing to look her in the eye. She tried another tack. ‘Do you know why she’s decided to contact you now?’ She watched him shake his head. ‘Do you want to try and guess?’


She glanced at the clock. The hour was nearly up. Mark had dropped the news about his mother’s email in the last fifteen minutes. She had seen his agitation build up in the preceding forty-five, but gentle questioning hadn’t revealed anything until he had suddenly blurted out the reason for his tension. ‘We’re going to have to stop shortly. Are you going to be okay until the next session? We can always meet later in the week if you want.’ Now that the session was coming to an end, Kat allowed herself to relax with her client. Despite his agitation, he was smiling across at her, and she felt like grinning back at him.


‘It’s fine. I like my routine, you know.’


Kat didn’t know. He was her first client who had served in the army. He’d seen action too, in Iraq, although it was his childhood that had sent the demons to him, not those days in the heat of the Middle East. She showed him to the door, but he didn’t leave straight away.


He was standing in front of her. A little uncertain. She felt she should move away from him, give him more space, but she was enjoying his proximity. ‘Is everything okay? I have another client in half an hour.’ She looked up again at the clock. ‘But if there’s something you want to talk about now . . .’ He was shaking his head. ‘Until next time then.’
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‘My God, it’s the House of Usher.’


Detective Sergeant Damian Palmer smirked next to Connie but said nothing in response. It was officially his day off. He’d been grumbling the day before about a shopping trip to Sheffield with his wife, Joanne, but as soon as he heard about the body on the local radio, he hotfooted it back to Bampton, and Connie picked him up from the train station.


He didn’t look very happy, but Connie couldn’t tell if it was because of his disturbed leave or the fact he’d missed seeing the body. Probably both. She looked up again at the house, shocked that so dilapidated a building had been able to survive the gentrification of Bampton. It was a huge Victorian edifice, made from limestone probably quarried from the nearby hills and erected in the days when the purpose of your residence was to overwhelm and impress. But creating an imposing home also required money to keep up appearances, and Lena Fisher clearly didn’t have the cash to spend on the façade of the house. Or, if she did, she wasn’t spending it where it was needed.


The house wasn’t in a much better state than Hale’s End Mortuary, and at least that was boarded up. Here was a building being lived in. The stone was solid enough. There wasn’t much that years of neglect could do to limestone. However, the wooden windows were another matter. They were not only rotten, it looked like someone had attempted to repair them with strips of cardboard and tinfoil. Some roof slates had slipped out of their fastenings and were lying in a heap near the rusty wrought-iron gutter. At the top of the building, set into the stone under one of the eaves, was the house’s name, Providence Villa.


Connie would have believed the house to be abandoned if it weren’t for the line of washing hanging to one side. It suggested that the address Lena had given to the Probation Service was the correct one. Although, if appearances were anything to go by, God knows what state she would find the occupant in.


They walked up to the front door. The old brass knocker was strangely comforting in its solidity. Connie noticed with surprise that the face in the rusting metal was a Green Man. He leered out at her from the metal oak leaves. Palmer lifted and dropped the brass ring, and Connie listened to the sound echo around the house. It appeared empty, and she wondered how much furniture was on the other side of the door. She was about to peer through one of the grubby windows when the door opened, and there stood a woman.


Connie had long ago learnt that starting an investigation with a set of assumptions was a sure-fire way of making things more difficult for yourself. People rarely reacted in the way you expected, could look unmarked by the vicissitudes of life and could surprise even the most experienced copper.


But Lena was still a surprise. Given she had served a long stretch inside Styal high-security prison, Connie expected at least a visage of shame and possibly guilt. Instead, the woman standing in the open doorway was looking at her with cool detachment. ‘What have I done now?’


Connie wasn’t surprised. Although people rarely identified her as a copper straight away, her tiny frame and fragile appearance lulling suspects into a false sense of security, there were two of them presenting themselves at this woman’s front door. She reminded herself that here was a woman used to the criminal justice system. ‘I’m Detective Constable Childs, and this is Detective Sergeant Palmer. Can we come in?’


She saw, for the first time, a flash of concern in the woman’s expression. She stood aside to let them into the house. As Connie had suspected, the large hall was bare, with only a small side table filled with a jumble of letters and keys, too meagre for the cavernous space. An effort had been made to brighten the interior. The painted walls might have been stained, and a smell of damp assailed her nostrils, but a bunch of hydrangeas was floating in water on the table, their colourful orbs providing a splash of brightness in the dark hallway.


The woman noticed her looking. ‘You like flowers?’


Connie shrugged. ‘No. Well, yes, of course I like flowers but I particularly like hydrangeas. They remind me of my grandmother. She used to have two large bushes growing in her front garden. I don’t remember them being out in spring though.’


The woman stroked one of the heads. ‘They’re the first blooms of the year. The garden is full of the bushes. The flowers are supposed to symbolise vanity and boastfulness. I can’t see the connection myself.’


Connie looked at the flowers and stifled the urge to touch them too. ‘You are Lena Fisher?’


The woman winced. ‘I’m Lena Gray now. I went back to my maiden name. Come through to the living room. Forget about the bloody flowers.’


The lounge was huge, with picture windows at either end. The one looking out towards the front garden was almost obscured by an oak tree whose branches tapped against the glass. The back window at least gave a partial glimpse of the rear garden but was so dirty that all Connie could see was the ghostly outline of her own reflection in the glass as she stared across the room.


She and Palmer sat on one of the sofas, and Lena took the one opposite them. She had long dark hair, streaked with fine threads of silver, pulled up into a French knot. She wore an old white shirt over a grey T-shirt and jeans ripped at the knees. She looked both untidy and effortlessly chic. Connie glanced down at her scuffed shoes and promised herself a shopping trip as soon as the sales started.


‘Ms Gray. You were released from prison in April last year having served ten and a half years of a life sentence. Is that correct?’ The woman nodded but said nothing. Connie carried on. ‘You were convicted of the murder of your husband, Andrew Fisher, in a trial that took place in March 2005. You agree this is the case?’


Again the woman nodded.


Palmer was silent next to her. Watching them both.


Connie could feel her blood pressure beginning to rise. She took a deep breath. ‘When Andrew Fisher was found dead in September 2004, it was initially thought to have been the result of a heart attack. You positively identified him as being your husband. Is that correct?’


The woman’s expression was unreadable. But still she nodded. Connie had had enough. ‘And at what point did you realise he wasn’t, in fact, your husband?’


Silence.


‘And why didn’t you think to mention it when you were subsequently arrested and tried for his murder?’


The woman’s amused expression had gone.


‘Aren’t you going to say something?’


Lena put her head in her hands. Connie waited, giving her time to compose herself.


There was a scraping noise of metal hitting metal, and then the sound of the front door opening and closing. A woman walked into the room, so resembling Lena that Connie had to look back opposite her to make sure what she was seeing wasn’t an optical illusion caused, perhaps, by the shadowing glass.


‘What’s going on?’


Lena stood up but didn’t move away from the sofa. ‘These are . . . detectives.’


As the other woman approached, Connie could see that the resemblance between the two women was superficial. They both had long dark hair and thin-limbed bodies, but whereas Lena Gray was calm self-containment, this new woman had a restless energy which, Connie thought, she was making an attempt to suppress.


The similarity hadn’t gone unnoticed by Palmer. He was looking at the two women with a puzzled frown on his face.


‘I’m Kat Gray. Lena’s sister.’


Sadler hadn’t mentioned anything about a sister. Perhaps she hadn’t been around at the time of the killing.


She walked over to Lena’s sofa and sat down next to her. Two pairs of pale-blue eyes fixed on Connie, and she was suddenly aware of an undercurrent of strength emitting from these two women. She leaned forward. ‘So, Lena. I was asking you at what point you realised that the man you identified as your husband in 2004 wasn’t in fact Andrew Fisher.’


That shocked the new woman. ‘What?’ She swivelled around to look at her sister, who was still staring at Connie. ‘What’s she taking about, Lena?’


Lena shook her head, and Connie, for a moment, let the silence settle over the dusty living room.


‘In 2004, you positively identified a body found in your bedroom as your husband, Andrew. However, given that you had been married to him for five years and that the injuries that the dead man had sustained had not particularly affected his facial features, you must surely have realised that the man you were identifying was not your husband.’


Kat was pale with shock. Her sister, wary. ‘What makes you so certain that the man I identified wasn’t my husband?’


Connie looked at the two sisters. ‘Because earlier today the body of a man was found which we believe to be that of Andrew Fisher. So the question I’m putting to you, Ms Gray, is who did you kill on the nineteenth of September 2004?’
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After the police had gone, Kat went into the kitchen and put the kettle on the hob. She hunted around for matches and finally located them under a damp tea towel on the kitchen counter. It was useless to complain to Lena. Especially now they had more important things to discuss. Nothing could be forced into the open. Ever since she was a teenager, Lena had responded only to words of encouragement and enticement. Any criticism, implied or otherwise, would be met with withdrawal and distance.


As the kettle spluttered to life, Kat thought back to the other time when the police had come to the house. She hadn’t been living here then. She’d taught English abroad for most of the 1990s, returning in 1998 to retrain as a therapist. She’d used her savings to rent a modern loft in the old textile mill at Litton. Although housed in a Victorian building, it was aeons away from the draughty wreck that this place had become.


Then, one day in 2004, she had a call to say that her brother-in-law was dead, and she’d gone back to her childhood home to support her sister. And she had. At least for a short time. But then the police had come to arrest Lena, and, after that fateful visit, Kat had never, really, ever left. Because Lena had gone with them. No denials, no protestations of innocence. The same through the trial. Pleaded guilty and had done nothing to help herself. It had been left to the solicitor to try to present any mitigating circumstances.


Kat’s phone pinged, and she picked it up to look at the message. It was from Mark Astley. ‘Thanks for the support today.’ Her heart jumped. Of course he had her mobile number. She’d given it to him during the first session in case either of them needed to change their appointment times. She’d never said that it was okay for him to contact her otherwise, and certainly not via text message.


She thought about replying. Something neutral and innocuous but encouraging. Professional but a reply all the same. Discretion got the better of her, and she deleted the message.


After pouring the hot water into the teapot, she put everything on a tray and carried it through to the living room. Lena hadn’t moved. Kat carefully placed the tray on the table and sat opposite her, taking the seat where the detectives had been. ‘Is it true?’


Lena turned to look out of the far window. ‘I can’t tell you.’


Kat could feel her face turning red. ‘What do you mean you can’t tell me? What can’t you tell me?’


Lena stood up and walked towards the window. ‘Don’t ask, because I can’t tell you.’


‘Can’t or won’t?’


Still facing away, her sister spoke to the window. ‘Does it matter? I’m not able to say.’


Kat looked at the brewing tea and felt the urge to pick up the pot and hurl it at her sister. She willed herself to stay calm. ‘Can you at least tell me if the man you identified in 2004 was actually Andrew?’


‘No.’


‘No what?’ Kat was shouting, the frustrations of the day suddenly to the fore. ‘No, you can’t tell me, or no, it wasn’t Andrew?’


Lena remained silent.


‘Aren’t you going to say something?’


Finally, Lena turned to her sister. ‘Not everything can be told. You, of all people, should know that.’
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Palmer deposited three Styrofoam cups of coffee onto Sadler’s desk. ‘Hot off the press, as it were.’


Connie gave him a sour look. ‘You’re mixing your metaphors. I thought we were boycotting that place.’ A well-known chain of coffee shops had recently opened a branch in Bampton despite vociferous opposition. Some of the smaller cafés that had been in the town for generations predicted their own demise as they struggled to cope with the competition.


Sadler forced his attention back to the voice on the phone.


‘I like the coffee there.’ Palmer picked up one of the cups and took a long swig. ‘I’ll have yours if you don’t want it.’


‘Coffee is the least of our worries.’ Sadler put down his phone, got up and shut the door to the office. ‘That was Superintendent Llewellyn. For the third time this evening. We’re getting a media strategy together before the details of the victim’s identity get into the press. Because once the body that was found at Hale’s End Mortuary is confirmed to be that of Andrew Fisher, we’re going to be bombarded with questions. I need to go through with you what we’re going to have to cover. Let’s start with 2004.’


Connie opened her notebook. ‘I’ve had a chance to glance through the old files. On the morning of the twentieth of September 2004, a Monday, Lena Fisher, now Lena Gray, awoke to find her husband, Andrew, dead in bed. She called an ambulance, which arrived at the house twenty-two minutes later. He was taken to hospital and pronounced dead on arrival.’


‘That was certainly what we believed to be the initial sequence of events,’ said Sadler.


Connie nodded. ‘According to her later statement, following her arrest, she changed the story slightly to say that they had sex when he got into bed, and then they both went to sleep. I’m telling you this because it might be relevant to helping us identify who the man was. It was someone she was willing to admit she’d had a sexual relationship with.’


‘But why did the sex come out in the later statement?’ asked Palmer. ‘Why didn’t she tell us at first?’


Sadler picked up his coffee and frowned at the logo emblazoned on the cup. ‘Because when Lena Gray was first questioned, it was as a woman whose husband had died in the night of natural causes. Whether or not they had sex the previous evening was none of our business.’


Connie was looking disapprovingly at her notes. Sadler guessed that she would have asked the question. He felt the prickle of irritation. ‘In any case, the question wasn’t asked.’


Connie, always quick to pick up on his mood, turned the page of her notebook. ‘Given that Andrew Fisher had been positively identified by his wife and death wasn’t considered to be suspicious, no further DNA proof was obtained or required. This is standard procedure in cases of natural causes.’


Sadler could feel Palmer’s eyes on him.


‘However, an autopsy was carried out two days later by Dr Shields – Bill – and he concluded, given a small amount of bruising around the mouth and some evidence of burst blood vessels in the ocular orbit (that’s eyeballs, in layman’s terms), that death was, in fact, most likely due to asphyxiation.’


‘And no further checks were done on the man’s identification, even though the cause of death was now considered to be suspicious?’ asked Palmer.


There was silence in the room.


‘That’s what’s going to be investigated. We would have done identity checks and I’m pretty sure these were carried out,’ said Sadler. He could see them both looking doubtful. ‘I have to say that I strongly suspect that the correct procedure was followed. However, I don’t want you to get involved in any mistakes that might have been made over the misidentification of the body. The case has been referred, by us, to the Independent Police Complaints Commission. There’ll be an investigation, and we can’t let that hinder what we’re having to do now.’


Palmer looked concerned. ‘You’ll be all right, though, won’t you? You said you weren’t directly involved in the case.’


Sadler made a face. ‘It’s a small team here. We all got involved one way or another. I may need to look at my own actions in relation to how we policed this.’


‘Hold on,’ Connie’s face was indignant. ‘First of all, as you said, you weren’t the investigating officer, so I hardly think you should be doing too much mea culpa. Second, let’s not forget that the body had already been positively ID’d by his wife. It’s not you that the press are going to go for when they find out about this. It’s her.’


Sadler looked at the two members of his team sitting across the desk and wondered, not for the first time, what he had done to deserve such loyalty. ‘Which brings us on to Lena Gray. What do we know about her?’


Palmer opened his mouth to speak, but it was Connie, once again, who got in first. ‘Lena and Andrew Fisher had been married for five years, no children. It was his second marriage. Lena’s first. Andrew worked as a consultant for one of the big City accountancy firms. By rights, they should have been living in a house in the London commuter belt. However, Lena, by her own admission, didn’t want to leave the family home, Providence Villa, where she is, in fact, still living. So she stayed in the house all week while her husband rented a flat in London, paid for by the company, and joined his wife at weekends.’


Finally, Palmer was able to interrupt. Sadler noted that he’d clearly skimmed through the file too. ‘The marriage was, by all accounts, a happy one, as far as these things go. Neighbours hadn’t reported any domestic disturbances, and both persons were under the police radar. However, subsequent scrutiny of Lena’s medical records revealed that she had, on a number of occasions, sought medical help for stress and depression. No other information was held on her medical file so it’s only guesswork as to what caused these illnesses.’


Connie turned to Palmer. ‘Mental-health problems aren’t simply a question of cause and effect. Lena could well have suffered from stress and depression without any direct cause.’


‘Did Lena talk about any problems in her interviews?’ Palmer asked.


Sadler rubbed his face. ‘She didn’t talk about anything, from what I can recall. When the results of Bill’s autopsy came in, she was arrested on suspicion of her husband’s murder. It was strange really. You’re not going to be able to hide the physical evidence of asphyxiation. She was always going to be found out after the PM.’


‘What was she like?’ asked Connie. ‘During the court hearings, I mean.’


‘She was calm. I assumed it was because of the trauma but clearly we underestimated her, because all the time she was hiding a much larger truth from us all.’


‘That the man in her bed, suffocated with a pillow, wasn’t her husband at all. He was, in fact . . . ’ Connie let the words hang in the air.


Sadler put down his pen. ‘That is the first of many questions we’re going to have to answer. It’s been quite a day. I can safely say, without a doubt, that it’s been a first for me. There’s going to be a lot of fall-out tomorrow. Let’s call it a night.’
















7





Kat woke the following morning and listened to the rain splatter the window next to her bed. Spring hadn’t decided whether it had completely arrived. They’d had a week of true warmth where she had felt the chill of winter lift from her bones. But it had been followed by a cold snap, and winter and spring were still battling it out for ascendancy in Derbyshire.


The sash window had an inch gap at the top where the wind tried to whistle through the packing tape she’d put up over the winter in anticipation of the usual cold bite. It was the problem with having a room at the top of the house. In summer she overheated in the stuffiness as not only did the window not close properly, it also failed to open to its full extent. But it was the room that Kat had slept in since she was a teenager, when she had finally been allowed to move out of sharing the large bedroom below with Lena.


At the time, Lena had been exultant at being in the bigger bedroom, hers by right because she was older by one year. Kat had preferred this room, with its faded rosebud wallpaper which would now be known as shabby chic. It was to here she had come back after Lena’s arrest.


The door eased open, and Charlie marched into the room, his tail upright, a sign he was hungry. To emphasise his deprivation, he jumped on the bed and began to meow at her. Kat looked longingly at the hardback book she’d treated herself to the previous day but thought also of the warm tea that would take the chill off the bedroom. She found her slippers and padded downstairs after the swaying tail of the ecstatic cat.


In the kitchen, she tipped some dried cat food into the bowl and went to fill the kettle. It was cold, an unusual sign, as invariably Lena would be the first to wake and make a cup of tea to take back to bed. While the cat crunched in satisfaction, Kat made her way back up the stairs to her sister’s room. ‘Lena?’


Even before she entered, Kat could sense the emptiness behind the door. Lena’s presence could always be felt, but Kat knew she would not find her in the room. The bed was made, the smoothness of the duvet suggesting that care had been taken.


She moved over to the wardrobe and opened the door. Clothes hung on neat hangers, the trousers together, next to shirts, then woollens. She looked inside the bedside table drawer. Her sister’s passport, still bearing her married name, sat among the jumble of pens and hairgrips. She made her way along the landing to Lena’s studio, the smell of oil paint and turpentine growing in intensity with every step. As usual, she was surprised by how much light entered the room through the windows. It was their parents’ old bedroom. Lena had been adamant that this was the room she wanted for her painting. At the time, not long after their mother died, it had seemed an act of sacrilege to remove the huge marital bed and heavy oak wardrobe. They had given the furniture to a local charity as neither of them could bear to sell it.


The studio was empty. Kat ran her hands across the brushes and palette boards. It didn’t look like anything had been taken, but she wouldn’t have been able to swear to it. There was a half-finished painting on the easel, one of Lena’s signature flower pictures. This one was of a blue iris against a black background. The flower’s petals were daubed with spots of pink pollen. It was a powerful image, but also nauseating, the bright splashes reminding Kat of blood. She turned away from the picture and went back down to the kitchen to think.
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The man known as Andrew Fisher had been cremated on the twenty-ninth of November 2004, which saved the police having to apply for an exhumation order. This, in Connie’s eyes, was the first blessing of the case. Graveyards gave her the creeps at the best of times, and, deep down, she dreaded the time she would have to attend an exhumation. Once, on a training course, she had confided her fears to another of the attendees. The roaring laughter that her words had produced meant that Connie had never again spoken of her deep-seated fear of the buried dead.


Of course, Connie knew that procedurally this was, in fact, a disaster. It gave them nothing tangible to test for the victim’s true identity. This meant that the only person who knew the identity of the man for sure was Lena. Which would mean more questioning.


Connie had got nowhere with Lena the previous day, so Sadler had decided to try himself. Connie would be concentrating on the investigation into the murder of the man found the day before, the man they now believed to be Andrew Fisher. There would be no more mistakes. A visual identification had been made by Sadler. Given Lena’s role in the deception over the first body, she would not be called upon to make an ID. Rather belatedly, in Connie’s view, Andrew’s dental records had been sent to Bill Shields, along with the medical records held by Fisher’s GP. It was to the pathology unit that she was headed.


Tucked away from the main hospital building, the grey plastic-cased pathology unit looked bleak and uninviting. Given that grieving relatives often had to visit the building to see loved ones, they could have made the building more presentable. Connie thought back to Hale’s End morgue with its lovingly crafted stonework and wondered how the world had changed in such a short period of time.


‘You coming in, or are you going to stand there gawping all day?’


Bill Shields was loitering in the entrance with what looked like a cup of tea in his hands. He was a heavily built man whose clipped accent disguised his Derbyshire roots. He and Connie had hit it off from the start. Her mother had been a pharmacist, and she had grown up amid the accoutrements of the sick.


‘I was just wondering where we went wrong. You know, between Hale’s End and this place.’


Bill Shields shrugged and went back inside. As she followed him, she saw Scott, his assistant, hunched over a computer screen. ‘You looking at dodgy sites again, Scott?’


He didn’t lift his eyes from the monitor. ‘The dental records are a match. There’s a slight gap between the central incisors. The measurements match an X-ray on the patient’s file, as do the details of dental work. Do you want to take a look, Bill?’


Bill made a face. ‘I better had, hadn’t I? We don’t want any more mistakes.’


‘Hey! It was before my time,’ said Scott.


He was smirking at Connie, and she resisted the temptation to stick her tongue out at him.


Bill sat down heavily in the chair. ‘What are you here for anyway? We did the PM this morning. I was going to phone the results through to Sadler.’


She took the chair opposite him. ‘He’s on his way to interview Andrew Fisher’s wife. He’s going to take her to the station and question her under arrest once we confirm that ID. Can you give me the gist of what you’ve found?’


‘I don’t see why not.’ He pulled a file towards him. ‘Although I’m sure you worked out the cause of death yourself. Massive trauma to the chest cavity as the result of a gunshot wound. What was interesting, however, was that the bullet I extracted didn’t come from a rifle as I expected. It’s what you would assume around here. Given the hunting community.’


‘Go on.’


‘What was used was a pistol. I haven’t seen that for a long while. Not that easy to get hold of these days. I’m surprised.’ Bill’s eyes flickered.


‘What is it?’ asked Connie.


‘I’d prefer not to say. Not at the moment. I’ve sent the bullet off to Ballistics for more information. Let’s wait for their report, shall we? There’s been enough problems with this case already. You don’t need me blundering along with something I’m not confident about.’


Connie decided to leave it. He clearly wasn’t going to be telling her anything before the report came in. ‘It’s my first shooting, you know. I wonder how you’d get hold of that sort of gun around here. Anything else?’


Bill shook his head. ‘He was a physically fit, large man. “Well-nourished” is perhaps the best phrase. Like me, I suppose. He had a slightly enlarged liver, probably liked a drop or two every evening but nothing that should have killed him.’


‘That’s it?’


‘For now. I’ve taken blood samples to send off to the lab. They’ll be about a week, unless you want me to ask them to speed it up. There didn’t seem much point given the clear cause of death.’ Bill shut the file and rubbed his hands on his trousers. ‘Any idea how old I am?’


Connie started. ‘Bill, I’ve never given it a thought. You’re timeless, I mean . . .’


She saw him smile and look pleased. ‘I’m fifty-five. I know I look older. I’ve got a good ten years before retirement, and, ideally, I’d like to see them out. No other hobbies to speak of, although my wife keeps nagging me to join her badminton group.’ It was the first Connie had ever heard of his wife. Where was this conversation going?


He read her thoughts. ‘The thing is, if we misidentified the body in 2004, and it’s certainly looking that way, then it’s a monumental cock-up. They could have my head on a platter.’


First Sadler and now Bill. Connie felt queasy at the thought of the men in her professional life lining up to take the blame for what appeared to be a genuine mistake in the way that bodies were identified. ‘Look, if you woke up tomorrow and told me that your wife was dead in your bed, I’d take your word for it. That it was her. I mean, you’re the one who would know her identity. Especially if we initially thought it was a natural death.’


The pathologist smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Connie. I harbour no malicious thoughts towards Jill. But you know it doesn’t work like that. And Jill may well be seeing more of me around the house. We’ll see. Let’s hope I can ride out the storm.’ He turned back to Scott, who handed him a large pink folder. Bill cast his eyes over the results. ‘At least we’ve got the right bugger this time.’
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Superintendent Dai Llewellyn shut the office door behind him, feeling old. The meeting had been short and to the point. Orders had been given, and he was long enough in the tooth to know when it was pointless arguing. Some things were negotiable; others weren’t. The problem was that some things were forgivable and some things not, too. He had a horrible feeling that a line had been drawn and that he was on the wrong side of it.


He wanted a drink and thought briefly of the glass of Bushmills that he would have before bed. He desperately wanted to bring that drink forward but old habits are hard to break, and he had come to rely on habit. His eyes fell to the files on his desk. Now he had something else to deal with: the misidentification of a body from 2004. Another old case.


A knock, and his secretary, Margaret, put her head around the door. ‘Fancy a coffee?’


He thought again of the Bushmills. ‘That’d be great.’


‘Are you okay?’ She’d been working with him for ten years. It hadn’t started off well – his inexperience in the superintendent role, her brisk efficiency, which, he later discovered, was hiding the trauma of a messy divorce – but they’d settled into a routine that suited them both. Routine, he thought again. Why is it that I can draw so much comfort from it these days?


There were limits to their relationship. He smiled up at her. ‘Everything’s fine.’


Her eyes dropped to the files on his desk. ‘DI Sadler’s called three times this morning. He wants to see you. He’s gone out to reinterview Lena Gray but he’d like to see you as soon as he gets back.’


Llewellyn picked up the file and opened it. ‘Right.’
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The loud knock echoed around the house, waking Kat from her reverie. She looked down, aware that her frayed dressing gown had a large coffee stain down one side. She rebelted the garment to hide the spatter and walked to the front door. Behind the coloured glass she could see the shadow of a figure leaning against the stone arch. She frowned and opened the door, taking in with a glance the tall man with pale hair and blue eyes.


He showed her his warrant card. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Sadler. It’s Kat, isn’t it? I’m not sure if you remember me from 2004. I wonder if I could have a word with your sister?’


Kat stifled the impulse to shut the door on this man. She felt shabby and dowdy and, although his eyes hadn’t left her face, was sure that he had taken in the state of her undress. ‘She’s not here. Come in while I get changed.’ She took him through to the living room and left him examining the books in the shelves covering the side wall.


Back in her bedroom, she leant against the door and closed her eyes to gather strength. She could hear nothing downstairs, but the silence felt different. A presence within the walls of this too-solid house. She opened a drawer and took out her underwear, surprised to see her hands shaking. She lifted the jeans that she had slung over a chair yesterday and then scrabbled through her wardrobe for a clean jumper. The heap of clothes in the wicker washing basket told her what she needed to do when she had got rid of the policeman.


When she got back to the sitting room, the detective had settled on the sofa. She crossed the room and sat next to him, noting his surprise. ‘Sorry. Sitting opposite you would seem too much like a therapy session.’


He shifted his body towards her. ‘You’re still working as a counsellor then?’


‘It’s an ideal job, really, given everything that happened with Lena. Counselling allowed me to work to my own timetable, which gave me the chance to visit her in prison when I could.’


‘You went often? To the prison, I mean.’


‘Twice a month. I would have gone more but that was the allowance we were given. An hour every two weeks.’


‘Did anyone else visit her? Friends, for example?’


Kat leant forward and dug around on the messy coffee table in front of her. She found a packet of cigarettes with two left inside and lit one, offering the other to Sadler. He made a face and shook his head. ‘Don’t approve of smoking.’


She smiled. ‘Don’t worry, neither do I. The problem is that once I stop, something happens to make me start again. I’d made six months until today.’


‘The cigarettes—?’


‘Lena’s. She started inside. I don’t think there was much to do. Except read and smoke.’


‘And you say she’s not here.’


Kat turned her face away and blew out a stream of smoke, resisting the impulse to cough. Her lungs, unused to the tobacco, were aching in protest. ‘I woke up this morning, and she’d gone. I wake up quite early anyway. It was about half six. She left before then.’


‘What time did you go to bed?’


‘Lena went first – about eleven, I think. I was around midnight.’


‘You still woke up at half six? That’s not much sleep.’


‘You don’t know the half of it. I was awake at quarter past two, then three and again at twenty past four.’ She stole a glance at him.


‘Insomnia?’ Something flickered in his eyes. ‘You have my sympathy.’


Kat stubbed out her cigarette. ‘You too?’


He didn’t answer her. ‘Do you think Lena could have left after you’d gone to bed? Or do you think she left early this morning? If she knows you suffer from insomnia, when are you most likely to be sleeping?’


Kat was impressed. It was a good question. ‘I never have any trouble getting to sleep. I’m usually dog-tired when I go to bed. It’s just that it doesn’t last. I’m awake after a couple of hours.’


‘So if Lena wanted to leave the house without you knowing, the best time would be between, say, twelve and two a.m.?’


Kat felt a spurt of anger. ‘Yes.’


The exchange seemed to have unsettled Sadler also. He stood up and went over to the far window that looked out onto the lawn. Kat was glad that she had heaved the old mower around for the first cut of the year.


‘I’m not surprised you’re having trouble sleeping. My colleague, DC Childs, tells me you looked shocked when we told your sister that we found the body of her husband yesterday.’ He turned around to face her. ‘It was a surprise, wasn’t it?’


Kat, shockingly, felt like crying. ‘A complete surprise. I just couldn’t believe it.’


‘But you think she did lie? About the man we found dead? You haven’t asked how sure we are that the body we found yesterday is that of Andrew Fisher.’


Kat shrugged and reached for the remaining cigarette. ‘I’m a therapist, and she’s my sister. I’m not bad at reading people. When you came to the house yesterday, whatever Lena may have been feeling, it wasn’t surprise. She knew what your colleague was saying was possible.’


‘Was she unsurprised that we know that the man found dead in her bed in 2004 wasn’t in fact Andrew? Or was she unsurprised that Andrew had now been found dead? Which of these, in your opinion, was she already aware of?’ Again, he knew which questions to ask, and, once more, she was impressed.


He was looking at her with his pale-blue eyes, and Kat found it difficult to meet his gaze. She lit her cigarette, giving herself time to think of a reply.


He looked impatient. ‘Kat. I know this is your sister we’re talking about. Whatever happened in 2004, it’s going to be horrendously complicated to untangle, especially now your sister seems to have gone missing. So I need to ask you. Of course she would have been aware that the man in her bed wasn’t her husband. So I need you to tell me: was she surprised that he had now been found dead?’


Kat’s eyes locked with Sadler’s once more. ‘I’m sorry. With Lena you never can tell.’
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