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For my brother-in-law Paul


Gone but definitely not forgotten – RIP
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Chapter One




A chilly breeze raised goosebumps on the back of Dr Jayne Winter’s neck. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but the rumours about Old Manor Hall being haunted swam in her brain. 

There was a noise behind her and she spun on her heel, half expecting to find Simeon Burns’ ghost sweeping towards her. But her torch showed only an empty corridor. Heart pounding, she shook her head. ‘Don’t be so stupid,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘It’s being back in this place, it’s unsettling you.’

A quick glance at her watch in the torchlight showed it was only four-thirty in the afternoon, but already dark on a gloomy November day. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. 

You know it’s here – you just have to find it. Then you can get the hell out, she told herself.

Flashing the torch beam along the corridor ahead, Jayne sighed. Old Manor was a shadow of its former self. Vandals had smashed everything they could find and graffitied the walls. Pictures she’d seen of the house back in its heyday showed parquet flooring, beautiful portraits of the family and elaborate ceiling plasterwork. Back in her school days, the halls teemed with her fellow students all buffeting against each other, laughing and shouting. More often than not, she’d been alone, but that was fine. She didn’t need anyone else then, and she certainly didn’t need them now. 

Broken glass crunched under her feet as she continued, and the torch beam wobbled as her hand shook. This place was super creepy at night. 

It’s the only way. I have to be first. She took a deep breath and clenched her free hand, hoping to still it. I’m not backing out now. I’m too close. 

Arriving at what she knew was the principal’s office, she pushed open the door, wincing at the horror film-style screech its hinges gave. 

Then she heard something else. The crunch of a footstep on broken glass. That wasn’t Simeon Burns. Heart skipping a beat, she paused, swinging her torch beam back along the corridor. It was time to get what she needed and get the hell out of here. 

The worn carpet almost tripped her as she crept across the room to the bookcase. She began running her hands quickly across the fake books. It must be here somewhere, it must. Then she froze as her fingers encountered a slight space between two books. Yes, this was it! But, stiffened by age, it wouldn’t move. 

Jayne gave a small snort. I didn’t come this far to stop now. 

Yanking her house keys from her coat pocket, she selected the supermarket saver card token and inserted it into the gap between the books. A few wiggles, a satisfying click, which seemed very loud in the quiet room, and the bookcase swung forward to reveal the room behind it. Jayne exhaled, trying to control her racing adrenaline. She’d found it. I might be the first person in here since Simeon Burns died. 

But as she stepped inside the space behind the false wall, the office door gave another horror-film creak and Jayne froze. Maybe if I stay really still…

A voice called, ‘I know you’re in there. You might as well come out.’

Recognising the voice, Jayne stepped back into the office and swept her torch around the room. The beam landed on a face. 

‘What are you doing here?’ she demanded, taking two steps towards the figure. ‘Did you follow me?’

A smile. ‘I knew you couldn’t resist the bait.’

Jayne stared. ‘What are you talking about?’ she snapped. ‘I don’t have time for this.’

‘I knew you’d fall for it. Arrogant as ever.’ 

Jayne watched as the figure walked past her and blocked her from the secret room. ‘You’re talking rubbish,’ she snapped. ‘Get out of the way. I need to get into that room.’

The figure shook their head. ‘You’re not going anywhere. You know what you did.’

Jayne felt her stomach clench. ‘What are you talking about? I haven’t done anything.’

‘Yes, you have, and now I’m going to make you pay for it.’

As the figure advanced towards her, Jayne took two steps back, fingers fumbling for the mobile phone she knew was in her pocket. 

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you. No one can help you now.’

Jayne turned and tried to run, but her foot caught on the uneven carpet and she crashed to the ground, hearing her mobile clatter to the floor. As her fingers scrabbled to find it, the figure loomed over her, flashing a torch beam directly in her eyes.

Blinded, she said, ‘We can share it. I’ll say we both—’

A harsh laugh. ‘It’s too late for that now. It’s payback time.’








  
  
Chapter Two




Detective Inspector Jude Burton strode towards the entrance of Old Manor Hall swinging her car keys from her index finger. She shivered as the cold wind made its way down the back of her tracksuit top, wishing she’d put on a coat. Glancing up at the building, she took in the solid brick facade and the large windows set symmetrically on either side of the front door. It had once been grand but now looked very sorry for itself. 

Detective Sergeant Mark Shepherd, waiting on the front steps between the columns on either side of the door, grinned and gestured to her tracksuit bottoms and trainers as she came within earshot.

‘Is it dress-down day and I missed the memo?’ he asked, flicking the end of his tie. 

Burton grimaced. She would never usually be seen in a work situation without her stilettos. ‘I was on my way to the gym when I got the call. Tuesday night is body pump.’ She gestured towards the building. ‘And why have we been called out for trespassers?’

Burton followed Shepherd’s finger as he turned and pointed to a uniformed officer, speaking to three teenage boys.

‘Jack was first on the scene after those three called it in at about quarter past five. They’d snuck inside to look for a ghost that haunts the building.’

Burton rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, for God’s sake. There’s an excuse for “came to break some windows” that I’ve never heard before.’ Then she frowned, registering Shepherd’s words. ‘Called what in?’

Shepherd pointed to the upper floor of the house with his pen. ‘They were in the upstairs corridor looking for Simeon Burns’ bedroom when—’

‘Simeon Burns?’ Burton asked, frowning and huddling into the neck of her tracksuit top, wishing she could put the hood up without looking unprofessional.

‘The guy who owned this house back in the eighteen hundreds or something,’ Shepherd said, consulting his notebook. ‘Apparently, he died in the bedroom and it’s supposed to be haunted.’

Burton rolled her eyes. ‘Give me strength…’ She gestured for Shepherd to continue.

‘They went into one room – which may or may not have been his bedroom – and found a massive hole in the floor. A quick peek and they saw the body of a woman lying on the floor underneath it.’

‘We’ve got a dead body? You maybe should have led with that bit,’ Burton said, irritated. She glanced at the teenagers. ‘It can’t have been fun for them, finding her. Had she fallen through the ceiling?’

‘We’re not sure at the moment.’

Burton frowned. ‘Did they check if she was dead?’

Shepherd shook his head. ‘They bolted outside and called an ambulance. Jack attended along with that and got the full story from the youngsters. He called me.’

‘At least they called it in,’ Burton said, glancing towards the three young lads. ‘I’d have expected them to leg it.’

Shepherd nodded. ‘Me too, but it seems they have a social conscience.’

‘Good on them.’ Burton shoved her hands into her tracksuit jacket pockets. 

Shepherd nodded towards the building. ‘Brody’s inside. It’s not much warmer though,’ he added, pointing at Burton’s hands with his pen.

‘Anything is better than the wind out here. I’ll talk to her. Tell Jack to get them home and make sure nothing goes on social media,’ Burton added. She pointed to the development of flats and houses at the perimeter fence. ‘Has anyone canvassed the area?’

Shepherd shook his head. ‘I’ve just sent a couple of bods round there.’

Burton turned and headed into the building. Following a colleague’s directions, she found her way to the office, stepping carefully across the broken glass that littered the floor. Thank God she was wearing sensible shoes. 

She arrived in the office to find Dr Eleanor Brody, the local pathologist, kneeling on thick foam pads beside the body of a woman who appeared to be in her early thirties. She was wearing skinny jeans, and a brown leather jacket lay open, showing a pale-blue woolly jumper. Brody pushed back the brim of the orange hard hat perched on her brown curls. 

Burton opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Brody said, ‘I haven’t got anything for you yet.’

Burton laughed. ‘How did you know it was me without turning around?’

‘Expensive French perfume means only one person around here,’ Brody said. She glanced up. ‘I certainly wouldn’t have known you by those,’ she said, pointing to Burton’s trainers with her pen. ‘Dress-down day, is it?’

Burton rolled her eyes. ‘I’ve just had the same conversation with Mark.’

Brody gave a rare smile. ‘It’s weird seeing you without the stilettos,’ she said, ‘but probably safest with the decor around here.’ She sat back on her heels and gestured at the glass on the floor. Burton was about to step forward, but Brody held up a hand. ‘Stay in the doorway.’ She pointed to the ceiling where plaster hung down from a hole. ‘That lot isn’t very secure. First impressions, as you’re gagging for information, are that Dr Jayne Winter here—’

‘She’s a doctor?’ Burton asked, surprised.

Brody nodded. ‘That’s what it says on her driving licence.’

‘Do doctors usually break into abandoned buildings?’ Burton asked, looking around the room. Was this really just a trespassing case, she wondered, or was there more to it?

Brody shrugged. ‘Indiana Jones would, I suppose, and he’s a doctor. Anyway, she was in here when the ceiling came down and landed on her.’

‘It fell on her?’ Burton asked. ‘She didn’t fall from up there?’

Brody shook her head. ‘Nope. Even at a first glance, there don’t seem to be any wounds consistent with a fall. Of course, that’s only early speculation until I do the post-mortem.’

Burton frowned at the ceiling. ‘So, a building that has been standing for God knows how many years just randomly collapses when someone who shouldn’t even be here is standing under it?’

‘It’s been on its last legs for ages,’ Brody said.

A hand clapped on Burton’s shoulder, and she gasped.

‘Did you think I was Simeon Burns?’ Shepherd asked, appearing beside her. When Burton glared at him, he chuckled. ‘We’ve probably disturbed him with all this racket.’ 

‘What else do we know about her, apart from her name?’ Burton asked, pointedly ignoring Shepherd’s comment and looking down at the body.

Brody held up a plastic bag containing a set of car keys and a purse.

Burton took it from her and peered at the keys. ‘She drives a Toyota Yaris. Any sign of a car nearby?’ 

Shepherd nodded. ‘We’ve searched the immediate area, but nothing yet. No sign of anyone else either.’

Burton tilted her head on one side. ‘Anyone else? A second trespasser?’

Shepherd nodded. ‘Our ghost hunters found a footprint in the mud outside the window they climbed through. It looks like it’s a man’s, just based on size.’

‘So someone was here with her.’ Burton chewed the inside of her mouth, looking around the room. 

‘What are you thinking?’ Shepherd asked.

Burton scratched her head. ‘If you were with someone and a ceiling fell in on them, would you not call for help?’

‘They were trespassing,’ Shepherd said. ‘Maybe they didn’t want to get caught?’

Burton wrinkled her nose. ‘But still, you’d make the call anonymously, wouldn’t you? Something doesn’t add up here.’

Brody gave a slight intake of breath, making Burton and Shepherd stare at her.

‘What?’ Burton demanded.

‘I think there’s something here. I can’t—’ Brody began. There was a shower of plaster dust and she glared upwards. ‘Hey,’ she yelled. A face appeared, looking down at her. ‘Be careful up there.’ The man waved an apology and disappeared.

Brody turned back to Jayne Winter’s body. ‘We need to get her out of here quickly. The rest of the ceiling could come down with them stomping about.’

‘OK,’ Burton said, ‘get cleared out as soon as you can. We don’t want anyone else hurt.’ Then she stopped and stared at the bookcase on the far wall. 

‘What?’ Shepherd asked, following her gaze.

‘Is it just me or is that bookcase not flush against the wall?’

Brody glanced over her shoulder, eyes narrowing behind her wire-rimmed glasses. ‘You might be right,’ she said. ‘Good spot. Stop,’ she added, as Burton went to step forward. ‘I’ll get one of my guys to do it when they look at that section of the room.’

Burton nodded. ‘Let me know what’s behind it,’ she said, turning her attention to the plastic evidence bag in her hand. 

‘Have we tracked down any family yet?’ Burton asked Shepherd.

Shepherd shook his head and held up the driving licence in a separate plastic bag. ‘Her address on here is in Gravesend, so we’ll start there. Here’s hoping we find them soon.’

Burton puffed out her cheeks. ‘What the hell is a doctor doing in a derelict building in Allensbury if she lives in Gravesend?’ She shook her head, frowning. ‘Right, find the family. They might know why she was here. We also need to know whether there was anyone else around in the area who might have seen her.’

Shepherd was scribbling in his notebook. ‘Appeal through the media?’ he asked.

Burton shook her head. ‘Not until we’ve found the family. I’d rather her relatives found out from us than the Post.’








  
  
Chapter Three




On Wednesday morning, Dan Sullivan walked into the Allensbury Post office nursing a takeaway coffee. It had been a very boring on-call shift for him the previous evening, but he’d not slept well. Too much on his mind.

‘I wouldn’t mind if there was something happening,’ he’d moaned to his flatmate, Ed Walker. ‘But I just have to sit here waiting and watching that.’ He’d jabbed a finger at the on-call phone, making Ed laugh. 

‘You can’t blame the phone.’ Ed had sat down on an armchair to fasten his shoelaces. ‘What’s that saying about watching pots?’ He’d had to duck quickly as Dan threw a cushion at him.

‘Where are you going?’ he’d asked, watching Ed.

‘That would be telling, Danny boy,’ Ed had said, getting to his feet and grabbing the jacket he’d draped over the back of the chair.

‘Ah, come on, take pity and give me some good news,’ Dan had said, observing the shiny shoes and smart jeans Ed was wearing instead of his usual trainers. ‘She must be special to get the dress-up treatment.’

Ed had grinned. ‘No comment,’ he’d said, turning away to the door. ‘You’ve got the football to keep you company.’ Then he’d turned back. ‘No word from Emma?’ Seeing Dan’s face, he’d added, ‘Never mind, say no more.’ He’d waved and disappeared down the hall. Dan had heard the front door slam and sighed heavily. He’d glared at the phone, which remained annoyingly silent. 

Now, as he walked across the office towards his desk, Daisy, the news editor, waved him over. She had her telephone receiver clamped to her ear, listening intently.

‘An interesting voicemail message from late last night,’ she said, pressing a few buttons. Her tone immediately put Dan on alert. What had he done wrong now? 

A voice came from the speakerphone. ‘The police are crawling all over Old Manor Hall.’

Dan rolled his eyes. ‘Tell me something new. The police are always at Old Manor.’ He turned away, but the next part of the message stopped him.

‘I ’eard they found a body and it could be murder.’ There was a click and the message ended.

Dan sighed heavily, irritated that he’d been sitting at home while all this was happening, then noticed Daisy staring at him, eyebrows raised.

‘Hey, wait a minute,’ Dan said, going on the defensive, ‘that didn’t come through to the crime phone, otherwise I’d have—’

Daisy held up a hand to stem his flow and glared at the deputy news editor. ‘Someone forgot to divert his phone when he left last night.’ The man winced and did his best to make himself smaller. ‘Anyway,’ Daisy continued, ‘I haven’t seen or heard this anywhere else, so hopefully we’re the only ones the tipster phoned. See what you can find out.’

Dan headed to his desk, stomach flickering with excitement. He picked up his phone without taking off his coat and dialled a familiar number.

‘You’re slipping. I was expecting a voicemail from you when I got to my desk this morning,’ said the cheery voice of Suzy, the police press officer, when he’d explained why he was calling. 

‘Our tip didn’t come ’til this morning, so we’re slower than usual,’ Dan replied, untangling himself from his messenger bag with one hand and grabbing a pen and notebook that sat on his desk. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Not much, but I’ll give you everything I’ve got at the moment,’ Suzy said. ‘OK, you got a pen in hand?’

‘Always.’

Suzy began speaking in her giving-a-statement voice. ‘Police officers were called to Old Manor Hall in Allensbury at about seventeen fifteen hours yesterday after three teenagers found the body of a woman inside the building.’

‘What was she, or they, doing there?’ Dan interrupted. ‘That place is a death trap.’

‘They were ghost hunting. What she was doing isn’t clear yet.’

Dan laughed. ‘Looking for Simeon Burns, were they?’

‘Who?’

‘Simeon Burns. He’s the guy who owned the house back in the day. He died there, and rumour has it his spirit decided not to leave.’ 

‘Anywaaaaay,’ Suzy continued, dragging out the word, eye-roll almost audible, ‘an investigation is underway to establish what happened to this woman.’

‘No sign of how she died?’ Dan asked, pen flying across the page.

‘Nothing we can reveal now,’ Suzy replied, ‘and before you ask, I can’t give you an ID yet.’

‘But you know who she is? Is she local?’

Suzy made an exasperated noise. ‘You know I can’t tell you, no matter how much you beg. It’s under wraps until we’ve been able to inform the family.’

‘Are they local?’

An exasperated laugh came down the phone. ‘You don’t give up, do you? I can’t tell you anything else until I get permission.’

Dan clicked his pen a few times as he tried to make sense of the story.

‘Hello? You still there?’ came Suzy’s voice.

‘Oh, yeah, sorry. I was just thinking it’s weird that an adult was trespassing. Kids I can understand, but why a grown-up woman? It doesn’t make sense.’

‘I’m sure it’ll all fall into place once we know who she is.’

‘Could she be anything to do with a housing developer or something like that?’ Dan asked, rapidly tracking through his mental filing cabinet of recent news stories. 

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Since it closed down as a school, my school coincidentally, it’s been earmarked for demolition and development, but nothing’s ever stuck.’

‘It was a school?’ Suzy asked. 

‘Yeah, Old Manor Sixth Form College.’

‘Why was it never developed?’ Suzy asked, in a voice that suggested she was making notes.

Dan shrugged. ‘There have been a few planning applications, but they always fall apart. There’s an entire housing estate around it, but that bit hasn’t been touched. I think Simeon Burns must be protecting his house.’

Something was niggling at the back of his brain, but he just couldn’t bring it to the surface. He thanked Suzy, extracted a promise of an update later in the day and hung up.

‘Well?’ Daisy was standing behind him.

Dan recounted his conversation with Suzy and Daisy puffed out her cheeks. 

‘So a trespasser was found dead in the building? I’m not surprised. That place is a death trap. Why would someone say it was murder?’

Dan nodded. ‘I’m sure I saw something about Old Manor recently, but I can’t think what it was.’ He sighed and got to his feet. ‘I’m sure it’ll come to me.’

‘Where are you off to?’ Daisy asked, as he stuffed his notebook and pen into his coat pocket. 

‘Old Manor. See what I can see. Somebody in that housing estate must have heard or seen something.’


      ***But the Oxton Estate proved to be a disappointment. The streets of executive homes wound into dead ends at every turn and there seemed to be no one about. During the working day was not the best time, Dan thought, on an estate like this. But he decided that luck was on his side, when a woman with long blonde curls parked a BMW on a nearby drive. He parked up and darted across the road to where she stood reaching for some supermarket carrier bags in the boot. 

‘Hello,’ he called when he was about six feet away from her.

She whipped around, a hand flying to her chest. ‘Oh my God, you startled me.’

‘Sorry,’ Dan said, turning on his most charming smile.

She gave a breathy laugh. ‘I’m a bit on edge. We had the police round yesterday.’

‘Was that about the woman found at Old Manor?’ Dan asked, gesturing toward the building that stood behind the woman’s house.

She nodded. ‘You’ve heard about that?’

‘I’m from the Allensbury Post. I was wondering whether you saw or heard anything last night?’ He pulled out his notebook.

The woman looked awkward. ‘You won’t give my name, will you?’

Dan shook his head, hoping that his smile was reassuring.. He hated anonymous quotes, but if it meant getting something, he was prepared to run with it. 

Relaxing, the woman took a step towards him, and he could smell a spicy perfume. ‘We were just watching TV when the police knocked on the door. Obviously we hadn’t heard anything, but I had noticed the car.’

‘What car?’ Dan asked, head cocked to one side as he tried to work out where this was going.

‘Yes. It was a white Toyota Yaris and no one in the street drives one so it caught my eye. Plus, it was parked in a really inconvenient position on that corner.’ She pointed towards the T-junction at the entrance to her street. ‘It was there at four o’clock when I came home. I nearly crashed into it because it was blocking half the road.’

‘Was that why the police came round?’ Dan asked.

Her brow furrowed. ‘They said there’d been an incident at Old Manor Hall, but you can’t really see from our garden because we have quite a high fence. Do you know what happened?’

‘They found a woman dead inside,’ Dan said. ‘I’m guessing the police thought she might be from here.’

The woman’s eyes widened. ‘Do you think that might have been her car?’ she asked.

‘Did the police take it away?’ Dan asked.

‘I don’t know. I mean, once I’d spoken to them at the door, I went back to our living room, which is at the back of the house. It was gone this morning, so maybe they did. Or maybe the owner came back and moved it.’ She shrugged, then glanced back at the boot of her car. ‘Is that all you need? I’ve got frozen food in here and I have to put it away.’

Dan nodded, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. Handing it over, he said, ‘If you think of anything else, will you call me?’

The woman nodded and Dan turned away. 

Had the woman found at Old Manor parked her car in the street and then approached on foot? He was sure the gates to the property were padlocked. Maybe she’d parked as close as possible and then somehow got through the boundary fence. But why? What had she been looking for? And had she found it or had someone found her first?








  
  
Chapter Four




Burton strode along the CID office, stilettos clacking on the floor. Shepherd looked up from his computer and gestured for her to join him. 

‘Talk to me,’ she said, flopping down in the swivel chair at the desk next to his and twisting to face him.

Shepherd leaned his large frame back in his chair, making it creak loudly. ‘I asked the guys over at Gravesend if they’d swing by her flat. They went quite early this morning, the before-work time they called it, and there was no one home. They spoke to a neighbour who said that she lives alone, but they’d not seen her since last week.’

‘She’s been missing for a week?’ Burton asked, incredulous. ‘Has her family not reported it?’

‘So far nothing, but I searched her online and tracked down her employer. She’s a doctor of history and works at the University of North Kent. I’ve left a message for them to call me back. They might know her family or, at least, where they are.’

Burton sighed. ‘Anything else on her?’

‘Not so far, but—’ The ringing phone interrupted him.

‘Keep me posted,’ Burton said, getting to her feet as he reached for the receiver. 

Her office windows looked out over the main office, and she watched as Shepherd spoke into the phone, pen flying across his notebook page. His forehead creased and she tapped her fingernails on her desk, willing it to be someone with good news. She hated delivering a death message, but keeping a family waiting was worse. When Shepherd replaced the receiver and got to his feet, he was smiling, albeit slightly grimly.

‘She’s local originally,’ he said when he arrived in her doorway, ‘and he was happy to give me her family’s address.’

‘And it’s definitely the right Jayne Winter?’

‘I described her to him and he said it sounded like her, so I think we’re safe to go round and see the family.’

Burton sighed, got to her feet and picked up her handbag.

‘I hate this part,’ she said, following him out of the door.








  
  
Chapter Five




Burton and Shepherd followed Della Winter as she manoeuvred her wheelchair through the specially adapted door and into the living room. A young man rose from the sofa to greet them, and Della introduced him as her son Jordan. Even without being told, Burton reckoned she’d have known that he and Jayne were related. They had the same shade of blonde hair and matching eye shape that set them out as being brother and sister. His hair was longer and he swept his fringe from his eyes as he looked at them. Della gestured for them all to sit down. She parked her chair beside Jordan and he took her hand. 

‘Has something happened to my sister?’ he demanded, leaning forward, body tense and braced for bad news.

Burton sat back slightly, which was Shepherd’s cue to take the lead. She knew his experience of being on their side of the fence when his wife died in a hit-and-run several years ago gave him extra insight into what it was like to receive this news.

He spoke gently. ‘The body of a woman was found at Old Manor Hall last night and she was carrying Jayne’s driving licence. We’ll need you to do a formal identification, but we believe it is her.’

Della gasped and tears slid down her face. Jordan passed her a box of tissues and she smiled at him gratefully as she took one.

‘Do you know what happened?’ he asked, perching on the edge of the sofa. 

‘We’re still trying to figure it out,’ Shepherd said. ‘Can you think of any reason why Jayne would have gone to Old Manor?’

Jordan sighed. ‘Simeon Burns,’ he said, sounding tired.

Burton, expecting a negative answer, sat forward, slightly taken aback. ‘Your sister was looking for a ghost?’ she asked, wondering where this was leading.

Della smiled. ‘I don’t think she believed in those rumours,’ she said. ‘She was far too rational.’

‘Why was she interested in him?’ Burton asked.

‘She went to Old Manor when it was a sixth form college,’ Della said, patting her face with a tissue. ‘They all have to do a research project about the Burns family and she spent hours on hers.’

‘And she has a PhD in history now?’ Shepherd asked. 

Jordan nodded. ‘Her research was on medieval social history and not in Allensbury.’

‘So nothing to do with Simeon Burns?’ Burton asked, struggling to bring the threads together in her head. Jordan shook his head. ‘Jayne lived in Gravesend. Do you know why she was in Allensbury?’ Burton added.

Della wiped her eyes on the tissue and tucked it up her sleeve. ‘She just turned up on the doorstep on Friday saying she needed to stay.’

Burton stared at her. ‘She hadn’t told you she was coming?’

‘No, but that wasn’t unusual. She rarely told us what her plans were.’

Burton could see that Shepherd was as puzzled by this family as she was.‘She just said she had some research to do and she needed to be here,’ Della added.

Remembering the footprints at the scene, Burton asked, ‘Did Jayne have any friends who might have gone along to Old Manor with her?’

Jordan gave a slight snort and Della glared at him.

‘Please, it’s important that we know these details,’ Burton said, feeling frustrated.

Jordan sighed. ‘My sister didn’t really have any friends. Oh, come on, Mum,’ he said when Della cleared her throat meaningfully, ‘you know that’s true. She lacked people skills,’ he said, looking at Burton and Shepherd. ‘She could be single-minded and didn’t suffer fools gladly, or people who she perceived as fools.’

‘So, is there anyone who you think would hurt your sister?’ Burton asked, an uncomfortable feeling settling in her stomach. ‘Anyone she’d upset in the past?’ 

‘Well, if you’re looking for people she’d upset, you’ll need a bigger pad,’ Jordan said, gesturing to Shepherd’s A5 pocket book. ‘She had a habit of rubbing people up the wrong way, but I can’t imagine anyone would kill her.’

Burton’s stomach clenched. Was it a possibility that Jayne hadn’t been a lone trespasser at Old Manor as she’d thought the previous evening? Had there been someone there who meant her harm?

‘When was the last time you saw Jayne?’ Burton heard Shepherd ask. 

‘Yesterday morning at breakfast,’ Della said. ‘She made tea and toast and then said she had to go out. She wouldn’t tell me where.’

‘Did she take anything with her?’ Burton asked. 

‘She had a little shoulder bag. I didn’t see what she put in it, but I assumed it was her purse, keys and mobile phone as usual.’

Shepherd leaned forward and Burton knew he was trying to be gentle. The next question was never an easy one to ask.

‘Can you both tell me where you were on Tuesday between three and six o’clock?’ he asked. As expected, both Della and Jordan looked shocked.

‘You’re actually asking for our alibis?’ Jordan demanded, leaning towards Shepherd.

‘Purely routine,’ Shepherd said calmly, raising a hand. ‘It’s a formality.’

Della sighed. ‘I was here. My carer Paula came round to check that I was OK and bring me some shopping.’

Shepherd turned to Jordan, eyebrows slightly raised.

‘I was at work,’ Jordan snapped, ‘until five-thirty as usual and then I drove straight home.’

‘Thank you,’ Shepherd said, clicking away the nib of his pen. 

His ability to diffuse angry family members was impressive, Burton thought. ‘Does Jayne have a bedroom here?’ she asked.

‘Not as such,’ Della said. ‘I had to move out of our family home the year before last when this happened,’ she gestured at the wheelchair, ‘because I couldn’t manage in such a big house, but I was lucky enough to find a bungalow that we could adapt. I have a spare room, so Jayne slept there.’

‘Could we have a look at it?’ Burton asked, wondering what Jayne had brought with her on a seemingly impromptu research trip.

Della nodded. ‘Of course. She travels light, so it won’t take you long. Jordan, can you show them?’

Jordan nodded and got to his feet. ‘Sure, follow me.’ He led the detectives out of the room. 


      ***Jayne Winter’s room was spartan with just a double bed, wardrobe and a wooden table with a matching chair. Somehow Burton thought this mirrored a woman who didn’t seem to have a personality yet in their investigation. 

‘Jayne moved the table in here when she arrived,’ Jordan said, jamming his hands into his trouser pockets. ‘She needed somewhere to work in private.’

His emphasis on the word private caught Burton’s attention.

‘Was your sister’s work confidential?’ she asked, her thoughts shifting like jigsaw pieces. Was there more to this woman than just historical research?

Jordan snorted. ‘No, that’s just how she was. Making a big deal of her stuff being so important. She was terrible for it when she was younger. Wouldn’t let me or Kayleigh – that’s our sister – anywhere near her room. I don’t think she had anything particularly interesting in there. She just enjoyed winding us up.’

‘Where is Kayleigh?’ Burton asked, frowning.

‘She’s on a business trip in New York. Mum called her and she’s trying to get a flight back.’

Burton opened the wardrobe and stepped back, surprised to find it empty. 

‘Jayne obviously wasn’t staying here long,’ she remarked, turning to Jordan, raising a questioning eyebrow.

Jordan nodded. ‘She was acting really weird. I mean, more weird than normal.’ He spoke in a way that suggested to Burton that there was no love lost between the two siblings.

‘Acting weird, how?’ Shepherd asked, lifting a black holdall onto the bed. He unzipped the bag and looked inside. A tangle of clothes greeted him. 

‘I got the impression that she hadn’t wanted to tell us she was in town.’

‘Not tell her family she was here?’ Burton asked, puzzled. As soon as she thought a picture of Jayne Winter was building in her mind, it shifted like a kaleidoscope.

‘I’m not sure she even liked us very much,’ Jordan said. ‘She could be really selfish. It was typical, really. She’s not spoken to Mum for months and then turns up demanding a bed without saying how long for.’

There was definite animosity there, Burton thought, but was that normal sibling rivalry or something more? 

Burton was about to ask something when Shepherd finished fishing about in the holdall and pulled out a laptop computer.

Jordan looked surprised. ‘I’m amazed that it’s not locked away,’ he said. ‘She was always really protective of her laptop.’

‘We’ll have to take that with us,’ Burton said, and Jordan nodded. 

‘We didn’t find a mobile phone at the crime scene,’ Shepherd added. ‘Do you know if she usually carried one?’

Jordan straightened up and stared at him. ‘You didn’t find her phone? She was surgically attached to it. She’d never have left it behind.’

‘Can you ring it?’ Burton asked, and Jordan quickly pulled his own phone from his pocket. But the call went unanswered. 

Burton watched as Shepherd took a last scan around the room. Jayne Winter was still something of an enigma. A single-minded career woman who didn’t care if she offended people, even her own family, who she hadn’t wanted to tell that she was in town. Why? Was her work really confidential or was she just private? Either way, something was going on. 

She looked up sharply as Shepherd cleared his throat and found him and Jordan both staring at her.

‘I think that’s everything for now,’ she said crisply, and Jordan led the way back to the sitting room. Della looked deep in thought, staring at a photograph of her daughter on the mantelpiece and shook herself when they entered. 

‘We’ll be off just now,’ Burton said. ‘We’ve got Jayne’s laptop, which we’ll need to investigate, and we’ll arrange the formal identification.’

‘I’ll do that,’ Jordan said quickly, but Della shook her head.

‘We’ll both do it. I owe her that much.’

‘There’ll be a post-mortem as well,’ Burton said, bracing herself for the reaction.

Della gasped. ‘Do you have to cut her?’ she asked, bottom lip wobbling.

Jordan crossed the room and sat down beside her. ‘They have to, Mum, to find out what happened to her.’

Della looked like she was going to argue, but then nodded, a tear falling down her cheek.

‘We’ll see ourselves out,’ Shepherd said, but Jordan followed them to the door.

‘Jayne could be difficult, but surely not enough to make someone kill her,’ he said in a low voice. 

‘We’re still working out what happened. It may have been an accident, but we need to keep all our options open.’

‘You’ll let us know what you find?’

‘As soon as we know, you’ll know,’ Burton promised. She glanced back when they reached the car to see Jordan still watching them, an odd expression on his face. A feeling stole over her. Did he know more about his sister’s activities than he was letting on?








  
  
Chapter Six




As they walked through the doors to the morgue early on Thursday afternoon, Shepherd gave a shudder. 

‘Don’t be so dramatic,’ Burton said with a laugh, trying to keep her own shiver under wraps.

‘I’m not. It’s freezing in here. It gives me the creeps. Like someone walking over your grave.’

‘You say that every time,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder, ‘and you know what Eleanor will say.’

‘Eleanor will say stop moaning. I can’t turn the heating on just for you,’ Brody said, appearing at their elbow making them both jump. 

Burton started, making Shepherd laugh and earning him a glare. The pathologist seemed to be set permanently in stealth mode as she moved around the room. ‘So what do you know?’ she asked, trying to cover her surprise.

Brody walked to the work surface and picked up her clipboard. Shepherd pulled out his notebook.

‘As you suspected, the ceiling fall was not accidental,’ she said.

‘Someone brought the plaster down on her?’ Burton asked. She could feel her heart beat faster. She’d been right.

‘Yes. They’ve used a pole or something to loosen it so it caved in, but that’s not what killed her.’ Brody turned to the computer on the work surface and clicked the mouse a few times and some pictures appeared on a whiteboard.

Shepherd looked impressed. ‘Wow, new technology,’ he said.

‘I got fed up with trying to show people images on a small screen, so I squeezed some money out of my budget. An interactive whiteboard has many uses.’

‘What am I looking at?’ Burton asked, stepping closer to the screen.

‘These are photos taken during Dr Winter’s post-mortem,’ Brody said. She expanded one picture and indicated for Burton to look. Burton wrinkled her nose, but then widened her eyes as she realised what she was looking at. ‘A head wound,’ she said.

Brody nodded. ‘And, as I suspected, not consistent with a fall from the upper floor or from the plaster falling from the ceiling.’

‘She died from a blow to the head? With what?’ Burton asked, her brain whirring.

‘Looks like it was made of wood, so probably something that was lying around in the room. Something cylindrical, a chair leg maybe.’ Brody shrugged. ‘The crime scene team is still down there so they’re checking to see if they can find it, but I’m not hopeful. That place is a mess.’

Shepherd looked up from his notebook. ‘Your theory that there was someone else there bears out,’ he said to Burton.

She smiled grimly. ‘Did she die quickly?’ she asked Brody.

The pathologist nodded. ‘There are two blows, but the internal damage suggests she likely wouldn’t have survived after the first one, even if help was summoned.’

Burton rubbed her forehead. ‘Someone definitely didn’t want her getting back up again. But why was she, or indeed they, at Old Manor in the first place? She must have been looking for something, but what? The place is derelict.’

‘Her family didn’t seem to know what she was up to,’ Shepherd said, ‘but it didn’t sound like she took people into her confidence.’

‘Apart from the person she was with?’ Burton asked, tilting her head to one side and looking at Brody. ‘They came with her, or they followed her and caught her out?’

Brody shrugged. ‘Nothing in my evidence to tell you that, I’m afraid.’

Burton ran a hand through her long blonde hair, which was not in its usual ponytail. Not enough time this morning with her girls playing up before school. ‘They bashed her over the head and then brought a load of plaster down on her to hide what they’d done. Then they left her there to die, so they obviously weren’t friends.’ She sighed. ‘This is making my head hurt.’

‘Any indication of time of death?’ Shepherd asked. 

Brody consulted a clipboard lying on the nearby work surface. ‘Probably about thirty minutes to an hour before officers arrived on scene.’

Burton and Shepherd stared at her.

‘How can you be so precise?’ Burton demanded. ‘You usually tell me off when I ask for that.’

Brody smiled. ‘The blood had only just started to coagulate when I was looking at the body in situ.’ 

‘Anything else?’ Burton asked, looking back at the images on the screen.

‘I may have saved the best ’til last,’ Brody said, looking slightly smug. 

Burton made a rolling motion with her hand, indicating to Brody to hurry up.

‘Fingerprints,’ Brody said.

Burton and Shepherd both frowned.

‘But you said there’s no murder weapon, so where are the fingerprints?’ Shepherd asked.

‘That bookcase you spotted’ – Brody pointed at Burton – ‘turned out to be the door to a secret room.’

Burton’s eyes widened and her chest tightened. ‘A secret room?’ she asked.

‘That’s a bit Famous Five, isn’t it?’ Shepherd asked.

Brody raised a hand to stop their interruptions. ‘Let me finish. As you’d expect, Dr Winter’s fingerprints were on it, but there were two other sets, and they’re male, judging by their size.’ She smiled at their shocked faces. ‘I do love it when I can surprise you.’

Burton grinned. ‘Me too.’ Then her mobile phone burbled in her pocket. She pulled it out and groaned. ‘Suzy Press Office,’ she said.

Brody glanced around the room. ‘Is this place bugged? So she knows exactly when to call you for an update?’

Shepherd laughed. ‘I think she actually has some sort of spidey sense.’

‘Whatever tracking system she’s got,’ Burton said, pressing the button to answer, ‘at least we’ll have something to tell her. This is a murder enquiry.’








  
  
Chapter Seven




The afternoon rolled around and, still waiting for a police update, Dan sat at his desk, squinting down at the scribbled shorthand notes in his book. It was almost illegible because of numb fingers and a steady drizzle when he’d interviewed the hospital director at the ground-breaking of the new ward. Why they were starting building work in November, Dan would never know. What was wrong with nice, warm indoor projects? 

With no way to protect the page, neither pen nor pencil had really worked on damp paper. He could just about decipher what the man had said and began typing up his notes. His hair, which had also been drizzled on, stuck up in its usual clumps, with no attempt made to calm it down. No hair products in the world had ever made it look tidy, so he’d given up trying.

Daisy cleared her throat and Dan held up three fingers, indicating the number of minutes he needed. She turned back to her computer, but he could feel the eyes that he was sure existed in the back of her head staring at him. Computer keys rattling, he finished with a flourish and pressed send. He gave a sigh of relief and rubbed his eyes. That was all his copy done for today’s edition of the newspaper. 

He jumped as the editorial assistant strode past, thumping a package in front of him. He scrambled to move his keyboard out of the way and opened his mouth to complain, but she was already halfway across the office. Dan picked it up, weighing it in his hand. The parcel was lighter than it had sounded. He tugged hard at the padded envelope, still wet from the rain, but when it didn’t open, he grabbed scissors from his drawer and attacked it. A leather-bound notebook slid out of the package and Dan just managed to grab it before it hit the floor. The battered cover had almost split along the spine and the corners of the book looked like they’d been chewed. He recognised the damage caused by it being repeatedly shoved in and out of a bag or pocket. He flipped open the cover and stroked the first page. Tiny, cramped ballpoint pen handwriting covered it. He squinted down at the page. The handwriting was almost as illegible as his shorthand. The pages that followed were crisp with hand-written scribbled notes and photocopied documents and photographs stuck to them.









