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			Prologue

			Abbeyford was an affluent market town In the south-west of England. It had grown up around the remains of a medieval monastery and the ruins of the ancient building were situated towards the outskirts of the town, the centre itself having shifted over somewhat during the many years of its existence. The part of the town known as the Old Town wasn’t, in fact, the oldest part of the town, but in Georgian and Victorian times, had become the centrepiece for the marketing and promotion for tourism. An expensive council website showed lofty white townhouses, Victorian terraces in tawny stone and a few – a very few – timbered Tudor houses. Welcome to Abbeyford, a town respectful of the past but looking to the future, said the website, in curling cursive script.

			Along the backs of the row of Georgian townhouses on grandiose Robert Avenue ran a paved lane, Robert Street, running parallel with the river Avon. The river surged through narrow banks as it ran through the town, before widening and calming as it reached the countryside beyond the town. This lane was tapered, dark, littered with fast food packaging and black plastic bags left out for the rubbish collection. Cats and foxes slipped between the cars parked – or abandoned. It was a source of great frustration to the locals, was Robert Street. Often, diatribes were posted on the local Facebook group We Love Abbeyford. When is the council going to DO SOMETHING about the litter? There are TRAVELLERS there... Talk to the local MP, was one remark to that post, to which the original poster’s response was a furious face emoji.

			There were no travellers there tonight. The only vehicle in sight, parked right at the end of the street and jammed against the wall that encircled the final house on the row, was an an old Volkswagen camper van, blue and cream, with a split-screen windshield and little curtains of thick, cream material pulled closed across all of the windows, except the windscreen.s.

			The street and the van were quiet. A visitor able to move through metal walls and glass windows, through to the interior of the van, would have seen a still figure inside; a strangely shaped head wrapped around with plastic, no movement at all. But there was no such visitor and, as such, the road was quiet, the roar of the waters of the rain-swollen Avon the only sound to be heard.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“You look fine. More than fine. You look great.”

			Anderton, holding a twin in each arm, kissed Kate on the cheek and nudged her towards the front door with his head.

			“I don’t feel great.”

			“It’s last minute jitters, love. You know this. Come on, think of how happy everyone will be to have you back.”

			Kate sighed, shook herself and set her shoulders back. “You’re right. I’m being ridiculous.” She kissed each baby, Emily and Ivo, on their firm little cheeks and stopped herself from yanking them out of her husband’s arms and cuddling them close.

			Emily gurgled, whereas Ivo merely widened his eyes at the sight of his mother dressed smartly for the office.

			“Go on, go,” said Anderton. “Otherwise we’ll have the tantrums and waterworks.”

			“Them or me?” asked Kate, with a watery smile. He said nothing but grinned and inclined his head towards the open front door. “Okay, okay, I’m going. I’m going.”

			She didn’t look back as the door closed behind her. When she had been at work before maternity leave, she’d driven in to the station but now she meant to start as she meant to go on, and walk into town. It was a grey, still sort of day but warm for the time of year. The last of the autumn leaves were still coating the pavements, trodden into slush over the Christmas period.

			Kate breathed deeply of the late winter air. It was one of her least favourite seasons; wintry weather, dark, cold, months until spring. Everyone broke and exhausted after Christmas. The newspapers kept warning of an Arctic blast of snow that was due to make its way across the country. Best to hunker down and get through it. Although... as she marched along the streets leading her to the city centre, she wondered. Perhaps it would be the perfect opportunity to gather her friends and family together for a low-key party?

			People didn’t seem to be so sociable these days, after Covid and given cost-of-living crisis. But a party was always fun... Kate decided to give this some proper thought at a later stage and to concentrate right now on her return to work.

			Her pass to the station had long since expired and so she entered the building through the main set of doors. She’d been back a few times on ‘keeping in touch’ days but this was the first time she’d returned to work properly.

			There were changes. Inevitably, there were changes. PC Boulton, who would normally be manning the front desk, had retired and there was a new desk sergeant who Kate didn’t recognise. She approached the front desk, smiling cautiously.

			“Hi, I’m DI Redman.”

			The new desk sergeant was a young woman with short, curly hair, stuffed into an over-tight uniform. “Oh yeah?”

			“I need a pass for the incident room.”

			“Have you got ID?”

			Kate had, having been through this before on a phased return to work. That had been after a work-place injury. Or – given that was a somewhat of an innocuous description – having been stabbed in the back by a serial killer. At least now she was only returning to work from the rather more enjoyable experience of maternity leave.

			She could have taken the lift up to the second floor but she opted for the stairs, giving herself time to adjust. She paused at the window which overlooked the staircase, looking out on the higgledy-piggledy rooftops of Abbeyford. She hadn’t even texted to Chloe and Theo that she was coming back – that at least meant she avoided a deluge of text messages and phone calls. A little bit of you just likes the drama, she told herself, smirking, as she put a hand out to the door to the incident room.

			It would have been an anti-climax for the room to have been empty but it wasn’t. Chloe, Rav and Theo looked up from their desks and Kate saw a mixture of emotions cross their respective faces. She saw to her relief that most of the emotions were positive.

			“Maaaaaaate!” Theo was the first to reach her and throw his arms around her. “Didn’t know you were back today?” He put her away from him at arm’s length and looked at her sternly. “I mean, you are back, right? For good?”

			“Yes—“ Kate didn’t say any more before Chloe had reached her and hugged her.

			“Welcome back, bird.”

			“Thanks—“

			Rav, always a little more reserved, came up to give her his hug. “Welcome back, Kate.”

			“Thanks mate.”

			It was then that Kate realised there was another person in the room. A young man – fairly young – with an arresting mop of black hair and glasses of equally black frames.

			Chloe saw her notice him. “Oh yeah, Kate, this is DC Chivers. Adrian.”

			Her voice was very much neutral. Kate had a moment to wonder why that was, even as DC Chivers was coming towards her with his hand stretched out.

			“Pleased to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			“Oh God,” said Kate, laughing and holding out her hand. His handshake was just on the wrong side of firm and she hid a wince as the bones of his fingers ground against hers.

			“All of it good, of course.” Adrian Chivers had a lightning smile, there on his face one time and gone the next moment.

			“Well – I’m sure I’ll need to get back up to speed. I’ve been off for a while.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Kate, welcome back. Welcome back.” Olbeck gave her such a broad smile that she couldn’t help smiling back – not that she wouldn’t have, anyway. Worries about the twins aside, Kate couldn’t believe how good it felt to be back at work. Even the terrible cup of coffee from the machine in the kitchen area tasted great.

			“Right, everyone. Down to business. Our top priority is the murder case just called in, some of you might already know about it. Body of a young male, found suffocated in a camper van on Robert Street this morning.”

			“Any ID?” asked Kate, eager to jump straight back into her role.

			“Not yet. We’re tracing the number plate of the van. When I say it was called in, I mean it was almost literally just called in. Some joggers were running along the river path and found him.” Olbeck cleared his throat and went on. “We’re going to need house to house along the whole road plus CCTV of the area.”

			“SOCO there already?” asked Theo.

			“Yes, they’re doing their stuff. Right, who wants to get down there? I’ll send over some uniforms so they can tackle the door-to-door in the main but I’ll need some of you lot there as well.”

			Kate’s hand shot into the air. “I’ll go.”

			Olbeck gave her a grin. “Of course. Get back in the saddle, my love.” He looked around the room. “Chloe, why not go with her?”

			Kate felt, with some surprise, something of a qualm. Chloe and her friendship had not exactly dwindled but had definitely changed with the advent of the twins. Chloe had no children herself, no interest in other people’s kids and had made that rather obvious when Kate was on maternity leave. But surely, now she was back in her usual role, they could start to repair what they’d had before?

			From the look on Chloe’s face, she wondered whether her friend was thinking the same thing. But after a moment, Chloe shrugged and smiled.

			“Sure, why not.”

			The new DC, Chivers, put up his hand. “I’d like to go too.”

			Olbeck nodded. “Agreed. Give yourself a bit of time to get acquainted with the town. Right, off you guys go and report back later. Theo, Rav, come with me.”

			Kate, Adrian and Chloe regarded each other across the incident room. Kate felt another qualm at the thought that one of these people was essentially a stranger to her. She didn’t feel the usual warmth of belongingness that she would have got from being partnered with Chloe.

			It’s first day nerves, she told herself. Don’t make it more of a thing than it has to be.

			“So, shall we go?” asked Chloe. “I don’t mind driving.”

			Kate thought for a moment that Adrian would protest but he merely inclined his head and smiled in acquiescence.

			They took one of the bigger pool cars as Chloe personally drove a two-seater, a rather snazzy little sports car. The atmosphere inside the car as they drove to Robert Street was not – strained, exactly – but it wasn’t quite comfortable. Kate found herself resenting Adrian’s presence. If he hadn’t been there, perhaps she and Chloe could get back some of that ease with which they’d worked before. Besides, there was something about him that set Kate’s teeth on edge. She pulled herself up on the thought. She knew one of her worst characteristics was her way of judging people before she’d even got to know them. For some reason, that Made her think of Elizabeth Bennet reading Mr Darcy’s letter, in Pride and Prejudice, one of her favourite books. With a strong prejudice against everything he might say.... No, it wouldn’t do to take an instant dislike to her new colleague. Look at how she’d been with one of her good friends, Stuart, when he first started at Abbeyford. Look at Chloe! They’d virtually hated each other on sight but somehow, a friendship had been kindled. I hope it’s still there, Kate thought soberly, as they approached Robert Street.

			Most of the cars along the street had been cleared, or perhaps their owners had gone to work before the street was shut off. Chloe showed her ID to the officer guarding the tape that shut off access to the scene and he lifted it for them to drive through. Chloe parked up at the top as soon as she was able.

			“Not sure if they’ve taken tyre impressions yet,” she told the others. As they all got out of the car, Chloe added, unexpectedly, a question for Kate. “How are the twins?”

			“Fine, thanks.” Kate was surprised and unsure if she was supposed to elaborate further.

			“Oh, you have twins, do you?” asked Adrian. “How nice.”

			His tone was neutral enough for Kate to wonder at his sincerity.

			“Yes, “ she said. “A girl and a boy. But anyway, let’s get on.”

			There were plenty of white-suited Scene of Crime officers milling about, doing their thing. The body was still in situ in the camper van. All three officers hung back for a moment, taking in the scene.

			Kate looked around for Stephen Smithfield, the usual SOCO supervisor, but couldn’t see him.

			“Where’s Stephen?” she asked Chloe.

			“Oh, I forgot, you don’t know. He transferred a few months ago. We’ve got a woman now, what’s her name, Sarah. Sarah Hervey.”

			“Oh.” Kate wondered what else she needed to catch up on. “Where did he go?”

			“Bristol, I think.”

			“That’s where I transferred from,” said Adrian.

			“Oh,” said Kate, again. She thought wistfully of her old colleague Martin Liu, who’d also transferred from Bristol, although he was now working in London with the Met. She’d liked him at first sight, unlike DC Chivers.

			Shaking off these thoughts, she gestured. “Right, let’s get on and see what we’ve got.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The three of them drew nearer the van, stopping to glove up and slip on foot covers. One of the SOCOs who Kate recognised from before gave her a wave and a grin and then dropped his hand, probably feeling that it was inappropriate at a crime scene. Kate gave him a grin and a nod.

			“That’s a nice van,” said Adrian. “Seriously, these old ones are worth quite a lot.”

			“Surely we should have the registration details by now?” said Chloe, sounding irritated.

			“They’ll let us know when they have it,” soothed Kate. They stood by the open door to the driving seats of the van, looking in.

			There was no blood. The body sat in the driving seat, slumped, one hand purplish with lividity lying on top of a leg. The head of the victim was wrapped around with plastic, the features beneath cloudy, as if glimpsed through dirty ice.

			“Do we even know if it’s a man or a woman?” asked Chloe.

			“Looks like a man to me,” said Kate, peering at the length of the legs, the masculine looking coat, the size of that purple hand.

			Adrian Chivers said nothing. Kate glanced at him and was a little startled to see that he’d gone quite pale. She felt a spurt of contempt and then pulled herself up. God knows, she’d found certain scenes in her career very difficult.

			A tall, dark-haired woman appeared behind them. She had short hair, swept back from a high forehead and black-framed glasses.

			

			“Sarah Hervey,” she said, in a voice burred with a faint Irish intonation. “Scene of Crime Supervisor.”

			“Thanks Sarah,” said Chloe, who’d clearly met her before, but Kate and Adrian introduced themselves and shook hands.

			“What have we got?” asked Kate.

			“This is preliminary only, of course, but I’d say a young male, Caucasian, been dead for a few hours. Wrongful death, obviously. Well, fairly obviously. I suppose it might possibly be a suicide.”

			“Hmm.” Chloe looked back at the road behind her, bustling with activity. To their left, the river roared, swollen with recent rain. “Who’s coming from the labs?”

			Surely if it had been Carl Lopez, Chloe’s boyfriend, she would have known? Kate wondered and then thought of how very quickly this had all unfolded.

			“I’m not sure. They should be here very soon, anyway.”

			Kate, out of touch as she was, knew it wouldn’t be Andrew Stanton. An old friend of hers (actually a very old boyfriend), she knew he was in Ukraine with his young family, working at the Red Cross. They kept in touch occasionally and she could never see a news bulletin on the progress of the war without feeling a pulse of anxiety about them.

			This wasn’t the time to think or talk about that. At the end of the road from this van, she could see a black car draw up and someone with a medical bag exit it. They were too far away for her to see who it was.

			The distance between the end of the road and this van struck her.

			“Do we know if this van has been here for a while? I mean, is it normally parked here or has it just been stuck here overnight?”

			Even as she spoke, Kate knew it was too early to tell. Mere hours had elapsed since the discovery of the body.

			“Don’t know,” said Chloe. “That’ll be something to find out when we start doing door-to-door. It’s—“ Her phone began ringing and she pulled it from the pocket of her black suit jacket. “Hang on.” She held the phone to her ear. “DS Wapping. Yes. Oh right. We’re sure about that? Okay, text me the details. Cheers, Rav, bye.”

			“What was that?” asked Kate.

			“Rav says they’ve got the owner of the van. Just a minute—“ There was a chime from her mobile.

			Kate said nothing, trying to tamp down swelling indignation. Chloe was a sergeant, Kate was an inspector – Rav should have sent that information straight to her, Kate, not a subordinate. She swallowed. But there, this was her first case back – no doubt Rav had just followed usual procedure. Don’t take it personally.

			“Van’s registered to a Charles Salisbury, the Old Manor House, Cudston Magna.” Chloe looked up from her phone screen. “Anyone want to go and check that out?” Then she looked over at Kate’s carefully blank expression and blushed. “Sorry, bird, I mean – I didn’t—“

			“It’s okay,” said Kate, drily. “You take the lead, I’m just getting back into things here.”

			She thought she heard a faint snigger from Adrian Chivers but the choppy roar of the river meant that she couldn’t be sure.

			Chloe looked at her anxiously. “What do you want to do?”

			Everything was happening so quickly that Kate wasn’t sure. Before she could answer, Adrian said “I don’t mind going.”

			He was still looking rather pale. As Kate drew her gaze from his face, she realised the pathologist had arrived on the scene. It was Kirsten Telling, an old acquaintance from the pathology labs. That made up her mind.

			“Hi Kirsten.”

			“Kate, I didn’t know you were back.”

			Kirsten Telling was a very experienced pathologist, and a woman who managed to look both unusual and attractive. She had an elongated, high-cheek-boned face, her nearly white blonde hair pulled back tightly.

			“I am indeed.”

			“Nice to see you again.” Kirsten gave her one of her unearthly smiles as Kate turned to DC Chivers.

			

			“ Yes, Adrian, you go and see if you can find out if our body here is the – what did you say his name was?”

			Chloe consulted her screen again. “Charles Salisbury.”

			“Right. We’ll stay here and see what’s what. Adrian, take the car, we can work out transport back when necessary.”

			Chloe texted the details to Adrian and he turned and trudged off down the long road. Kate turned back to the two women.

			“Ladies? Shall we?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			It was fully dark by the time Kate returned home and she wasn’t sure if she would be able to see the twins before they were put to bed. She and Anderton hadn’t exactly mapped out a routine yet, given that it was her first day back to work. She was exhausted, despite the multiple cups of coffee she’d imbibed throughout the day.

			The downstairs of the house was in darkness but she could see a thin line of light surrounding the bathroom door and the shrieks and gurgles of the twins behind it. Smiling, despite her tiredness, she ran upstairs.

			“Hello, hello, hello, here’s Mummy.”

			Anderton was supporting Emily in the bath, Ivo kicking his legs on the fluffy bathmat and dressed already in his night-time baby gro. He saw his mother and let out a crow of delight.

			“Hello darling.” Anderton looked almost as exhausted as she did. “How was it?”

			“Never mind about that now.” Kate stepped forward and scooped her son off of the floor. “Oh, how I’ve missed you guys, all of you.” She kissed her son all over his face, to his delighted giggles. “How did you get on?”

			“Oh, you know. Surviving. Can you pass me that towel?” Kate shifted Ivo to her hip. Anderton lifted Emily, dripping, from the bathwater And quickly origamied her in the towel that had been warming on the radiator.

			“Come on, let’s get them ready for bed.”

			“I’ll get the bottles.”

			Anderton looked grey with exhaustion, his face matching his hair. “I haven’t made them up yet—“

			“Don’t worry, I’ll do it.” Kate was battling the familiar waves of guilt. Guilt for leaving her children, guilt for her almost-past-middle-aged husband having to go through the baby years again. Guilt at not snapping straight back into her role at work. Stop it. She hefted Ivo up a little and made her way downstairs to make up the bottles. She’d breast-fed for as long as she could (often in great pain in the early stages) but at about six months the twins decided – almost as one – that they were having none of it anymore. Guilt stabbed her again. She’d been more than a little relieved, particularly as she knew she was going back to work.

			Yawning, she surveyed the messy kitchen. Unless something was tucked away in the fridge, there was clearly no dinner prepared, either. There was a moment of annoyance – Kate really appreciated a tidy home and she was hungry – but she knew she was being unfair. When she’d been on maternity leave, this had been her reality. The needs of the two babies had outweighed everything, including housework and cooking.

			Thank goodness they were able to afford a takeaway. Kate knew that there were plenty of people in the country, particularly at the moment, who wouldn’t be able to. She popped Ivo in his high chair and gave him a rice cake for him to gnaw while she made up the bottles.

			Between her and Anderton, they got the babies to bed relatively painlessly. Then they stumbled downstairs and slumped on the sofa. It was chilly and the wood-burner could have done with lighting but Kate just couldn’t be bothered.

			“Shall we get some food?”

			

			“Yes. Anything. Anything hot that I can shovel into my face and then crawl to bed.”

			“Deal.”

			 

			Unsurprisingly, Kate slept like the dead that night. The next morning was sunny, but blisteringly cold. Anderton, also looking rejuvenated, kissed her goodbye again at the door once more.

			“I don’t know what time I’ll be back,” said Kate, fastening her backpack onto her shoulders. She’d given up on handbags and briefcases – too much faff.

			“That’s fine, darling, I know what it’s like. I promise I’ll try to have a meal ready for you tonight.”

			“Don’t bother if it’s a, well, bother. I’m sure we can survive on a few weeks of takeaways and sandwiches.”

			“It’s fine – we’re off to the baby group today and I’ll stop off at the supermarket on the way home.”

			“Are you the only man there?” Kate asked, grinning.

			“Pretty much,” said Anderton, with dignity. “But it’s fine.”

			Kate hurried back to give them all a kiss again. “I’ll see you beautiful lot later.”

			Inside the house, the landline began to ring. “You’d better get that. Bye.”

			 

			The pavements were slippery with frost so Kate picked her way across them with caution. The further she got from house and her children, the more work began to intrude into her mind. Despite the tricky walking conditions, she began to hurry as she reached the outskirts of the city centre, eager to make a start on the day’s work.

			Still not furnished with a working pass, she made her way through reception again. Again, she introduced herself to the young woman working behind the desk.

			“DC Tamworth,” said the woman, sounding quite bored. Kate fought the urge to snap back that she was an Inspector, you know, and perhaps deserved a little bit of respect?

			Muttering to herself, she took the lift this time. Already, she was feeling like she was back in the swing of things, absence of working pass notwithstanding. Leaving the twins (and Anderton) in the morning was still a wrench and she couldn’t imagine that changing any time soon... Kate sighed and pushed open the incident room door.

			Chloe gave her a smile as she sat down and Kate returned it. She felt slightly more in tune with her friend after the scene investigation yesterday. Olbeck waved from his office, his phone tucked between his shoulder and his ear. Kate tipped him a salute right back.

			Adrian Chivers wasn’t in the office. Secretly glad, Kate went to make herself and Chloe a coffee.

			Released from his phone call, Olbeck came into the room and made ‘gather around’ motions.

			“Morning everyone. How are we all?” Each of them muttered something suitable in response. “Right, here’s where we’re at.”

			“Do we have an ID on the victim yet?” asked Chloe. “Surely, we do?”

			“Yes, we do. The registered owner of the van was a Charles Salisbury, as you know—“

			“It was him, then?” Theo butted in.

			Olbeck gave him a look. “Let me finish. Charles Salisbury is still the registered owner of the van but our vic isn’t him. He is dead though, Charles Salisbury, but he died several years ago, of natural causes. He’s the father of our victim. Our vic is Nick Salisbury, twenty-eight years old, child of Charles and Elizabeth Salisbury. Elizabeth Salisbury is elderly but still alive and she’ll have to be interviewed as a matter of course.”

			“Of course,” said Kate. “Presumably she’s been told of her son’s death.” Then she remembered Adrian Chivers had gone to do just that yesterday.

			“Yes of course.” Olbeck coughed and cleared his throat. “Anyway, the PM is today, so someone will have to go—“

			“I’ll go,” said Kate, immediately.

			Olbeck gave her a quizzical look. “You don’t have to fling yourself straight back into everything, you know, Kate.”

			“I know. I’d like to go.”

			“Fair enough. You take the PM this afternoon. Chloe, you and Rav can go and interview the mother. Theo, I want you to coordinate some teams to continue the house-to-house along Robert Street, and Robert Avenue as well. Adrian – where’s Adrian?”

			“He said he was going to be late in this morning,” said Chloe. “Family stuff apparently.”

			So Adrian had a family? Did that mean children, or just his parents or siblings? He didn’t seem old enough to have children of his own but then again, not everyone left it as late as Kate and Anderton... Kate dismissed the thought and as Olbeck closed the briefing, went to get her coat and bag.

			Olbeck intercepted her on the way out of office.

			“I meant it, Kate, seriously. You don’t have to go hell for leather just to try and prove yourself now you’re back.”

			Kate squeezed his arm. “I know that, doofus. But honestly, I feel that the best way for me to get back into the routine again is to fling myself into it.”

			“Well, it’s your funeral. How are the babies, by the way?”

			They had a short, enjoyable conversation about the twins before Olbeck caught sight of the clock on the wall.

			“Hell, I’ve got to go, got a—“

			“Meeting.” Kate finished the sentence for him.

			He rolled his eyes. “Got it in one. Listen, why don’t you and Anderton come over for dinner soon. I’d love to have a cuddle with the twins.”

			“Would love to,” said Kate, rather doubtfully. “Although it would probably be easier if you came to us. They don’t go to sleep easily anymore.”

			“God, I remember those days. Oh help, I’ve got to go. Come and brief me when you get back from the PM.”

			“Will do.” Kate gave him a wave and headed out of the door.

		

OEBPS/image/IMG-20250225-WA0002.jpg





