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No one wants to die in the dark. To lie alone in the blackness, feeling the chill of death creep slowly over you. Shut away from the light as the fear numbs your limbs and chokes the breath in your throat. The long, long sinking into the cold depths. And then to sense that slipping away. The final slipping away into nothing.


Do you feel that stab of pain as it shoots through your chest? Try to make your breathing more shallow. You have several broken ribs, a fractured arm, perhaps a punctured lung. You can hardly know, in the dark. But you can feel the internal bleeding, the seeping blood as it squeezes your internal organs, bloats your stomach and intestines. You know your injuries are fatal.


That fear of the dark is overwhelming. Because this is true darkness, an eternal night in which your eyes have become useless. Your heart thumps uselessly as you strain to see where you’re lying. You can sense space around you, a slight movement of icy air, a shifting of heavy masses, a solid weight way above your head. A sharp, stabbing pain is in your back from something hard you’re lying on. This isn’t a grave. But it is your tomb.


Does your fear of the dark make any sense? When you’re dead, you go into endless blackness. Yet you’ve always hoped you would get one last glimpse of the light, always prayed that you wouldn’t die alone.


Well, that’s not going to happen. There’s nothing for you to see here. Not a glimmer of light, not a flicker of hope. Only the darkness.


A creak and a rattling makes you freeze. Is someone here? Or some thing? But no … you breathe out and release the pain. The noise has quite a different meaning. It’s something huge shifting overhead. It signals the end, the approach of your death. You’re about to be crushed completely.




2


Day 1


Flies buzzed around the armchair. A mass of them covered a tiny window, like a moving black curtain. Detective Sergeant Diane Fry watched from the doorway as figures in scene suits moved around the overheated sitting room. Apart from the chair, there was little other furniture. A small table in one corner, a TV set on a stand, a stack of shelves containing two candles, a statue of the Virgin Mary, and a half a dozen books in Polish.


In a tiny kitchen area, there was barely enough room to turn round between an ancient gas cooker, a fridge and a sink. The off-white paintwork was scuffed, and the wallpaper looked damp, with a sheen of black mould under the window. Dust had gathered along the skirting boards and a trail of mouse droppings lay scattered near the bin.


Fry sniffed. The smell in the flat wasn’t the stink of death, though it soon would be. The aroma was a mixture of rancid pork and fried onions. A thin, half-eaten sausage lay on a plate. The door of a wall-mounted cupboard hung open, revealing a row of cans and a few cups and plates. A plastic bag stood near the door. Fry glimpsed a loaf of bread, a carton of milk, some pots of yoghurt. Somebody’s shopping.


The body itself lay curled in an awkward position, its head tilted back, one arm hanging towards the floor. Where the tips of the fingers touched the carpet, the skin was a livid purplish red. Blood had pooled to the lower parts of the body, red cells sinking slowly through the serum in the arteries when the victim’s heart stopped pumping. The carpet was so thin that the blood from the victim’s head wound would soon have soaked through to the floorboards and dripped on to the ceiling of the shop below.


‘There’s a trail of blood all the way from the alley, Sergeant. As far as we can tell, that must be where he was attacked.’


Detective Constable Jamie Callaghan was standing outside in the yard, looking up at her from the bottom of a narrow metal stairway. Yellow evidence markers had been placed on the steps, marking the blood spatter left by the victim as he climbed unsteadily up to the flat. A smear of blood left on the handrail halfway up showed the clear impression of a palm print.


From her position above him, Callaghan looked tall and lean, the darkness of his eyes emphasised by the yellow glare of a security light overhead. It had been daylight for a couple of hours, but it still hadn’t gone off. Perhaps something had triggered the motion sensor.


‘So instead of seeking help, he came back here and sat in his chair to die,’ said Fry. ‘Why would anyone do that?’


Callaghan shrugged. ‘He probably didn’t realise how serious his injuries were.’


Fry looked at the splatter on the stairway. ‘Perhaps. But he must have seen how much blood he was losing.’


‘Shock?’ said Callaghan. ‘You can’t expect people to use sensible judgment in those circumstances.’


‘Are there any witnesses, Jamie?’


‘We’re still looking. Nothing so far.’


‘Well, keep trying. It seems very unlikely that no one would have seen either the attack itself or an injured man bleeding his way back to this flat. The distance between the two scenes is … what? A hundred yards or so? And right in the middle of town.’


‘We’ve got some local officers on it,’ said Callaghan. ‘No one is being very helpful at the moment.’


‘Isn’t that always the way?’


‘In this part of the world, yes.’


Fry turned back to the room. The victim was a man in his late thirties, heavily built around the shoulders and thickening at the waist. His fair hair was cut short, and he had at least a day’s growth of beard. He was dressed in jeans and a bloodstained blue T-shirt, and he was still wearing trainers, which had left damp prints on the carpet. A padded jacket lay where it had been dropped on the floor by the armchair.


Fry’s boss, DCI Alistair Mackenzie, was deep in conversation with the crime scene manager, who she didn’t recognise. The forensic medical examiner straightened up from her examination of the body and turned to the doorway, narrowing her eyes as she peered at Fry’s face. She looked as though she was about to diagnose an unusually serious medical condition from her appearance.


‘Do you want my initial assessment, Detective Sergeant Fry?’ she asked.


The FME was an Asian woman wearing a hijab below the hood of her white scene suit. Fry vaguely recalled meeting her in the Accident and Emergency department at Edendale General Hospital once, when a recently arrested suspect had required urgent medical attention. As a doctor, she must have become tired of the day-to-day stress of A & E, so had moved to something more stable, like sudden death and the examination of detainees in police custody. Fry couldn’t remember the doctor’s name, though. She could have asked, but it probably wasn’t important.


‘That would be helpful,’ she said. ‘I imagine that’s why you’re here, doctor.’


The FME began to strip off her latex gloves, carefully peeling them from one finger at a time.


‘Well, the cause of death appears to be a substantial loss of blood from the stab wound in the left side of the thorax. The weapon entered through the ribs here, as you can see from the extent of the bloodstains on the clothing. But there’s also an extensive head injury, which is serious enough in itself to have caused concussion.’


‘So he may have been in a confused state after the assault?’


‘Almost certainly.’


Fry pointed. ‘And the blood on his hands?’


‘His own, probably. Most of the blood is on his left hand. I imagine he would have clutched it to the wound. It wouldn’t have done much to reduce the flow. On the other hand, if he’d received immediate medical attention, it would have been a different matter.’


‘So he could have been saved?’


The FME nodded. ‘A paramedic would have been able to reduce the loss of blood. An ambulance could have got him to A & E in ten or fifteen minutes. King’s Mill Hospital is only seven miles away.’


Fry looked at the dead man’s blank eyes. Seven miles was a long way when you were dying on your own, weakened by loss of blood as it pooled on the floor around you. And there was no sign of a phone for the victim to have dialled 999. No landline, which wasn’t so unusual. But no mobile either. That was odd for a man of this age.


‘I see there’s post-mortem lividity,’ she said.


‘Yes, particularly noticeable in the right hand where it’s close to the floor. If the pathologist finds similar lividity in other areas of the body, it will confirm that the victim died in situ and hasn’t been moved since.’


‘What does it tell us about time of death, doctor?’


‘Well, livor mortis starts from about twenty to thirty minutes after death, but it isn’t usually observable to the human eye for two hours or so. The pathologist may be able to give you a more accurate estimate after she’s assessed the point of maximum lividity.’


‘So he’s been dead for two hours at least?’ persisted Fry.


‘Yes, at least.’


‘But how long did he take to die?’


‘Now, that’s an impossible question to answer,’ said the FME. ‘He looks a strong, healthy individual. It could have been several hours.’


On the victim’s dangling arm, the purplish-red colour of the hand was very noticeable. But Fry was looking at the fingers where they touched the floor. The tips were oddly pale in comparison to the rest of the hand. Strange, when the fingertips were the lowest point of the body.


The doctor followed her gaze.


‘Of course, the discolouration of livor mortis doesn’t occur in parts of the body that are in direct contact with the ground. The contact compresses the capillaries.’


‘Thank you, doctor,’ said Fry.


The FME flapped a hand in front of her face, as if waving away Fry’s thanks. But that wasn’t what she was doing.


‘I must say, these flies seem to have found the body very quickly,’ she said.


Fry looked around the flat. ‘No, doctor,’ she said. ‘I think they were here already.’


For a few days the weather had been unseasonably warm for September. But on the previous night a storm had hit after darkness fell. Heavy rain and gusty winds had battered the Peak District for six hours until daylight came.


This morning, the roads were littered with broken branches as Detective Inspector Ben Cooper drove from his home in Foolow. In low-lying lanes, soil and leaves had been swept into the middle and piled up on the bends as road surfaces turned temporarily into rivers.


Cooper was feeling optimistic this morning. He couldn’t explain why. It was a sensation he wasn’t used to experiencing as he headed to work. Not recently, anyway. Since he’d become a DI and taken on management responsibilities, the burden on him had increased rapidly. Sometimes he felt as though the ground was constantly shifting under his feet and he didn’t know what to expect next.


On the descent into Edendale, a farmer was cutting a fallen chestnut bough to clear a field entrance, the whine of his chainsaw sounding angry and spiteful in the bright, clear air. Cooper slowed the Toyota as he edged past the obstruction. He gave the farmer a friendly nod, but got only a blank stare in return.


He had a new CD in the player that someone had asked him to listen to. He liked discovering new music and new bands. And this one was certainly different. They were called Stary Olsa, a Belarusian folk band who covered classic rock tracks on medieval instruments. It shouldn’t have worked, but Cooper found himself singing along to a version of Pink Floyd’s ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ played on flute and Belarusian bagpipes. That was definitely new.


In Edendale, the police station in West Street looked much the same as it had when it was built back in the 1950s. But nothing stayed the same in policing. There were only two divisions of Derbyshire Constabulary now, where once there had been five. The old alphabetical system had been abandoned completely. In the latest reorganisation, E Division had been become just one part of North Division, which covered all but the city of Derby and the southern fringes of the county. It was properly known as the Eden Valley Local Policing Unit, neighbouring the LPUs of North East Derbyshire, High Peak, and Derbyshire Dales.


Stary Olsa were getting into Black Sabbath’s ‘Iron Man’ as Cooper drew into the secure car park at West Street and keyed the code number to enter to building. After so many years based here, he found it strange and disorienting to realise there was no longer a divisional organisation in Edendale. He didn’t even have direct access to his boss. Detective Superintendent Hazel Branagh was now based twenty miles away in Chesterfield. In some ways it gave him more autonomy and freedom, but he’d come to rely on the guidance of Superintendent Branagh. A more distant physical relationship changed things for everyone.


The corridors of the station had been feeling empty for months. Cooper supposed it was only a matter of time before someone at headquarters in Ripley decided it would be a good idea to sell off some of the buildings. Disposal of surplus assets to meet a revenue shortfall. He could see the words quite clearly at the head of a report. Yes, an email would drop into his inbox one day. And it wouldn’t be long before it happened.


But that seemed to be his job now. Every day of his working life was spent adapting to change.


When he reached his department, Cooper went straight into the CID room. As usual, Detective Constable Carol Villiers and Detective Sergeant Devdan Sharma had arrived before him. It was as if they were engaged in an unspoken competition to see who get could into work first.


‘DS Sharma. What’s happening this morning?’


‘Not much, sir,’ said Sharma gloomily. ‘It’s pretty dead around here as usual.’


‘Not dead. Just under control,’ responded Cooper.


‘If you say so, sir.’


Cooper laughed. But Sharma just gazed at him, his dark brown eyes unblinking. Sharma was about as impenetrable as anybody he’d met. This was hard work.


When asked, Cooper had said several times that DS Sharma would fit in. But he wasn’t sure it was true, rather than just something you said when you were asked. He knew a little about Sharma, but it was only superficial information. Though he’d been born in the Peartree area of Derby, Sharma’s family were from the Punjab, where Hindus were in a minority to Sikhs. Cooper had learned that his wife’s name was Asha, that they had no children yet, that they attended the Geeta Bhawan Temple on Pear Tree Road in Derby. But he still didn’t feel that he knew the man, even though he’d been based in Edendale for several months. Perhaps it would take longer.


But would his DS stay that long? For months now, Cooper had been trying hard to be positive about him, but he couldn’t resist a niggling doubt, a suspicion that he and the Eden Valley LPU were being used, treated as a stepping stone to something else, something better. DS Sharma was destined for higher things.


He recalled Sharma telling him that he’d applied for a transfer to EMSOU’s Major Crime Unit from D Division, but didn’t get it. Cooper had wondered whether he knew Diane Fry. He’d denied it at the time, but they had worked together since. Cooper mentally corrected himself. By ‘worked together’, he meant Fry had used Sharma for her own reasons. She had a habit of doing that. It meant nothing to her that an officer was a member of someone else’s team.


Carol Villiers had said Sharma was ‘full of himself, thinks he’s God’s gift’. Was there a reason she resented him so much? On the other hand, Sharma had made a good impression on Gavin Murfin. A retired DC working as civilian support might be easily impressed, though – even if Sharma had been winding Gavin up. It was hard to tell whether he had that kind of sense of humour, or whether he had a sense of humour at all.


Before that, Murfin had made a reference to Devdan Sharma ‘doing his diversity training’ by transferring to the rural territory of North Division. Was it really just part of the relentless drive to create a service that reflected the diverse population it served? Up here in the High Peak and Derbyshire Dales, ethnic minorities represented only two per cent of the population. Police officers recruited from the Asian community were in such short supply that they were most often deployed in areas where their presence might help community relations, as well improving the public perception of the police.


Carol Villiers couldn’t wait to chip in.


‘Another farmer lost a barn full of hay last night,’ she said.


‘Arson?’ asked Cooper.


‘Of course.’


‘No animals killed this time? No vehicles burnt out?’


‘No,’ said Villiers. ‘But it’s still someone’s livelihood.’


‘Yes, yes. I know.’


Cooper felt momentarily irritated that Villiers should feel it necessary to point that out to him. Was she suggesting that he’d forgotten his own history, abandoned his own background? He’d grown up on a farm, for heaven’s sake. His brother was still in farming. He could hardly escape it, or leave it behind. Yet it seemed as if Villiers thought he was becoming a townie, like Dev Sharma. But surely he wasn’t?


Sharma was definitely a city boy, though. He had no idea what a barn full of hay was worth to the owner, and no idea how easily it could be destroyed in a fire. In a way, it was just like with Diane Fry all over again.


Cooper sighed. The optimism he’d set off with from Foolow this morning seemed to have dissipated pretty quickly.


Cooper fetched himself a cup of anonymous brown liquid from the vending machine, then went into his own office and began to check his emails.


He was becoming far too familiar with the jargon used in the internal memos. He’d even fallen into the trap of using some of the phrases himself when he was writing a report. Re-prioritising resources. Due diligence. Overarching strategy to ensure best practice. They seemed to leap naturally from the keyboard to the screen. He imagined a superintendent or chief inspector at headquarters in Ripley nodding in approval when he read them. The words might not mean much, but they ticked all the boxes, rang all the right bells. So why did he feel so guilty about doing it?


Within a few minutes there was a knock on his office door and Carol Villiers appeared.


‘Carol, come in.’


‘Have you got a few minutes, Ben?’


‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Sit down.’


There was just enough room for a couple of chairs on the other side of the desk. Cooper had thought about asking for a move to more spacious accommodation, which now lay vacant on another floor. But he was nervous about the answer he might get. Someone was likely to tell him that his next office would be in the storage shed at the back of the yard.


‘Is everything okay?’


‘Yes, fine,’ she said.


Cooper studied her expression, hoping it wasn’t too obvious that he didn’t believe her.


The woman sitting across the desk from him was a different Carol Villiers from the one he remembered when he was growing up. When she returned to Edendale, she was older, leaner and more tanned. And there had been something else different, an air of self-assurance, a firm angle of the jaw. He still sometimes saw her as she was in her military photograph, the uniform with black-and-red flashes, her corporal’s stripes on her sleeve, an MP’s badge. And there was that extra dimension – a shadow in her eyes, a darkness behind the professional façade.


Since he’d moved to Foolow, Cooper now lived only a few fields away from Carol Villiers. Her parents ran a bed and breakfast on Tideswell high street. But had it really brought him any closer to her?


‘You must be wondering when you’ll stand a chance of getting promotion,’ he said, forced to guess at the reason for her visit in the face of her silence.


Villiers shook her head. ‘Not really. It’s not something worth worrying about. It’s probably never going to happen anyway.’


‘Oh, it will. There just isn’t a vacancy right now.’


‘I’m not waiting anxiously to push Dev Sharma out of the way.’


‘Do you like working with him?’


‘Of course,’ said Villiers. ‘He’s fine. He’s a good DS.’


Cooper nodded. ‘You’re loyal. That’s one of your best qualities. I wouldn’t want to change it.’


Villiers looked at him quizzically, but didn’t ask any more.


‘I bet you’re sorry you ever left the RAF Police to come here,’ said Cooper. ‘Derbyshire Constabulary has probably been a disappointment to you.’


Villiers smiled. ‘Not at all. It was the right time for me to get out of the Snowdrops when Glenn was killed. And where else was I going to go?’


Cooper wondered if it had been insensitive to remind Villiers of her husband’s death. They had both been serving with the RAF Police, whose white-topped caps gave them the nickname ‘Snowdrops’, when Glenn Villiers had died in an incident in Helmand Province. But as he watched Carol now, she seemed calm and unperturbed. Her eyes narrowed in the familiar way as she brushed back a strand of hair from her forehead. She still looked the tough, competent ex-servicewoman he’d seen that day at West Street when she joined E Division CID. Derbyshire hadn’t softened her in the meantime. Not too much, anyway.


‘I wanted to tell you about a report DS Sharma didn’t mention,’ said Villiers. ‘He doesn’t think it’s important, but …’


Cooper was intrigued. ‘What is it, Carol?’


‘A misper.’


He frowned. ‘A priority case? A child?’


‘No, an adult male in his early forties.’


‘So why are you bothering me with it? You know we won’t take any action on a missing adult unless they’re vulnerable or there’s a reason to suspect a crime.’


‘Well, true. But you might remember this one.’


‘Someone I know?’


‘Sort of.’


‘Who is it?’


‘A gentleman named Reece Bower. He has an address in Bakewell.’


‘Reece Bower …’


The name was certainly familiar. Cooper felt sure it must be an old case he’d been involved with, but years ago. So many names passed in front of his eyes, written in reports that came across his desk or listed on his computer screen that he couldn’t possibly remember more than a fraction of them. Yet his team seemed to expect him to have an encyclopedic memory stacked with the details of every major case from the past twenty years.


‘Reece Bower,’ said Cooper again, reaching for his keyboard to search the database.


‘There’s no need for that,’ said Villiers. ‘I can tell you the basics. I looked up the case.’


‘Go ahead, then.’


‘Ten years ago Mr Reece Bower was the primary suspect for the death of his wife Annette, and was subsequently charged with her murder.’


Ah, now that rang a bell.


‘I remember,’ said Cooper.


‘I thought you would.’


‘It was a very unusual case.’


Villiers nodded. ‘It certainly was.’


‘But that case is more than a decade old,’ said Cooper. ‘Why are you telling me about it now?’


‘Because this time,’ said Villiers, ‘it’s Mr Bower himself who has disappeared.’
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Ten years ago


It started with a single drop of blood. There was almost nothing to see – a splash, a spatter, a fading stain on the laminate flooring. When she first saw it, Frances Swann’s initial reaction was to reach for a handful of paper towels from the cupboard. A drop of washing-up liquid in water should do the trick. Or at least, it did on the carpets in her own house. Did it work on laminate?


The thought made her pause, worrying that she might make the stain worse. She was in her sister’s home, after all. It was only then that she began to wonder where the blood had come from.


Frances looked up. The dogs were out with Adrian and the children were at their granny’s. Reece was in the garage tinkering with the car, polishing up the chrome or something like that.


Puzzled, she stared at her own hands, turning over the palms to examine them. Had she scratched herself on a nail, cut herself on a knife? But there was no visible mark. No trace of an injury on her skin. So the blood wasn’t hers.


She crouched to look at the stain, as if it might tell her something. She felt like a forensic examiner who’d forgotten to bring her equipment today. If she looked closely enough, the blood might tell her whose it was. Was it even human, though? How could she possibly tell?


From that moment, she had a strong impression that whatever she did next might be very important for someone’s life.


Reece Bower pushed the curtain aside and gazed out of the window of his house at the empty road. He seemed to be watching for someone, but no one came. Frances Swann paced impatiently across the room. She was finding his reluctance infuriating.


‘We must do something, Reece,’ she said. ‘She’s been missing for hours now.’


He turned back towards her, but she couldn’t read his expression. It was as if he expected something else to happen, and she was disappointing him.


‘Yes, all right,’ he said in the end. ‘But Annette won’t thank us for it when she gets back. You know how she hates a fuss.’


‘I’m sure something’s happened to her,’ said Frances.


‘And I’m sure it hasn’t. Everything will be fine. You’ll see.’


‘Well, I hope you’re right. Are you going to phone, or shall I?’


Bower shook his head. ‘No, I’ll do it.’


‘You’d better tell them the truth,’ she said.


He paused with his hand on the phone.


‘What do you mean? What truth?’


‘You two had a fight, didn’t you?’


Bower withdrew his hand and held it up in a defensive gesture.


‘No,’ he said. ‘No, of course not. What on earth makes you think that, Frances?’


‘I saw the blood,’ she said. ‘Reece, there was blood on the floor.’


‘On what floor?’


‘In the kitchen.’


He smiled. To Frances, it looked like relief. ‘Annette cut herself chopping vegetables. That’s all it was, an accident. She must have missed cleaning a few spots up.’


She said nothing. She didn’t believe him, but wasn’t in a position to argue – not until they found out where Annette was, and what happened to her.


‘Is that all it was?’ said Bower. ‘Frances, really. I’m surprised at you.’


He took a pace towards her. Frances tensed, but stood her ground. ‘This is why we need the truth, Reece.’


‘Okay. It’s fine. We’ll do it. Though I trust you’re prepared for the consequences.’


Frances watched him dial and lift the phone to his ear.


‘Yes, I’m prepared,’ she said quietly. ‘I hope you are, Reece.’


Within a few hours, a search team had been through the house. It was normal procedure, Frances had been told. It was common in these cases for the missing person to be discovered close to home, often right inside their own house.


There had been a lot of questions for Reece to answer. A lot. There was an absolute bombardment from the detective in charge of the case. And Frances could see he was very unhappy about it. When had he last spoken to his wife? Had she said that she was going anywhere? Might she just have forgotten to tell him? What possessions did Annette have with her? A phone, a purse? How much money would she have on her? Cash? Credit cards? How was she dressed when she left the house? Had he checked the wardrobe to see if she’d taken any clothes with her, or personal items? Was there any reason she might have decided to leave? Had he noticed anything suspicious? Had he seen anyone hanging around the house?


Reece had become exasperated very quickly. He couldn’t take questioning like that. It wasn’t in his character. He was used to being in control and he became offended within minutes at the detective’s questions. Frances couldn’t see, but she could imagine them glaring at each other with a growing hostility. Reece wasn’t doing himself any favours. But she wasn’t sorry to see that.


And then came Frances’s turn to answer questions.


‘So Mrs Bower’s disappearance was reported by her husband,’ said the detective when he came to interview her.


‘Yes,’ she said. And then she added: ‘Eventually.’


He’d looked interested then.


‘Did you think he should have reported it earlier, Mrs Swann?’


‘I do,’ she admitted.


‘And you had a disagreement about it?’


She looked at the officer more closely. She hadn’t said that, but he’d read it in her manner. Frances realised that she had been underestimating him.


‘Detective …?’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t take in your name. Everything has been so mad.’


‘Detective Inspector Hitchens,’ he said. ‘Paul Hitchens.’


She smiled at him. Somehow knowing his name made him more human.


‘Yes, we did disagree,’ she said. ‘I urged him to phone earlier, but he kept saying he was sure Annette would come home soon. And she didn’t, of course.’


‘We do ask people to be certain a person is missing for no good reason before they make a report,’ said DI Hitchens gently. ‘We can waste a lot of time otherwise, if someone is just late, because they’ve got stuck in traffic or their car has broken down. Sometimes they don’t have a phone, or the battery has run down, or it isn’t possible to get a signal. There are all kinds of innocent reasons.’


Frances shook her head. ‘It isn’t anything like that.’


‘Well, the other possibility is that Mrs Bower went away for a reason and is deliberately not making contact.’


Frances felt a flood of relief. He’d seen exactly what she was thinking without her having to say it. She would have felt guilty volunteering her suspicion. Disloyal. Of course, her true loyalty was to her sister, not to Reece. Yet she felt as though she was interfering in their relationship, coming between them in a way her sister would object to. She was afraid of what Annette would say about it when she came back. But that was if she came back.


‘It’s all right to tell me what you’re thinking,’ said Hitchens. ‘I assure you it won’t go any further, Mrs Swann.’


‘Very well.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Reece and Annette have been going through a difficult patch in their marriage. My sister confides in me, you see. She told me they’ve been having arguments recently.’


‘What about?’


Frances hesitated. It was getting personal now. ‘Oh, the usual things.’


‘I don’t really know what the usual things are,’ said Hitchens. ‘I’m not married.’


‘Well … I mean money, for a start. Annette likes to spend it. Reece is more cautious. He thinks she’s too extravagant.’


‘And that’s been causing arguments. Serious ones?’


‘Not violent, if that’s what you mean. Just an ongoing niggle and resentment.’


Hitchens didn’t look impressed. ‘Anything else?’


‘Well, a few years ago Reece had an affair. Annette was very upset about it, as you can imagine.’


‘That I can understand.’


‘It was with a colleague of his at work. Her name was Madeleine Betts.’


Hitchens consulted a notebook. ‘Mr Bower works at Chesterfield Royal Hospital, I believe.’


‘That’s right. In the finance department. I’m not sure about the Betts woman, but he must have met her through the job.’


‘How long did the affair last?’


‘I can’t tell you. I don’t think Annette ever got the full truth out of Reece. But he told her it was over and the woman was being moved to another department.’


‘So that was it?’


‘It took them a long time to get over it and go back to normal. In fact, I’m not certain they ever did get back to normal. It’s not something you forget very easily, that kind of betrayal.’


‘But this was some time ago,’ said Hitchens.


‘Yes, it must be a couple of years now.’


Hitchens narrowed his eyes, and she knew nothing was going to escape him. ‘But more recently, perhaps …?’ he said.


Frances sighed again. ‘I think Reece has been doing the same thing again.’


‘He was having another affair?’


‘It seems like it. I gained the impression from a few things Annette said, small incidents she mentioned. She didn’t say straight out. I think she was ashamed.’


‘Ashamed? I don’t understand.’


‘It’s a bit hard to explain, but Annette made that decision two years ago to forgive him, and stick by her marriage. If she had to admit the same thing was happening again, it would mean she’d made a mistake. That she’d failed. I think she saw it as her fault. That was why she didn’t come straight out with it, I’m sure. She would normally have confided in me, but in recent weeks I could tell there was something she was holding back.’


‘It’s hardly evidence, I’m afraid,’ said Hitchens. ‘But if you could give me more details of what your sister said to you, we can follow it up and see if there’s any substance to your suspicions.’


‘I understand.’


‘I’ll get Detective Constable Murfin to come and take a full statement from you.’


‘Very well.’


While she waited, Frances went into the kitchen. Her instinct was to make a cup of tea. Some of these police officers would probably like one. It wasn’t her house, but she felt it was her role. Something she could do, at least. Something other than answering questions.


To her surprise, she found Reece collapsed on a chair at the kitchen table. He looked exhausted. His face was pale and his hair was untidy, as if he’d been running his hands through it. She had never seen him look so dishevelled. Surely just answering questions wouldn’t have drained him like that? He was probably too tense. He must be hiding something. She was sure of that now. Trying to conceal a secret under questioning was very hard work.


Reece didn’t look up as she came into the room. He was staring at his hands where they lay on the table. Frances imagined he was picturing what his hands might have done. She could feel the guilt oozing from his pores. What should she do? What could she say to him?


Frances cleared her throat.


‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ she said.


She couldn’t even bring herself to say his name. A conviction was growing inside her and she couldn’t fight it. She didn’t want to fight it. She had no doubt in her own mind now that he had done something to Annette.


‘What?’ He looked up, as if dazed. ‘Oh, yes. All right.’


Frances boiled the kettle and took some mugs out of the cupboard.


‘I thought I’d make one for the detectives. There’s one coming to take my statement. Or do you think they’d prefer coffee?’


Reece seemed to jerk back to alertness. ‘Your statement? Your statement?’


‘Yes. I don’t know how much I can tell them that will be of any help.’


‘No, nor me,’ said Reece.


He was staring at her now. Frances began to feel a little afraid. She could see two police officers in the garden. They were standing near the flower bed where Reece had dug out some hydrangeas. He’d said they were getting too big, killing off everything else around them. Annette had liked them, but she’d been unable to convince him to keep them. He’d dug them up by the roots, cut them up and burned the branches by the shed at the bottom. You could still see the black embers of the fire where he’d poked at it with a stick to make it flare up, as if he was tending a barbecue.


Now the detective inspector was speaking to the two policemen. Hitchens, that was his name. Frances saw him nod seriously, then he turned to look back at the house. She made a show of turning on the tap and wiping a cloth round the sink. She knew it was futile. He wasn’t stupid. He would know perfectly well that she was watching.


‘Are you making that tea, or what?’ said Reece crossly from behind her.


‘It’s coming.’


Frances clanked the mugs, popped in teabags, poured boiling water. Through the steam, she glimpsed Detective Inspector Hitchens walking down the garden to the burned patch. She saw him pick up a stick – probably the very same stick that Reece had used – and he poked carefully at the ashes before dropping the stick and pulling a phone out of his pocket.


She walked quickly to the fridge and took out a carton of milk before coming back to the window. It was too interesting to miss, like watching a TV detective drama but in real life, right there in her sister’s garden.


Now it was her turn to feel guilty. This wasn’t entertainment. This was about her sister’s life.


‘Mrs Swann?’


Frances turned and saw a new visitor standing in the doorway of the kitchen. A middle-aged man shaped like an egg, wearing a scruffy suit and tie pulled loose at the neck. Surely this one couldn’t be …?


‘Detective Constable Murfin,’ he said. ‘I’m here to take your statement.’


‘Yes, I’m ready for you.’


The newcomer glanced at the milk carton she was holding and the steaming mugs.


‘You wouldn’t happen to have a piece of cake to go with that?’ he said.


* * *


Just over two weeks later Frances Swann stood and watched as her brother-in-law was handcuffed by police officers and led away to a car. She didn’t know what she felt as she saw him being driven away. Her emotions were conflicted. It was hard to accept that she had played a part in bringing Reece to this disaster, yet it was the only thing she could have done for Annette. Her sister still hadn’t been found, and everybody was certain now that she was dead. Reece Bower would have to explain that.


Frances hadn’t been able to figure out how he’d done it. Oh, it was easy to kill someone. Far too easy, in fact. But disposing of a dead body was much more difficult. The policeman, Detective Inspector Paul Hitchens, had told her that. You had to work very hard, or be particularly clever, to make sure the body of your victim was never found.


Frances turned away as the police cars left. That was what puzzled her most. In her experience, Reece Bower wasn’t a man who would work very hard at anything, not if it involved physical effort. And he certainly wasn’t particularly clever.


So how had he done it? Was it possible that someone had helped him?
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‘Zalewski. Krystian Zalewski.’


Detective Sergeant Diane Fry looked at the passport in her hand. ‘You said that well, Jamie.’


‘I’ve been practising.’


DC Jamie Callaghan pulled out his notebook. ‘Mr Zalewski is a Polish national, as we know. He’s been living in this country for more than two years, the last eight months of that here in Shirebrook. He rents this flat from the owner of the shop downstairs.’


‘Our Mr Pollitt.’


‘Right.’


‘Any family that we know of?’


‘Zalewski is apparently unmarried and he lived here alone,’ said Callaghan, with a glance around the tiny flat. ‘Well, you wouldn’t want to bring children up here, would you? There’s hardly room for two people.’


‘True.’


The body had been removed by the funeral directors’ van to the mortuary, and the room looked almost undisturbed, except for the bloodstains on the carpet and on the side of the armchair.


The crime scene examiners had finished with the flat and moved on, leaving traces of their fingerprint powder, steeping plates around the chair, and a bare patch of floorboard where a rectangular section had been cut out of the carpet. A separate team was still working in the alley a hundred yards away, where the attack was thought to have taken place, judging from the evidence.


Fry’s boss at EMSOU, DCI Mackenzie, was still in Shirebrook. He’d been at the scene when Fry and Callaghan arrived, but he’d left them to it and was now at a meeting with local councillors and representatives of other agencies. Apparently, a tense situation was developing in the town in the wake of the murder. But that was Mackenzie’s job to deal with. Fry felt much happier here, at the scene of the death, looking at a bloodstained carpet.


‘Mr Pollitt thinks there was a mention of a brother living in the Derby area,’ said Callaghan. ‘He can’t remember the name, though.’


Fry picked up a diary and flicked through the pages. There was a list in the back that looked like addresses and phone numbers. She couldn’t see a Zalewski, but then you probably wouldn’t enter your brother in your address book under his surname.


‘We’ll have to start working our way through these numbers,’ she said. ‘We’ll need a Polish speaker.’


‘There are plenty of those in Shirebrook,’ said Callaghan.


Fry ignored the comment. She pointed at a pile of papers on top of the bookshelves.


‘And we’ll have to get someone to go through this paperwork. There might be some letters from a family member.’


‘Same Polish speaker, I imagine.’


‘Was Mr Zalewski in employment?’ asked Fry.


‘Yes. When he first rented the flat he was working at the big distribution centre just outside town. But he left there after about four months. He got six strikes against him.’


‘Strikes?’


‘Time-wasting offences, that sort of thing. Since then, he’s been employed in a hand car wash.’


‘We need to talk to his employer then.’


‘Already on it.’


‘And still nothing from the immediate area, I suppose? No witnesses?’


Callaghan shook his head. ‘You know what they always say. No one saw nothing.’


The statuette of the Virgin Mary seemed to be winking at her from the shelves, until Fry realised a fly had landed on the Virgin’s head.


‘In that case,’ she said, ‘we’ll have to make a point of talking to some of the other Polish residents.’


‘But for that—’ began Callaghan.


‘Yes, yes. We’ll need a Polish speaker.’


At West Street, Ben Cooper had stood up from his desk, but found there was no room to pace the carpet. Instead, he leaned against the wall and stared out of the window. From his first-floor office, he was looking out over a corner of the football ground. Edendale FC were doing well in their amateur league, according to the officers who followed football. All that Cooper noticed was the cars clogging up the roads on a match day.


‘There were several things that made the Annette Bower case unusual,’ he said.


‘Oh yes,’ said Carol Villiers. ‘For a start, the victim’s body was never found. And it still hasn’t been found, ten years later.’


Cooper nodded. ‘That was a major problem.’


He knew just how hard it was to get a conviction for a murder without a body. You had to satisfy a jury that someone was definitely dead and not going to walk into a police station next day, looking surprised at all the fuss.


A murder investigation with a missing body followed specific lines of inquiry. The first consideration was to establish when the victim was last known to be alive. From there, officers had to prove that all normal behaviour by the victim had stopped suddenly and completely. No mobile phone use, no bank transactions, no contact with friends or relatives.


Often the irresistible temptation for the killer was to get their hands on the victim’s money. Fraudulent use of a bank account was a giveaway. So were letters claiming to be from the victim. Handwriting experts could examine documents to confirm they were forged. A claim on a pension or an insurance policy were an indication that the subject was considered dead. In many missing body murder cases, the killer attempted to imitate the victim in an effort to prove they were alive. In others, they moved house straightaway, putting distance between themselves and the location of the murder, the burial place of the body.


The body was very helpful if you wanted to learn exactly how someone was killed, or if you wanted to find evidence of the killer. But sometimes the body wasn’t that important, particularly in a domestic crime. There was always a lot of cross-contamination if people were connected. In some cases, finding the actual body didn’t prove anything that wasn’t already known.


‘It didn’t used to be possible to convict anyone for murder without a body at all,’ said Carol Villiers. ‘It was that way for hundreds of years.’


‘The Campden Wonder,’ said Cooper.


‘The what?’


‘A notorious seventeenth-century case in Chipping Campden. When a man disappeared without trace, three people were hanged for his murder. The following year, the alleged victim reappeared, saying he’d been kidnapped and sold into slavery in Turkey.’


‘It was a bit late by then.’


‘Exactly. Convictions without a body became a potential minefield for miscarriages of justice. But the law was changed following a murder case in Wales in the 1950s. The last hanging was in 1964, and capital punishment was abolished a few years later. Now there are a couple of murder cases every year where no body has been found. Of course, the situation is different with modern technology. It’s difficult just to disappear, unless you’re dead.’


Cooper recalled reading about the case of a Polish ex-serviceman who bought a farm in South Wales after the Second World War and went into a partnership. Police who came to the farm to carry out routine foreigner checks found the partner had gone. Despite the Pole’s claim that his other man had returned to Poland, the inquiry discovered complaints of violent behaviour and money left in the victim’s bank account. They became convinced the body had been chopped up and fed to the pigs on the farm.


At the trial, the jury heard evidence of more than two thousand tiny bloodstains found in the farmhouse kitchen. The defendant said they were animal blood from skinning rabbits. In the twenty-first century, there would be no doubt about the origin of the bloodstains. DNA would have identified the victim.


Cooper thought that murder inquiries like this might happen more often, if it wasn’t for the difficulty in disposing of a dead body. It was the main obstacle to committing the perfect murder. In a crowded island it was just so difficult to get rid of a corpse. Most of the time it would turn up. If it didn’t, that was a huge stroke of luck for the killer. In Cooper’s mind, it had been a massive stroke of luck for Reece Bower.


In a town, the police could use CCTV footage to trace someone’s movements and get an approximate time and place for their disappearance. The missing person’s actions could reveal a lot. It could establish whether the disappearance was intentional or not. But cameras were few and far between in this area.


‘Is Gavin in today?’ asked Cooper.


‘I think he’s just arrived.’


‘See if you can tear him away from his second breakfast.’


‘I think it’s his third breakfast by the time he gets to his desk,’ said Villiers.


Cooper laughed. ‘Just brush the crumbs off him, then, and steer him in here.’


While he waited, Cooper looked up the details of the inquiry. The Bower case had occurred only ten years previously. On 29 October that year, Annette Bower had allegedly disappeared while walking her dog on the Monsal Trail near Bakewell. That afternoon, after several hours, she was reported missing by her husband Reece.


A week later Derbyshire Constabulary launched a high-profile public appeal for information. They even issued a statement saying they believed Annette might have been the victim of a criminal act, though the basis for that claim so early in the investigation was unclear to Cooper.


Statements were issued by Annette Bower’s family saying that her disappearance was completely out of character. Was that enough to suspect a crime? Within a few days, the police announced that they were treating the inquiry as a murder investigation.


Searches had already begun on the Monsal Trail and in the nearby industrial estate. Now the garden of the Bowers’ house was dug up. Police said they were anxious to trace the movements of a red Nissan seen being driven by a man near the scene of Annette Bower’s disappearance.


Despite the lack of direct forensic evidence, police believed Reece Bower had killed his wife and hidden her body. In the middle of November, Bower was detained in connection with the disappearance and processed through the custody suite here at Edendale.


Cooper had seen people who hated being shut up in a cell or an interview room so much that they’d do anything to get out, including making a false confession. The fact that it might mean them ending up in prison didn’t come into the equation. It was that need to escape from the immediate situation that blocked out long-term thinking, or any consideration of the consequences.


Reece Bower hadn’t been one of those people. His time in the custody suite had been extended to ninety-six hours before he was charged. The hope had been that he would give away important information under questioning, or that some evidence would lead to the discovery of his wife’s body. Neither of those things had happened.


At the end of the extended detention period, Bower was charged with murder. All the case files had been prepared, and a trial date had been set for the following year, when new evidence came to light.


‘Oh, Reece Bower,’ said Murfin when he appeared. ‘Has that thing surfaced again after all this time?’


Cooper wasn’t sure whether he was referring to the case as ‘that thing’ or to Reece Bower himself.


‘It looks like it,’ said Cooper. ‘Bower himself is missing.’


‘Well, that’s nothing to cry about.’


‘You were on the inquiry team, weren’t you, Gavin?’


Murfin nodded. ‘I was working with DI Hitchens’ team under DS Osborne. Those were the days. Bill Osborne was quite a lad. I remember once—’


‘Yes, Gavin, thanks. I think you’ve probably told us all the stories from the old days.’


‘Oh. Well, they’re all gone, except for me. Bill went on extended sick leave, then retired on health grounds. He’s living in the Channel Islands now. DI Hitchens went off to Ripley, didn’t he?’


‘Yes, to work for RIPA.’


‘Well, that’s it, then. The whole team has gone. Except for me, and I’m only half here, so to speak.’


‘You always were, Gavin.’


‘True. But at least I was building up my pension fund.’


‘Did you meet Reece Bower?’


‘I certainly did.’


‘And I take it you didn’t like him.’


‘I don’t think anyone on the team did. He was a creep. No one was in any doubt that he was guilty. As far I’m concerned, it was written all over him. Right across his forehead.’ Murfin made a scribbling gesture above his eyes. ‘Guilty, it said. Spelled properly with a “u” and everything, so it was official.’
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