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Prologue



‘We shouldn’t be here.’


There was a pulse of fear in Kevin’s voice.


‘Don’t be a pussy, Kev, there’s no one around,’ Al replied dismissively.


‘Yeah, only some crazy farmer who’s gonna to blow our heads off,’ Lee protested.


‘Jesus, you lads are such kids,’ Al continued. ‘Get over it. We are doing this.’


The sun hadn’t risen yet and shadows stretched around them, the morning chill invading their bones. Despite their hesitation, the other boys followed Al to where the crumbling countryside bridge had been barricaded. Some traffic cones, rope mesh and boulders blocked the crossing and it took the three teenagers a full five minutes to clear a path. Tentatively, they traversed the bridge, Kevin gripping the edges, eyes wide in terror.


‘It’s not going to collapse under your five kgs benching weight,’ Al mocked, laughing.


In the rapidly growing dark, they stood in silence staring down at the River Calder, which meandered slowly beneath them. It looked deeper here, shaded by a dense thicket of overgrown trees, menacing black water rippling around them. The bridge had started to collapse a year ago, funding cuts ensuring it wasn’t on anyone’s priority list. Al had seen an article online about the dilapidated structure and decided it would be the perfect location for the stunt he had planned.


Kevin and Lee were fourteen, two years younger than Al. Already, they seemed childlike to him. He’d be starting college when the summer break was over, sporting a goatee and gelled-back hair as his new mature look.


‘Right, who’s going first?’


He laughed in their faces, as both boys recoiled.


‘I’m gonna have to show you then. Prove which one of us is actually the alpha. TikTok is gonna go crazy for this shit – I bet I can hold my breath underwater for six minutes. You girls stand back and start filming me.’


Deriding weakness as being girly was the familiar taunt of his favourite YouTuber. Some lame women called him toxic, but what did they know?


Al took off his shoes and socks, quickly stripping down to his boxers.


‘Nobody else would be crazy enough to do this, but I’m gonna jump from up here. This bridge is ready to fall down any moment and it’s so dark outside I can barely see a few feet in front of me. Proper risky shit. Get ready to be amazed.’


Making sure his friends were filming him using night cam, Al leapt over the side of the bridge.


The water was hard and cold, punching his chest and stomach as he dived in. He went deeper and deeper, trying to penetrate the blackness of the river. There was a momentary panic as he realised how far below the surface he was, his body flailing, feeling the desperate urge to open his mouth and breathe, but he bolstered his resolve; he would not fail at this. He swam downwards with as much strength as he could muster, his fingers scraping the river floor, coarse and hard against his touch. He fixed his hands against the riverbed, flapping his feet wildly to stay in place.


Seven seconds. Eight seconds. This was harder than it looked on TikTok. His lungs were already beginning to burn, the desire to breathe strong. Still he held on, pushing his body to the limit, forcing himself to stay the course.


His body spent, Al pivoted to swim towards the surface, triumphant. As his fingers left the riverbed, however, he felt his heart burst, as something lunged towards him, grabbing him by the arm. Terrified, the teenager tried to free himself, panic rising, his body convulsing as he realised what had latched on to him. A ghostly white face. A woman with long flowing hair.


Al screamed, his mouth open in absolute dread. But no sound came, only a stream of bubbles.





Day One






Chapter 1



Jane felt the knife go deep, slicing her palm open, blood pouring from the wound.


‘Shit!’


It still felt wrong to swear in this space, as though she remained a child, bound by the rules her parents had set for her. Flustered, she snatched up a handful of kitchen roll, trying to staunch the blood, which was already running down her wrists, staining her white work shirt. As she did so, the smoke alarm erupted into a piercing cry, Jane cursing as she grabbed a broom to knock it into silence. Pulling toast from the aged machine, she felt the slices scald the tips of her fingers, dropping the charred pieces to the floor.


‘Jane, where’s my breakfast?’


Her mother’s voice carried from the lounge, demanding and impatient.


‘I’m trying my bloody best,’ Jane muttered angrily. The carers had to be late today of all days, she thought. Rummaging around in drawers full of memories and trash, Jane unearthed some bandages. The cold water stung as she ran her hand under the tap, drying it with more kitchen roll, before bandaging it as tightly as she could.


On the chopping board, the apple she’d been cutting into pieces was smeared with blood, so she binned it. Changing tack, she spread thick slices of white bread with butter, dropping burnt bacon on top. Protein and carbs, a balanced meal. She needed to buy some cereal or something else quick and easy, in case the carers had a mishap again.


Jane placed the bacon sandwich, a glass of orange juice and a mug of tepid tea on a bed tray. Using her stockinged feet to kick open the kitchen door, she avoided her mother’s judging gaze as she entered the front room. It had been converted into a living space, with a hospital bed that could be levered electronically, surrounded by piles of clothes and medical supplies.


Jane felt a pang of sadness every time she saw the packets of absorbent pads. The tough, practical woman she had grown up with was now reduced to a shell, her control over her body gone. Her mother was only sixty-two, it felt too soon for her to be in this state.


The TV was playing in the background, her mother, Maeve, clinging tightly to the remote. She scanned the breakfast tray, disappointed at the basic offering. Taking a bite, her expression soured.


‘I know it’s burnt, but remember what you used to tell us as kids?’ Jane said cheerfully. ‘Charcoal is good for you.’


Maeve’s mouth set in a grimace.


‘Is there anything else? I can’t eat this. Where are Lorraine and the Pakistani girl?’


‘They’re late, I told you. And the Pakistani girl is an Indian girl called Madhu. I need to get to work and this is the best I could do this morning. Sorry.’


‘Is there no fruit you can cut for me? Or some toast? Although from the smell I think you burnt that as well …’


‘The carers will be here at lunch. You can make do with this for now, can’t you?’


Maeve ate in silence, hesitantly chewing on the burnt meat and thick bread. Jane discreetly checked the clock on the mantlepiece, the same one that had been there since before she had left home. What was that, twenty years ago now? Remembering always made her pause, as though she was trapped between her troubled past and an elusive future. Life seemed like some sort of wasted opportunity, running from Burnley decades ago, only to then be forced to come back.


Catching sight of the blotches of red on her shirt, Jane hurried back upstairs to change. It was nearly 8.30 when she returned to say goodbye to Maeve on her way out. She was normally in the office by 8.00.


‘The carers are coming at lunch.’


‘You already told me. I have cancer, not dementia. Although sometimes I wish I did.’


‘They’ll also come back for the evening shift.’


‘What a waste of money. They’re hardly Florence Nightingales.’


‘Let me worry about the money.’


‘I have my pension, use that.’


‘They’ll give you dinner and get you ready for bed.’


‘Lucky me. I hope they don’t give me curry again; it gives me the runs. I have such pains in my stomach all the time. Tell them to just make something light. Preferably not burnt …’


‘No burnt curry. I’ll let them know.’


Maeve tutted at the screen. ‘Have you seen this?’


Jane’s eyes flicked to the TV. A female reporter standing at a crime scene on the banks of the River Calder, confirming that a woman’s body had been pulled from the water. It was thought to be Alice Rogers, a young mother who had been missing for two weeks.


The breath sucked from her, Jane felt the past grab at her insides.


A remembered image. Another body being pulled from the water, as Jane watched on horrified, shivering in the paramedic’s blanket. His pale limbs, his hair darkened by the lake water, his face flopping in her direction. Ed. Her brother. Her world. Jane had been six, Ed fourteen. She felt the pain pricking at her eyes, tears forming.


‘Selfish girl,’ spat Maeve, as the TV report ended. ‘No care for her poor parents. Why did she go into the water?’


Watching her mother chewing on her sandwich, Jane felt her grief for Ed twist into the resentment she’d carried around for years. The guilt and shame, the accusation that her mother had taunted her with since the day Ed died. That he had drowned while trying to save Jane’s life.


The selfish girl jibe was aimed squarely at Jane, to hurt her as deeply as Maeve could. To her own disappointment, Jane could feel the jab land in places she thought time had managed to heal.


Angry, upset, Jane checked to see if her team had messaged her. Realising they hadn’t, she searched online, finding a breaking news piece on the Burnley Reporter website. Journalist Sol Brazani was reporting that Alice Rogers had been found drowned in the River Calder near Padiham that morning. Police had ruled out looking for anyone else in connection with the mother-of-two’s death.


‘If you need me, call my mobile,’ she barked at her mother.


‘I don’t know how to use the phone you got me.’


Ignoring her, Jane left the front room, seething as she put on her boots, before adjusting her baton holster around the side of her waist, concealed under the suit jacket she wore unbuttoned. Grabbing her briefcase, Jane tried to get a hold of her emotions. Apart from her mother’s attempts to goad her, she was furious that no one had informed her about the body in the river. She was the detective inspector for crying out loud, she would make the decisions on what they should – or should not – pursue.


It was already 8.40 when Jane left the house. Great way to start her second week, she thought. She rushed to her car, a black Toyota Corolla, turning the key in the ignition, suddenly feeling the car lurch, before it sputtered and died.


Banging the steering wheel in frustration, Jane let out a howl of protest, before slamming the car door shut and ordering an Uber.


Waiting for her cab, Jane’s mind raged. A shitty start to another shitty week. Why did she ever come back?









Chapter 2



With three minutes to spare, Jane burst through the doors of Burnley Police Station. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been late for work in the Met, even when she’d crawled home at 2 a.m. after a late-night bender. Yet here, two weeks into her secondment, she was already tardy. Perhaps if she ran up the two flights of stairs to her office, she could still make it in time for the morning briefing.


‘Ma’am.’


Jane turned to the desk sergeant. He nodded at a couple she didn’t recognise, seated on chairs in the waiting area. Grief was etched into their faces, the woman crying, the man comforting her.


‘Trish and Owen Rogers,’ he continued. ‘The parents of the woman they pulled out of the river this morning.’


As he spoke, Jane’s eyes drifted to the chairs next to Trish and Owen. A boy, maybe about eight or nine, was sitting with his head bowed, his hands stuffed in the pockets of a coat that was too small for him. A much younger girl sat by his side. She was maybe four or five, swinging her legs, humming something. Clutching at a ratty old stuffed rabbit, her eyes darted from her crying grandparents to her brother, then to Jane, who held her questioning gaze.


Jane felt her heart break. She understood only too well the confusion and the forced growing up this tiny little girl would have to do.


‘Let Detective Sergeant Johnson know that I’m in the building and that I’ll brief the team when I’ve finished with Alice Rogers’ parents.’


As she walked over to them, Jane saw how broken they looked. Gently, she put a hand on Trish’s shoulder. For a moment, Trish looked confused, then she crumbled at this act of kindness. Owen held his wife’s hands, urging her to be strong.


Having introduced herself, Jane led them to an interview room, while the custody sergeant took the kids to a separate playroom.


‘Mr and Mrs Rogers, I know this is probably one of the hardest days of your life, but I need to ask you a few questions about your daughter.’


They stared at her blankly, desolate.


‘When was the last time you saw Alice?’


Trish flinched at the sound of her daughter’s name, her voice trembling as she replied.


‘Two weeks ago. The children were placed with us three months back, so she came to see them regularly, usually twice a week.’


‘They were placed with you under guidance from social services?’


‘She was a good mother,’ Trish responded fiercely.


‘I didn’t mean to imply anything else.’


‘People always do. They don’t understand that sometimes you can do everything for your child, everything you think is right, and still it isn’t enough. They’ll take paths in life you would never wish for them. As a mother, you just pick up the pieces.’


‘Is that what you were doing for her?’


‘Social services were threatening to take away the children,’ Owen intervened. Unlike his wife, whose accent was distinctly local, Owen had an accent from across the Pennines.


‘Why?’ Jane asked.


‘I’m sure you’ve seen the file,’ Owen said dolefully. ‘Our daughter had problems with drugs. Left the kids with us off and on when she needed to clear her head. Then recently there were an altercation. Police got called to an incident involving Alice.’


‘It wasn’t her fault,’ Trish added quickly.


‘She was the victim,’ Owen continued. ‘She sometimes does things I’ll never understand. Makes the worst choices. Like Liam.’


‘The boyfriend?’ Jane asked.


‘That scumbag had slammed her face into the living-room wall, in front of the children,’ Owen said, barely containing his anger. ‘Her neighbours rang your lot, who found out about the history of violence, then Alice was told she couldn’t provide a safe environment for her kids. Made no sense to me, she were the one being attacked. You know how people are, though. Twisted it all up. Made out to the police as though her and Liam enjoyed beating the hell out of each other. As though they got off on it.’


Owen cast a quick glance towards his wife.


‘Alice had no choice,’ he added. ‘It were either leave the children temporarily with us or lose them to the system.’


‘Alice would never let that happen; she was a good mother,’ Trish insisted. ‘Better than I was in some ways.’


Jane nodded, looking at this middle-class couple from Cliviger, wondering how their only child had ended up at the bottom of a river.


‘We thought it was normal teenage rebellion at first,’ Trish explained, as though reading her thoughts. ‘Staying out late with friends we never met, parties we had no clue about. I was so naïve, checking her bedroom for cigarettes and booze. And all that time she was already taking much worse.’


Trish stared to cry again, her head in her hands.


‘I blame myself,’ she said through her sobs. ‘I was so strict on her, growing up.’


‘Come on now, love, it’s no one’s fault,’ Owen tried to reassure his wife.


‘She made me so mad,’ Trish said. ‘She was so beautiful, so clever, throwing it all away on the worst boys. I knew she did it just to spite me. She would bring them home when she was older, each one more brazen than the last, trying to get a rise from me. When it didn’t work, she lowered her standards even more. I clashed with her all the time, out of desperation. Then one day she just left. And you know the worst part? I felt relieved. What sort of mother does that make me?’


‘That were a long time ago,’ Owen said quietly. ‘Alice is different now. She’s getting her life together, keeps telling me about some woman at Citizens Advice helping her. She swore on the kids she’d given up the drugs. If you make her swear on Emily and Peter, she won’t do it unless she’s being one hundred per cent honest.’


Jane could hear the pride in his voice. She also felt deep empathy for this man who couldn’t accept his daughter was dead, couldn’t speak about her in the past tense.


‘She loves her children,’ Owen said affectionately. ‘She threw Liam out after we took the kids, was determined to turn her life around.’


‘How did he take that?’


‘Not well,’ Owen replied, his voice becoming angry. ‘Alice didn’t say much about him, but I remember her getting endless calls from him when she were with us. He were withholding his ID, so he could bypass her blocking him.’


‘Did he threaten her?’ Jane asked.


‘I don’t know, she didn’t say.’


Jane knew men like Liam Harrison wouldn’t take no for an answer, couldn’t cope with someone they had controlled suddenly standing up for themselves.


Owen was silent, then looked Jane hard in the eyes.


‘Alice would never leave her kids like this,’ he said defiantly.


Jane didn’t look away, didn’t want him to see any doubt in her eyes.


‘She didn’t leave them,’ Trish said. She wiped her tears away roughly, suddenly alert. ‘That man had something to do with this, I know it. He had such a hold on her, it was sickening to watch. I only met him once, but he made my skin crawl. He did this to her.’


Trish pulled out her phone, showed Jane the last text message she’d received from her daughter. It was dated 18 August at 1.12 p.m.


Can’t come today. Tell the kids I love them always. And that I’m sorry.


Had her colleagues interpreted this as a suicide note? Not investigated Alice Rogers’ disappearance properly as a result? Suicides were a common occurrence in places like Burnley and Blackpool, Northern towns hit hard by the cost-of-living crisis, benefit cuts and decades of no one taking an interest. ‘Deaths of despair’, they labelled them in the papers.


‘Can I ask why you didn’t report your daughter missing for over a week?’


‘That message were sent on one of her visiting days,’ Owen explained. ‘We just thought she needed some headspace. Then she missed the next two visits. Now to us that didn’t make sense. Unless she were in trouble, she wouldn’t do that. The old Alice might, but not now. I’m telling you she is … were changing things.’


Jane wondered if they were desperate parents trying to absolve themselves of guilt for their daughter’s death. Had they failed her to the point she thought taking her life was the only way out? Or were they right about this Liam?


‘Your lot were kind enough when they came,’ Owen said. ‘But I could tell they weren’t that bothered. I get it, given her history. You get tarred for life, don’t you?’


Jane understood what that felt like. Carrying the weight of being falsely accused of something, nobody even stopping to ask you what the truth was, because your voice didn’t matter. Fighting back against that sense of injustice had driven Jane throughout her career. Had it been too overwhelming for Alice? Despite her attempts to change, had she never been allowed to?


Jane could imagine the sort of reaction she would get from her team trying to push this case. They’d probably already started typing up the death by drowning, self-induced, report in their heads, glad to get rid of Alice Rogers so they could focus on other things. The real crimes they would get commended on for solving.


Instinctively, Jane knew she couldn’t let this happen. Whatever the cause, that little girl, clutching the old rabbit and looking at Jane with her big questioning eyes, would not grow up without answers.









Chapter 3



Breathless from running up the stairs, Jane took a moment to gather herself. She stared through the glass doors leading to the incident room, where her deputy, Detective Sergeant Johnson was briefing her team, despite her clear instructions to wait.


In his late forties, Dave Johnson was a career police officer. He was smartly dressed as usual, tie missionary precise, as though his suits were a uniform. Jane could imagine him getting ready for work like he was heading into battle. As he was the only Black officer in the team, perhaps it was.


‘You lot better call home, tell them you’re not coming back for a while,’ he was saying. ‘Our schedule just got a whole lot busier.’


He was projecting images onto a wall-mounted screen. The pictures showed steamy plants growing amid a collection of red lamps.


‘DC Berry?’


DC Berry was in his early thirties. University educated, he’d joined the police force after recovering from a combat injury. From his file, Jane also knew he had three young kids at home, scrabbling for his time along with his job.


‘Sir. There was a machete fight over a terraced house being used as a cannabis farm. Two men in their late twenties were badly injured, both in hospital, one fighting for his life.’


‘And are they connected to gangs we have under surveillance?’


‘No, sir. The individuals arrested have all had prior run-ins with the police though, mainly low-level theft and violence.’


‘Good work. Circulate the relevant particulars to the rest of the team, please.’


Jane felt her irritation growing. Having been acting up into her role for months, DS Johnson had been standoffish and unhelpful since she’d arrived. Resentful he didn’t get the job no doubt, Jane saw him now theatrically playing the role of DI. Pissing on her territory.


DS Johnson clicked his remote to change the images on the screen to the haunted, emaciated faces of a half dozen men, their eyes staring at the camera.


‘A tip-off led us to this place,’ he explained. ‘Seven illegal Albanian nationals being used as forced labour on a building site. I’m taking the lead on this.’


Grasping for opportunities to shine, Jane thought angrily. Losing her patience, she opened the doors noisily and pushed inside. The team pivoted to face her, watching her approach in silence. It wasn’t hostility exactly, but it wasn’t trust either. DC Berry looked towards DS Johnson, then dropped his gaze.


‘Morning, everyone, apologies for the delay,’ Jane began purposefully. ‘I made it up the stairs in one piece though, despite what this stitch in my side says.’


No one laughed as she walked to the unused whiteboard, Jane sensing all eyes on her.


‘DC Berry, I want you to take the lead on the trafficking victims,’ Jane announced, countermanding DS Johnson’s instructions. ‘I just interviewed Trish and Rogers, the parents of our missing persons case that made breakfast news this morning. This is going to be our priority today.’


Jane scanned the room, the team looking palpably uncomfortable. DS Johnson was about to protest, but she stared him down. She was in charge and it was time he learnt to accept that.


‘Why wasn’t I informed that Alice Rogers’ body had been found?’


No one responded, few making eye contact, although DC Berry looked more confused than anything. Had DS Johnson lied to them and said he had told Jane?


‘When was she reported missing to us?’ Jane continued.


DS Johnson looked around the team, willing them to be unhelpful no doubt, before taking a seat, squaring his chair so he could face Jane head-on. The silence lasted a beat too long for Jane, so she forced the issue, deciding to approach the shy young detective constable who was sitting close by.


‘DC Chan?’


Detective Constable Elaine Chan was in her late twenties. She was fiercely intelligent, but still unsure of herself as a police officer. She blushed as she tapped at her tablet, her voice carrying a tremor when she spoke.


‘Tuesday the twenty-sixth of August, ma’am.’


Jane wrote the date down in big, neat letters on the whiteboard.


‘Preliminary inquiries?’ she asked, looking directly at DC Chan, blocking out the rest of the room.


‘Parents reported her missing after she failed to attend three supervised visits with her children,’ DC Chan continued, her voice still belying her nerves. ‘She was due to visit on Monday the eighteenth, Thursday the twenty-first and again on Monday the twenty-fifth.’


‘Did we triangulate her mobile phone to track her movements?’


‘Her phone was switched off from 1.14 p.m. on Monday the eighteenth of August, ma’am. Last time it pinged was from her home address in St Agnes, when she sent her parents a brief text message.’


‘Yet her body was found in the River Calder near Padiham, over five miles away? Do we know how she got there? How did we follow up after the missing persons report?’


‘Uniform checked her home address on Seeley Road, in St Agnes parish. Neighbours couldn’t recall when they’d last seen her, although the guy who runs the corner shop said he saw her or someone that looks like her on the Monday morning,’ DC Chan added. ‘They also interviewed the parents and we interviewed her ex-partner, Liam Harrison.’


‘Did we check traffic camera footage, CCTV? Was she spotted anywhere after she left home?’


The room stared back at her in silence.


‘Anything significant to flag from her background?’


‘She had a history of petty crimes, mainly shoplifting,’ DC Chan offered. ‘Nothing ever reached prosecution, but she was cautioned several times. Last incident was her being accused of stealing from her own grandmother.’


‘Her grandmother reported her?’ Jane queried, surprised.


‘No, a nurse at the hospice where her grandmother was being cared for.’


‘What about the ex, Liam Harrison? What did he have to say?’


‘He denied knowing where she was,’ DC Chan said.


‘Did we check his alibi?’


‘We didn’t know for sure when Alice Rogers disappeared, ma’am.’ DC Chan’s voice sounded almost faint under Jane’s scrutiny.


Glancing at DS Johnson briefly, Jane saw the look of irritation on his face as he stared hard at the young DC. Had he dismissed her, or worse, kept her occupied with mundane tasks while he and DC Berry hoovered up the plum roles? Jane felt a pulse of guilt at using DC Chan to rile up her deputy, but let it pass.


‘The last text message she sent her parents, did we not use that as an approximate marker for her disappearance?’


Now DS Johnson interrupted, unable to take being left out any longer.


‘I think it’s pretty clear what happened here, ma’am,’ he insisted. ‘She lost her kids. She was broke, desperate. Maybe she took one last hit of something and then decided she couldn’t cope. It’s not uncommon round here.’


‘It’s not uncommon in London either. That doesn’t excuse not following up on her parents’ concerns fully.’


‘Why, because they’re some middle-class couple from Cliviger?’ he queried.


‘No, because they were right. Their daughter is dead and we have no idea where she’s been for the last two weeks, nor what happened to her.’


‘She sent a suicide note as a text message to her parents, then filled her jacket pockets with rocks and drowned herself. It’s all there in the report, plain as day.’


Jane took a moment, letting her anger subside. She didn’t want to come off as being a bitch to her team, however much her deputy was provoking her to act out in front of them.


‘Alice Rogers was a devoted mother, was getting clean and changing for the better. Let’s at least give her family the peace of mind that we aren’t dismissing their daughter’s death out of hand. I want a full report on everything we know about her, all known associates and any sightings since she disappeared. And get Liam Harrison to confirm his whereabouts from the moment Alice sent that last text message. DC Chan, I want you to collate the report for me.’


‘That’s usually Detective Sergeant—’


‘I’m asking you. That’s all, unless there are any other questions?’


The team started to move off. All except DS Johnson, who looked at her with barely concealed distaste.


‘DS Johnson, could I have a word with you in my office, please?’


Reluctantly, he followed her into the small room that he had occupied for a few weeks when acting up as DI.


‘Don’t do that again,’ Jane said, keeping her voice as calm as she could. ‘Do not start the team briefing without me. Do you understand?’


‘You weren’t here and we have a lot on,’ he retorted. ‘The team were looking for direction.’


Jane ignored the jibe aimed at her tardiness.


‘PC Biggs informed you that I was with Alice Rogers’ parents?’


DS Johnson looked blank, then nodded.


‘Then you should have waited. And on that subject, why wasn’t I told about our mispers turning up dead?’


‘I was waiting for you to come into the office.’


‘Standard protocol, is it? Not letting the senior investigating officer know when a dead body has been found?’


‘I didn’t know where you were.’


‘And declaring her death a suicide? Who decided that?’


‘Alice Rogers was unstable, a user, penniless, plus she had weighted herself down with rocks. All the evidence points to suicide.’


‘I should have been informed before the press. There is no room for disagreement on this.’


‘I didn’t feel it was a priority.’ His voice was measured, with no hint of remorse. ‘We have people trafficking incidents and drug turf wars to investigate. All far more pressing cases. I did inform DCI Malik, though.’


Jane balked at this. Johnson going over her head to her boss but not finding the time to tell her.


‘Please remember that I decide the priority of our cases.’ Jane kept her voice low and cold. ‘If anything needs to be escalated to DCI Malik, I will do it. And I am your senior officer, DS Johnson. Please remember that and address me as “ma’am”.’


‘And it’s my job to lead the team in your absence,’ her deputy replied matter-of-factly, before pausing to add a desultory ‘Ma’am.’


Jane was about to explode when they were interrupted by a knock on the door. A hesitant DC Chan poked her head around.


‘DC Chan, what is it?’ Jane encouraged, holding the young officer’s gaze.


‘Something that uniform found as part of their prelims, might be of interest. Two days before Alice Rogers sent that text message to her parents, she signed a lease on a new flat in the city centre. Put the deposit and two month’s rent down there and then, in cash.’











Chapter 4



Jane felt the gnawing in her stomach as she grabbed her selection from the vending machine. Feeling a presence behind her, she straightened up to see DCI Sameer Malik, grinning at her.


‘That bad, is it? Chocolate before 11 a.m.?’


‘I didn’t realise there was a rulebook on snacks.’ A beat, then she added, ‘And nothing I can’t handle.’


She offered him the chocolate bar, but he refused. Sameer was the same age as Jane – thirty-eight. Unlike Jane, he was over six feet tall and his suit did little to hide his toned, muscular body.


‘It’s organic and dark,’ she said. ‘Practically fruit.’


‘I would believe you if there wasn’t actual fruit staring us in the face.’


Jane smiled at the apples wrapped in clingfilm sitting hopefully next to the KitKats.


‘I see you haven’t changed,’ she said. ‘You were obsessed with the gym even back in Hendon.’


‘You didn’t seem to mind.’


‘I was naïve and a sucker for your six-pack.’


Suddenly Jane’s mind pulsed with images of their time together at police college, those short-lived nights when they had been more than friends. She had ended up with Sameer despite being aware of his brazen attempts to make his way through their year’s entire female intake. Neither of them had been marriage material or looking for anything long-term. Their shared history gave her the confidence to ignore his rank when they were alone.


‘An apple isn’t going to help me deal with DS Johnson. I need something stronger.’


‘Easy now, Jane. DS Johnson has been around a long time. If you work out how to manage him, he could be a real asset. He knows Burnley better than anyone.’


Jane said nothing in response, as they moved away to a quieter area.


‘You got this job over him, Jane. It can’t be easy for him.’


‘I guessed as much. But if he’s such an asset, why hire me?’


Her role was a temporary cover for the previous DI, who’d gone on an extended leave of absence to travel the world.


‘We needed someone like you, sharp from the Met. Plus, you look much better around the office than DS Johnson.’


Holding Sameer’s gaze, recognising the familiar smirk, Jane felt the charge between them. Swiftly, she looked away. He was her boss and she couldn’t let herself get distracted.


‘Cut him some slack, Jane. You’re younger than him, more dynamic. DS Johnson is a bit ground down and overworked, I agree, but he’s committed to the force. You and he aren’t so different, you know.’


‘I take offence at that.’


‘You’re both married to your careers is all I meant. He’s single like you, no family ties.’


Jane flinched.


‘Again, if he’s so focused, why not keep him acting up?’


Reaching out, Sameer took her chocolate bar, tore open the wrapper and ate half in one bite.


‘DS Johnson is solid, does everything by the book. It gets him results; he’s got one of the best clear-up rates in Lancs Constabulary. The guys at the top though, they want someone more dynamic, more sexy.’


‘I’m not here to pole dance.’


‘Don’t be obtuse, you know what I’m getting at. If I had to haul either of you in front of my bosses, you’d have them drinking the Kool-Aid.’


‘How do the team feel about him? They’re distinctly frosty towards me.’


‘They respect him, but you can make them loyal to you. That’s how good you are.’


‘Looks like you’re the one drinking the Kool-Aid.’


‘The team will fall into step with you,’ Sameer continued, ignoring her interruption. ‘You just need to earn their trust. Despite your circumstances, I’d never have compromised my integrity if you weren’t the right choice. You needed this job and I needed the best DI for my team, so the timing worked for both of us.’


Jane remembered the phone call from her mother, two months ago, to tell Jane about her Stage 4 cancer diagnosis. Maeve had told Jane she could cope, that she didn’t need her to come up to Burnley, that she was used to being alone. It was a way to needle her. To make her feel like she had failed at being a daughter.


‘How is your mother?’


‘Trying.’


‘She must appreciate you being back, though?’


‘I’ve no idea. I came back to Burnley because I wanted some resolution. I’ll try and sort things with her, but at the very least, I want to make sure she dies with dignity.’


Returning home was definitely the right move. But accepting the DI job? With an unhelpful deputy at work and a spiralling case list, Jane was less sure about that. Maybe she should have just taken a sabbatical and looked after her mother.


She shook that thought away. No way would that have worked. The two women would have driven each other crazy within a couple of days.


‘I think this is one big fuck you to her if I’m being totally honest,’ she continued. ‘She didn’t expect me to come back and she would have used that to berate me until she died. She’s as cold now as she always was. After my brother died, things just snowballed. Dad left because of how she was and then I had to deal with her until I could escape. There was never any warmth or affection there.’


‘Did you ever ask her why she treated you like that?’


There was no reason to ask; Jane knew exactly why.


‘She blames me for Ed’s death.’


‘Your brother? I thought it was …’


He didn’t finish the sentence. Suicide was such a loaded word.


‘It was, but I was there when it happened. For years, she told everyone that Ed died trying to save me from drowning.’


‘You didn’t tell her what really happened?’


‘Of course I did. She chose not to believe me. Dad told me to just let her believe whatever she wanted; it was easier to deal with.’


‘Sorry, Jane. That’s shit.’


‘Yes, it really is.’


She managed a smile.


‘I just … I need to know why Ed killed himself. I could never talk about it before. This might be my last opportunity to understand what really happened.’


‘I’m here for you, anything you need.’


‘Thanks,’ she said, while swallowing what was left of the now-melted chocolate in her hands.


‘Alice Rogers is all over social media, by the way,’ he said, changing the subject purposefully. ‘They’re trying to drive up sales by peddling the single mother left two kids behind angle. There’s a local journo, Sol Brazani, writes for the Burnley Reporter. Hates us lot but I swear he has some coppers on the take; he’s always getting a march on us. Anyway, he’s taken an interest in Alice Rogers.’


‘I read his article. Seems to be telling the world it’s a suicide.’


‘He’s claiming we didn’t take the case seriously when she was reported missing,’ Sameer’s voice was grave as he spoke. ‘So, let’s make sure we’re shown to be doing everything we can.’


‘A proper budget would help.’


‘This isn’t London, Jane, resources are limited. I’m under pressure already with how much my teams cost me; every penny gets accounted for and tracked these days.’


‘No money, no resources and colleagues that hate me?’


Sameer smirked at her as they reached the lift doors.


‘Welcome to Burnley,’ he said.











Chapter 5



The putrid smell of wet mud filled Jane’s nostrils, causing bile to rise in her throat. The River Calder was deceptively gentle, peaceful now it had given up Alice Rogers’ body. Bright yellow ribbons of police tape were flapping in the breeze as Jane walked closer to the water. Her mind immediately filled with images of her brother; the police diver that fished out his lifeless body, carrying him as lake water dripped from his loose limbs; Ed laid out in the grass, so still and pale, the wailing of her mother’s grief as her desperate cries echoed through the air. Jane was powerless to control the way her brother flooded her senses whenever she was reminded of that day.


Reminded of him.


The love she felt for Ed was as vital as her own lifeblood. It was more than sibling affection, she had idolised him. Her parents barely had time for her, working and homemaking, so he had picked up the slack, forever telling her she was so annoying but making sure she was safe, happy. A mouthy child, Jane often landed herself in trouble for some of the things she said, but Ed was always on hand to make sure no one harmed his little sister. Including the school bullies who had dismissed her gentle giant of a brother, only to end up with black eyes.


Jane had never thought twice about spending time with Ed, who used to let her tag along, even while complaining about it. It was just habit for her to follow him wherever he went, including that last day. Curious as to why Ed hadn’t taken her with him, she had followed him out of the house without him knowing. He was heading to the small lake where they had spent many afternoons, fishing or skimming stones, swimming or lying on the grassy banks, drinking in the sun.


The park was only ten minutes’ walk from their home. Thinking it would be a good laugh to surprise Ed – scare him even – Jane had kept her distance. Hidden away in the long grass behind a coppice of trees, she’d watched as Ed stood on the edge of the water, staring ahead. She waited for the right time to frighten him, watching as he removed his shoes, socks and shirt, and then made his way into the dark, still lake, disappearing under the water.


She never saw him alive again.


Confused, screaming out his name, Jane knew something was wrong without really understanding what. She had gone into the water after him, but she was scared. Never the strongest swimmer, she thrashed back to the bank, shouting for help. The ensuing moments blurred in her mind: strangers jumping into the water to rescue her brother, the blue lights of the ambulance lighting up the darkening sky. Her parents were there – who had called them, she didn’t know. Her father was holding on to her, her mother in floods of tears, demanding to know why she’d gone into the lake, why Ed had followed her.


Even then, on the banks of her brother’s watery grave, her mother had begun to twist the narrative. Jane went in first, Ed followed to save her. He died a hero. The silent but cruel implication that Jane had caused his death. The secrets and lies had built up and solidified like sediment over the years. Her mother resented Jane because she knew the truth would damn her beloved son, suicide a cardinal sin in the Catholic Church.


As the lie became the accepted version of events, Jane punished all her life for her brother’s choices, there was no room to ask why he had decided to take his own life.


Jane turned away from the water, memories of this bitter injustice biting hard. Clamping her hand to her nose, she tried to block out the rotten stench that triggered these thoughts. People craved the fresh earthy scent, but it always made Jane gag. She fought hard to maintain her composure. Her emotions were raw, pricking at her senses.


Chiding herself for her weakness, Jane pulled out her phone and dialled DC Chan.


‘Did you manage to triangulate the deceased’s movements during her last days?’ she asked. ‘Anything unusual leading up to the time she sent that last text message?’


‘No, ma’am. She had a very routine life comprising visits to her parents to see the children, always scheduled; trips to Citizens Advice; and visits to a foodbank at a local church. She sometimes went for walks into Townley Park – again, nothing unusual.’


‘What about CCTV?’


‘We’ve checked the footage more thoroughly from traffic and bus cams, starting at 1.12 p.m. when we know the last message was sent. Local businesses in the area have been approached to release their security videos. The last confirmed sighting we have of her is on door cam footage, walking down Clitheroe Street in the Rose Hill Area, just after 1.30 p.m.’


‘Rose Hill is what, a ten-minute walk from her home in St Agnes? From there to Padiham would have taken her nearly ninety minutes if she was on foot. She must have taken public transport or been caught on camera somewhere. Keep checking.’


Rose Hill was a well-maintained quiet residential area, a very different place to the notorious, poverty-line council estate that Alice lived on. More importantly, it was a good five miles from where Jane was now, Alice’s last-known location. How did she get here and why?


‘Did you find any evidence of her coming to this part of Burnley before? This section of the River Calder in particular?’


‘Not so far, but we’re continuing to check her phone records.’


‘Why would she come all this way if it’s not somewhere she’s familiar with? Surely there’s a host of places nearer to her home where she could access the river? Easier, more convenient ways for her to end her life, if that was what she really wanted to do? What was significant about this spot? Can you check with her parents?’


‘Yes, ma’am. I’ll contact them now.’


Jane ended the call, hopeful that DC Chan’s search would turn up a useful lead. Turning her attention back to the river, she ducked under the police cordon. The lapping of the water filled her ears as she walked closer to the river, stopping at the edge of the grassy bank. Staring into the black water, she shuddered at the image of Alice Rogers sinking, dragged ever downward by the rocks in her jacket pockets, her lungs filling with water.


Spotting the CSIs, Jane picked her way towards them, stopping in front of a man who was tapping a tablet screen. Face mask off, he looked to be in his early thirties, dark hair and beard on show.


‘DI Jane Hacker,’ she said.


‘The Wonder Woman from the south. Pawel Kowalcyzk, scene supervisor.’


He had bright grey eyes and a slight accent. Just her type.


‘Any indication of time of death yet?’ she said.


‘Hard to tell with the water damage, but the post-mortem will reveal more. I would hazard an unofficial guess of two to three weeks.’


‘Two weeks would match the day of her last sighting. Definitely not more recent?’


‘It’s going to be best guess, given her state. From the water damage more than a week. Less than a month.’


‘Any signs she was harmed physically?’


‘No obvious wounds, but that too will depend on what the pathologist finds.’


Piecing together Alice’s last movements was going to be tricky, but with little help coming from forensics, it was going to be vital to do just that. Her movements didn’t make sense to Jane. When Ed took his own life, he was focused, determined, taking the shortest possible route he could to where he drowned himself. Alice would have done the same. Too much time to think, she would have wavered. Why didn’t she just go to the nearest access point she could for either of the rivers that merge in Burnley?


Instead, she went to Rose Hill first, probably on foot given the time it took her to get there. Rose Hill was in a south-westerly direction from where she lived. Then she came north from Rose Hill to Padiham, to this rural spot. Why choose such a convoluted route?


‘The cracks in the bridge are clearly visible from here,’ Jane observed, as she walked with Pawel towards a clearing of trees away from the riverbank.


‘The council used rocks and mesh to block access while they repair the structural damage. Your victim used the loose fragments of rock to help her. The kids that found her dismantled the barricade.’


The body wouldn’t have been disturbed for a while if those young guys hadn’t been pulling their social media stunt, Jane thought. That didn’t ring true with what she knew about Alice so far. Coming to such a remote place where she wouldn’t be found. Prolonging the pain her children would feel, not knowing what happened to their mother. Depriving them of a grieving process, the opportunity to move on with their lives, making them spend their remaining years looking for her, waiting for her? That felt cruel to Jane and not something Alice would do to her kids.


The alternative was that Alice ended up here because somebody didn’t want her to be found.


Jane scanned the ground and walked carefully through the break in the treeline with Pawel. The river was at least ten metres behind them.


‘When did it last rain?’ Jane asked.


‘The morning of August eighteenth,’ Pawel said, checking his tablet. ‘Unusually heavy downpour for the season. Your weird British weather. It had been a heatwave for the two weeks before.’


‘The afternoon of the eighteenth is when Alice Rogers sent her last message, when we have her on door cam footage. The last time she was definitely alive. The ground would have been muddy that day, then.’


Crouching down to get a closer look at the ground, Jane stepped forward a few paces. She pointed to marks in the dried-out mud, ridged impressions that Pawel recognised immediately.


‘Tyre marks,’ she murmured.


Pawel moved in closer, taking pictures on his tablet, before measuring the dimensions of the imprints using an app on the same device.


‘I’d say they belong to a small van,’ he said. ‘What time of day I will not be able to tell you, but these are definitely from the day of the eighteenth, as there’s been no rain since.’


A flicker of excitement flared inside Jane. They might have a tangible piece of evidence that someone else had been in the area at the same time as Alice. She called DC Chan.


‘CSI is sending you through some tyre prints. I need them analysed urgently.’


‘Yes, ma’am. Something else came up from one of the analysts. The local bus company operating the route that would take Alice from Rose Hill to the river in Padiham was on strike on the eighteenth of August.’


‘Taxis?’


‘We rang local cab firms, ma’am – no one has any recollection of giving Alice a lift that day – and she didn’t have an Uber account on her phone. It will take time to be absolutely certain though, ma’am.’


The possibility that Alice was brought here was gaining traction, especially as she didn’t have a driver’s licence. Whether that same individual was involved in her death or not was unclear. Maybe the autopsy would give Jane a clearer idea of what had happened?


‘DC Chan, can you get me confirmation of time and place where the forensic pathologist will be doing the autopsy for Alice, please? I would like to be there.’


There was a moment of silence on the phone.


‘The body didn’t go to the forensic pathologist, ma’am. Most suicides go to the hospital mortuary. A histopathologist there will be doing the exam.’


‘Who signed that off?’


Jane could feel the irritation swelling in her voice as she spoke, knowing the answer before DC Chan answered her.
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