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In memory of my brother, James.


And for my mum.









One


‘I’ve been around long enough to know when my time is up.’









THURSDAY









CHAPTER 1


My Uber driver gives me a dejected look in his rear-view mirror. For the past ten minutes we’ve barely moved. He points to the solid red line of congestion displayed on his map, covering the next two miles. The traffic along the river road is gridlocked. At this rate, it will take me over an hour to get from Richmond, through the village of St Marnham and on to my home in the London Borough of Haddley.


I look out at the late October evening where darkness has descended. ‘Probably quicker if I jump out here,’ I say. ‘I can walk the rest of the way along the river.’ My driver raises the palms of his hands and shrugs. ‘Hopefully you can pick up a fare going in the other direction,’ is my half-hearted apology, before I open the passenger-side door and climb out.


‘We will see,’ he calls wearily. I stand on the pathway and watch him turn his car in the road before he accelerates away from the west London traffic.


The evening is cold and my warm breath lingers in the crisp air. I zip up my jacket and push my hands deep inside my pockets. Stepping down onto the embankment path, I feel the crunch of fallen leaves beneath my feet. The towpath leads into St Marnham, before I have to cut across the playing fields on the north side of the village and on towards Haddley Common.


My phone buzzes. Flicking open the screen, its light brings a brightness to the darkened pathway. The message is from Madeline Wilson, my boss at the nation’s number one online news site. I’ve spent the last six hours with her at her home overlooking Richmond Park, finalising the script for a true-crime podcast I’m due to begin recording in a week’s time. Madeline is now messaging me with even more suggestions. That’s Madeline all over – she’s relentless, always ready with a stream of new ideas. Journalism is in her blood; her passion inherited from her father, Sam, an old-school newspaperman. She’d never want to admit it, but I know her unwavering determination to be the first to uncover the best possible story comes from her dad. I guess I got the same from her.


In the weeks approaching the podcast’s recording, Madeline’s support of me has been unflinching. Six months ago, with the help of a local police officer, PC Dani Cash, I unearthed the truth behind my mother’s death and the brutal killing of my brother, Nick. Murdered when he was only fourteen, his death has held a morbid fascination for much of the country for almost a quarter of a century. It’s Nick’s story the podcast will tell.


I was eight when my brother was killed and the loss will stay with me until the day I die. For many years it was simply impossible for me to comprehend. The horrifying nature of his murder meant my name, Ben Harper, became known both nationally and internationally and for much of my life, I lived in shadow of his death and my family’s grief. After my mother died, from an apparent suicide, I knew my only way forward was by not looking back. But then, earlier this year, that changed when new information came to light about my family’s story. Once I finally discovered the truth, I wanted everyone else to know it too. I published the story for our news site and it attracted global attention as well as, much to Madeline’s delight, record reader numbers. I know the release of the podcast will bring further painful attention to my family’s story, but my overriding determination is for the truth to be known. Nick was my hero, and this is the only way I know to deliver justice for the life so brutally stolen from him. I still miss him and my mum every single day.


St Marnham is brightly lit by street lamps, but as soon as I reach the playing fields on the far side of the village, I find myself in darkness again. Picking my way along the path, I feel the chill rise into the soles of my feet. Through the darkness, I see flashing lights appear in the distance and moments later I step aside as two cyclists race past me on their journey home at the end of the office week. I pass a floodlit running track, where a lone sprinter braves the artic breeze, her rapid stride powering her down the long home straight. From outside the newly built brick sports pavilion, I can hear a frighteningly energetic fitness class taking place inside.


To make the shortcut through to my home on Haddley Common, saving me a mile-long walk along the road, I enter the small copse of trees at the far end of the playing fields. From there I scramble down the bank that leads through to the back of St Stephen’s churchyard. At the bottom of the bank, I reach the set of iron railings I’ve clambered over a thousand times in the past thirty years, like so many residents of Haddley Common and St Marnham, taking this unorthodox short cut through to the Lower Haddley Road. I loop my bag across my shoulders and grip the shallow railings. They glisten with frost, and as the cold seeps into my bare hands, I hear my mum’s voice asking me why I don’t invest in a pair of gloves. I pull myself up and over but, as I do, my hand slips. I reach backwards to try and steady myself but, unable to grab the railing’s pointed tip, I fall towards the crumbling graveyard.


I brace myself for the impact, but it doesn’t come. The strap of my bag has hooked itself across the top of the railings. Cursing, I reach behind my head to try and dislodge it but it holds fast. I realise the only way to free myself is to snap the strap. I launch myself forward, the strap breaks and I hit the ground hard, my ankle twisting with a pain that makes me cry out, and I roll down the bank into the darkest corner of St Stephen’s cemetery.


Lying prone, my jacket caked in mud, my ankle throbbing, I’m momentarily dazed. When I get my bearings, I see my laptop has spilt from my bag. Tentatively I push myself up, kneeling on my right leg before testing my weight on my left foot. I suck in cold air and hold my breath. I lean against a moss-covered headstone before reaching for my bag and shoving my laptop back inside. Suddenly, my attention is caught by a bright orange glow, smouldering in the trees on the far side of the churchyard.


I clamber to my feet and hobble forward. I move from one gravestone to the next before making my way down the gravel path that runs across the back of the cemetery. With each step I take, the fire appears to intensify. St Stephen’s sixteenth-century church comes into view, but its only light is the lantern that hangs above its heavy oak door. I hurry around the side of the church, ignoring the pain in my ankle. I see the orange light again, now impossibly bright. The derelict community centre behind St Stephen’s is on fire.


Smoke pours through its grimy red-tiled roof. Flames lick at the ivy-clad walls. I drop my bag and fumble in my muddied pocket in search of my phone. As I do, a window at the front of the community centre shatters, sending sparks crackling across the path. Burning light illuminates the churchyard and the heat is so intense that, even from this distance, I’m forced to take a step back. Finding my phone, I’m about to call for help, when a fleeting movement inside the building catches my eye.


I flinch.


I stare into the smoke and see another movement; a streak of black amid the bright orange flames.


Then, through the smashed front window, I see a figure.


Adrenaline pumps through my veins and without thinking, I run towards the building’s graffiti-covered door. The door is locked. I yell at whoever is trapped inside to find a way out. They hesitate before scrambling backwards, deeper into the flames.


I ram my shoulder against the door. It doesn’t move. I step back then launch myself forward, crashing my foot against the door.


It flies open and I fall forward into the furnace.


The smoke is so thick that I can only just make out the slim figure, now crouched on the floor. From the frantic way they are fumbling, they appear to be searching for something.


‘What are you doing?’ I scream, trying to cover my mouth as smoke fills my lungs. ‘You need to get out, now!’


But pulling their hood across their face, they clamber further across the floor, ignoring my escape route.


‘Stop, or you’ll get yourself killed!’ I shout.


Suddenly they are on their feet, spinning round to face me. For a moment they are still, as though trapped by indecision. Then they charge forward, leap over me and race away from the building. Fire flashes around me, the heat ferocious. I scramble to my feet and lurch backwards out into the churchyard.


Gasping for air, I collapse onto the path. I peer through the darkness and look towards the Lower Haddley Road. The escaping figure never breaks their stride. A passing car is forced to skid to a stop, its blaring horn filling the still night air. The figure’s hand slams onto the car’s bonnet, and in the glare of the car’s headlights, I catch a momentary glimpse of their angular frame. Still desperately trying to fill my lungs with the cold night air, I lie on the ground and watch the distinctive bright orange trainers of the fleeing figure disappear into the dark woods at the back of Haddley Common.









CHAPTER 2


PC Dani Cash felt her breath catch in her throat as she entered the CID offices at the rear of Haddley Police Station. She glanced at the clock on the far wall. She was still ten minutes early for her eight o’clock meeting with Chief Inspector Bridget Freeman. Time had seemed to crawl since she’d received the meeting request earlier in the afternoon. Originally the appointment had been for seven, but then, as seven approached, Bridget Freeman had pushed the meeting back.


At this time on a Thursday evening, the offices were largely deserted, the pub at the top of the high street calling most detectives out of the building before six. Only two detectives remained, both eating dinner. The smell of their spicy Mexican tacos lingered in the airless room. Briefly they looked up at Dani, before one passed his phone to the other and laughed. Something in his expression told her this was a joke she would not enjoy.


Haddley was one of the last remaining Victorian police stations still in operation across the capital. For years, one badly planned extension had followed another. The building had been constantly adapted, the need for extra space met by knocking down walls, replacing offices with open-plan rooms or simply squeezing desks into the alcoves that once housed cupboards. But the detective branch remained where it had always been, right at the back of the old building, hidden away from the day-to-day community buzz. In the summer, the room became intolerably hot; in winter the radiators generated more noise than heat. The windows reached almost to the ceiling but gave little light, offering only a view of a neighbouring brick wall.


But there was nowhere in the world Dani felt more at home.


Crossing to the desk at the back of the room, Dani ran her hands along the scratched wood, feeling the notches and flaws built up through years of toil. She pulled out the battered office chair, its faux leather seat worn thin, its back stained with sweat. Sitting at the desk, she traced her fingers across the fading computer keyboard. As a child, she would type her name with one finger; her dad standing behind her, unable to type much faster himself. She closed her eyes and remembered him spinning her in the chair, her legs, not yet able to reach the floor, flying out in front of her. As she threw her head back, her blonde hair falling across her face, he would spin her until she was dizzy and tears of laughter streamed down her cheeks.


She looked out across the room, and suddenly her father’s face was as clear to her now as it was twenty years before. She could see him, with his greying hair, briefing a team of junior officers, each one paying strict attention as they took in every word that Jack Cash said. She’d felt so proud.


And then a call would come in, or a shout from across the room, and he’d be gone. She’d sit in the desk chair and watch her father charge from the office, calling instructions to others as he left. How she’d loved the excitement, always wishing she could go with him. Waiting for his return, however long that might be, was all she’d ever known. If she was lucky, a friendly officer might bring her some paper and perhaps some colouring pens. She remembered ending up with colours striped across her face from licking the pens’ dried-up ends. A kindly woman came to clean her up. It was her dad’s boss, Chief Inspector Anders, who then took her out onto the high street. Walking beside the commanding officer, she had held her hand. Inside the shop the inspector had told Dani to choose two different packets of crayons – one to take home and one to keep in the office. Dani chose a pack of chunky colouring pens and another of brightly coloured wax crayons.


‘Thank you, Chief Inspector,’ she’d said, as they’d walked back towards the station.


‘Don’t tell anyone but my name isn’t actually Chief Inspector. You can call me Christine but make sure you keep it our secret.’


Dani had felt sad when, a year later, Christine told her she was retiring. But she couldn’t have felt prouder than when her dad had told her he was taking over the running of the station. She threw her arms around him and squeezed him so tight she felt she might burst.


A scrunched-up wrapper from a Mexican takeaway hit the rim of the bin and bounced onto the floor, snapping Dani’s attention back into the room. She glanced across at the detective who’d made the shot. He made no move to pick up the rubbish, simply turning back to his screen. Dani checked the time. It was approaching eight o’clock. She walked across the room, picked up the failed shot and dropped it in the bin.


Her dad had always expected his detectives to keep a tidy office.









CHAPTER 3


Dani stood alone in the dimly lit corridor outside the chief inspector’s office, the last remaining private office in the station. She hesitated, her hand hovering above the door.


For over fifteen years, the office had belonged to Jack Cash. Next spring, it would be three years since Dani had last turned the rattling doorknob and entered the room to find her dad sitting behind his coffee-stained desk. Still now, each time she passed the office door, she thought of that day.


‘You wouldn’t know it was supposed to be spring,’ she’d said, entering her father’s office for the last time. Her dad had looked up from a stack of unread reports and smiled at her as she’d crossed the room to warm her hands against the cast-iron radiator. It was the week of the University Boat Race and Dani had been out on the Thames in support of the Marine Policing Unit. A northerly wind had cut through her as she’d travelled in a small boat, tasked with security-checking the bridges.


‘Everything go okay?’ he’d asked.


‘Fine,’ she’d replied, pulling a chair close to the radiator. ‘Nothing out of the ordinary; probably need to watch the numbers on Hammersmith Bridge.’


‘We’ll bring in a few extra officers to hold the crowds back on the banks. I don’t think it’ll be a problem. Coffee?’


‘That’d be lovely,’ she’d replied, as he clicked on the kettle that lived on top of his filing cabinet. When the water boiled, he scooped some instant coffee granules and splashed some milk into two mugs.


‘Biscuit?’ he’d asked, reaching across for the packet of bourbons always open on his desk.


‘Just one. And you should do the same,’ she’d said, as her dad pulled out two biscuits for himself. He’d dip them one at a time in his coffee, the same way he’d done for as many years as she could remember.


‘So?’ she’d said, crossing to collect her coffee and taking a seat opposite him. She always knew when her father had something to tell her.


Jack Cash reached across for his mug. He paused and then after a moment put the mug back down on his desk without taking a sip. ‘I wanted to hear how things are going, that’s all.’


‘Don’t give me that,’ she’d replied. At the end of the year, it would have been just her and her dad for two decades. Like any father and daughter, at times they’d clashed but most of the time they’d been there for each other. Dani instinctively knew when something was on her dad’s mind. ‘Spill it.’


She’d watched her father stand, his breath quickening, and pull his chair around his desk to sit alongside her.


‘Dad, you’re worrying me, what’s going on?’


Jack faced his daughter before suddenly blurting out the words. ‘It’s time for me to step down.’


It took Dani a moment to register what he’d said. ‘What do you mean?’ she’d replied. ‘Step down how? Do you mean you want to go back to working in the unit?’ Dani knew her dad’s heart had always remained in actively investigating crimes, not running the station.


‘No,’ he’d replied, his frustration showing. ‘I mean it’s time for me to finish. I’m going to step away.’


To Dani the idea was so ridiculous, she’d laughed out loud.


Visibly annoyed, Jack had got to his feet and pushed his chair back behind his desk. ‘I’m serious, Dani. I’m stepping down. It’s time for me to move aside, to let somebody younger take things forward. We need to modernise.’


‘Are you trying to tell me you’re retiring? Modernise, take things forward. Those aren’t your words. I don’t even know what they mean.’


‘I can’t cut it any more, not in the way I could.’ Jack bowed his head.


Then it dawned on Dani. ‘This is about Betty Baxter.’


‘The station’s lost faith in me; officers don’t trust me any more.’


‘That’s not true. You made one mistake.’


Jack shook his head. ‘No, I made a mistake twenty years ago and now I’ve done the same again. How many officers have I told not to be a fool and to learn from their mistakes? Turns out I’m the biggest fool of them all. I’m an embarrassment to the force.’


‘Who said that?’


‘I know it’s what they’re thinking. I spent a fortune and couldn’t even bring the case to trial.’


‘Dad, it happens.’ Dani knew months of expensive surveillance had failed to result in any charges against a supposed drug-trafficking operation.


‘The team have lost confidence in me and, if I’m honest, I’ve lost confidence in myself. I’d have given anything to finally nail her; perhaps my problem was I wanted it too much. I gave it my best shot, but I need to recognise that’s no longer enough.’


‘I can’t believe after one bad case you’re walking away.’


‘It’s time for me to do other things, enjoy the time I’ve earned.’


‘Bullshit,’ she’d replied, looking directly at her father. ‘It is, Dad, it’s fucking bullshit. This place is your life. For your whole career, you’ve said they’d have to either drag you out of here or carry you out in a box.’ Much as Dani loved her father, she’d known that since he’d joined up as a nineteen-year-old and served for over forty years, only on a very good day could she hope to rank as equal first in his life’s priorities. ‘Enjoy your time, do other things. You can’t even bring yourself to say the word. Retire. You could work another five years, at least.’


‘No, I couldn’t,’ he’d replied, sharply. ‘I’ll get a very nice pension.’ His voice softened. ‘Perhaps I’ll do a bit of travelling.’


Dani said nothing. She’d spent nearly all her school holidays in and around Haddley Police Station. For one week at the start of each summer, she and her dad would drive north to the Yorkshire seaside town of Filey. At the end of every week, all she could remember was her dad being desperate to get back to work. Travelling had never been high on his list of life’s priorities.


‘I might take up golf.’


‘Now you really are being stupid.’ She looked at her father’s face, more ruddied than she’d remembered. When he reached for a third biscuit, she caught hold of his hand. ‘Tell me the truth,’ she’d said, her bright blue eyes fixed on his.


Jack’s smile was a rueful one. ‘It might not be completely my own choice,’ he said, ‘but the fact is I’ve run out of road. I’ve been around long enough to know when my time is up. Forty years is a good stint.’


‘Surely you can fight on?’


Jack shook his head. ‘It’s time, Dani. Somebody else needs to take Haddley forward. I’m finishing next Friday. Freeman will step up.’


Dani wanted to scream at her father, but she could see his mind was made up. She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. And despite the sadness in his eyes, Jack laughed.


‘Your mum used to sit like that whenever she didn’t get her own way.’


Dani said nothing. She had only a few hazy memories of her mother. For as long as she could remember, her dad had been her inspiration. She admired the passion and dedication with which he’d led the Haddley force into battle against drug crime across the borough. Had that dedication become an obsession? Perhaps. But looking at him on that day, she had to accept his fight was gone.


The following Friday, Dani had watched her father leave the station for the last time. When she’d stood beside him on the steps at the front of the building, she’d held his hand and desperately fought back the tears that pricked at her eyes. Surrounded by his fellow officers, Jack had walked up to the pub at the top of the high street and stayed there long into the night. The next night he was in the pub again, this time with a smaller crowd. And then the following night with an even smaller one. And then, finally, alone.


A year later, he was dead.









CHAPTER 4


The Monday after Jack Cash’s retirement had seen Bridget Freeman elevated to lead the Haddley police force. Dani had scrutinised her closely, watching for all the ways she’d fail to live up to Jack’s standards. But she’d had to admit that Freeman led with efficiency, while consistently managing conviction rates. At the same time, the police presence on the streets of Haddley, so visible under her predecessor, had gradually waned. Now, two and a half years after Bridget Freeman had taken on her role, Dani knocked on the chief inspector’s office door and waited.


‘Come,’ called Freeman, after a moment. ‘Take a seat, Constable Cash,’ she continued, indicating a chair as Dani crossed the room. ‘Apologies for the lateness of the hour. My liaison meeting with the Fulham and Hammersmith force ran considerably over.’


‘Not a problem, ma’am,’ Dani replied, stealing a glance around the room. The office was barely recognisable from the one occupied by her father. Gone was his wooden desk and dusty filing cabinets, replaced by a sleek white vinyl table, a wide-screen monitor and Freeman’s own MacBook flipped open in front of her.


‘You have an exceptionally strong advocate in Detective Sergeant Barnsdale,’ began Freeman. ‘Her recommendation of you is fulsome.’ Dani dropped her head but couldn’t help smiling. She’d worked closely with Barnsdale earlier in the year, investigating the deaths of Claire and Nick Harper. After the successful conclusion of a difficult case, she’d hoped Barnsdale would support her request for a transfer into CID.


‘I respect the honesty she shows in her appraisal of your performance. You are still learning, Cash, and made some errors of judgement in the Nick Harper case but DS Barnsdale believes you have the instincts and potential to become a highly successful investigative officer. I am broadly in agreement.’


Dani looked at her senior officer. Coming from Freeman, these words meant a lot. She struggled to remember an occasion when Freeman wasn’t fully in command of a situation. Always fully briefed on every aspect of a case, always impeccably turned out. Even now, after such a long day, her jacket was buttoned, her epaulettes polished and her hair neatly styled. Women were still judged on such things in the force and Dani guessed that Freeman wasn’t going to give anyone an opportunity to find her wanting. Much as she missed her father, Dani had grown to respect Freeman.


‘After taking some time to consider, you will be pleased to know I’m inclined to approve your transfer to CID.’


‘Thank you, ma’am.’


‘You’ve shown excellent initiative in the past, Cash. You have a genuine ability to work with members of the public and have demonstrated a talent for forensic interrogation. Those are the skills that will bring you continued success and the further development of your career.’


Dani nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘Results are key but so is how we achieve those results. It is important to remember that. I want to see you become a successful modern officer.’


Dani wondered if that was a veiled reference to her father. Jack Cash would have done anything to achieve a result. But Dani was her own person, and she wanted Freeman to judge her on her performance, not her father’s. She said nothing.


‘With continued development and loyalty to your team here at Haddley, I don’t expect it to be long before you are being considered for a sergeant’s position,’ said Freeman.


‘I’d like that very much, ma’am,’ Dani replied. Freeman smiled and gave a nod to indicate that Dani was dismissed. Dani got to her feet, but as she did there was a knock on the office door.


‘Come,’ called Freeman.


‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ said DS Lesley Barnsdale, stepping into the room. Dani looked towards her, and both officers smiled briefly.


‘I’m just sharing good news with soon to be Detective Constable Cash,’ said Freeman, noting the exchange.


‘Much deserved,’ replied Barnsdale. ‘If I may ma’am, we have a fire at St Stephen’s church on the Lower Haddley Road. One officer is in attendance, but I’d like to send PC Cash in support to interview any witnesses.’









CHAPTER 5


I sit on a wooden bench at the side of St Stephen’s church and sip from a bottle of water. I can still taste the smoke trapped in the back of my throat. The churchyard is illuminated by the fire service emergency lighting and a heavy smell of burnt wood lingers in the air. I look across at the smouldering community centre: much of its roof has burnt through, although its outside walls remain standing.


After escaping the flames and collapsing onto the gravel pathway, I quickly found my phone and called the fire brigade. Almost in an instant I heard the blare of sirens racing down the Lower Haddley Road. Their quick response stopped the fire spreading to St Stephen’s ancient church, protecting its centuries-old stained-glass window and imposing bell tower.


A young police officer crosses from the burnt-out building.


‘Mr Harper?’ she asks, taking a seat beside me. ‘I’m PC Karen Cooke. The paramedics tell me you’ve refused any medical assessment or treatment.’


‘I’m fine, honestly, thank you,’ I reply, waving away her concern.


‘Sometimes in these situations it’s still worth getting checked out. A small amount of smoke inhalation—’


‘Really, I’m fine.’ I take another sip of water. ‘I probably just need to go home and get showered.’


‘I can drop you home if you like?’


‘No need. Five minutes’ walk, no more than that. Over the Lower Haddley Road and across the common, and I’m home.’


‘If you’re sure. Before you go, there are a couple of questions I’d like to ask you, if you feel up to it?’ I nod and wait for her to continue. ‘Mr Harper, am I right in thinking it was you who reported the fire?’


I tell her everything: my short cut through the back of the cemetery, seeing the bright orange glow across the graveyard, the figure escaping from the community centre before running through the church gates. Cooke makes copious notes.


‘The figure you saw – you’ve described a slim, angular frame. Male or female?’


‘I never really had a clear view and they kept their hood pulled over their face. My only thought was how to get them out.’ Cooke raises her eyes from her notebook and waits for me to continue. ‘If I had to guess, I’d say probably male, possibly late teens but it really is a best guess.’ My eyes still sting from the smoke, and I rub them vigorously.


‘I’m sure the paramedics have eye drops, you know.’


I smile but shake my head. ‘The best look I got of them was when they were caught in the car’s headlights. Five nine, five ten in height, maybe? Tracksuit bottoms, hooded top and bright orange trainers. I’m afraid I didn’t see any more. The driver of the car would’ve had a better view.’


‘And you didn’t see the make of the car?’ asks Cooke.


‘It all happened so quickly,’ I reply. ‘I was pretty much wiped out.’


‘We’ll try and trace the driver,’ she says. ‘Once the figure was over the road they disappeared into the trees?’


I point towards an opening at the side of Haddley Woods. ‘Straight through that gap,’ I say. As I speak, a second police vehicle pulls up at the entrance gates to St Stephen’s. I watch as Dani Cash, the officer I worked closely with earlier in the year, steps out of her car. In the last six months, we’ve met only once to share a brief cup of coffee, but I wish it could have been more. My overriding urge is to run and greet her. Instead, illuminated by the fire service floodlights, I watch her swiftly make her way down a narrow path that runs along the side of the cemetery towards the vicarage garden.


‘Mr Harper?’ says PC Cooke, recapturing my attention.


‘Sorry,’ I reply. ‘Really there’s nothing more I can tell you. The figure disappeared into the woods and I called the fire brigade immediately afterwards.’


She keeps talking, asking me to call her if I remember any further details, but my attention wanders back to Dani Cash. She is walking slowly back through the cemetery, now in the direction of the community centre, accompanied by a man whom I recognise as Adrian Withers, the vicar of St Stephen’s.


Working with her closely earlier in the year, I quickly learned Dani has a sharp investigative mind, easy intuition and an ability to get answers to difficult questions. And every time I saw her, I couldn’t help but smile.









CHAPTER 6


At the end of the gravel path that wound through the back of the cemetery, a small wooden gate led into the vicarage garden. With the bright lights of the fire service fading behind her, Dani could only dimly make out the house beyond. Surrounded by graves and shadowy trees, she shivered. Finding herself on edge, when her hand reached for the gate at the same moment as the Reverend Adrian Withers emerged from the vicarage garden, she jumped back.


‘Constable, my apologies,’ he said, before introducing himself. ‘What a terrible night.’ He looked skywards. ‘Please tell me nobody’s been hurt. I struggle to imagine a horror comparable with being trapped in a fire.’


Dani shuddered. ‘Nobody was hurt, thankfully,’ she said. She’d spoken briefly with PC Cooke during the short drive from the station.


‘That is a relief,’ replied the vicar. ‘With it occurring on church land, one can’t help but feel almost culpable. I did see an ambulance pulling into the car park, though, didn’t I?’


‘We believe somebody was trapped in the fire, but a passer-by was able to free them.’ Dani glanced over her shoulder in the direction of Ben Harper. She was relieved to see he was now standing beside Karen Cooke. ‘The ambulance was purely precautionary, I’m pleased to say.’


‘Good. Were you looking for me?’


‘I just have a few questions.’


Adrian Withers gestured to the gate. ‘Of course. Shall we?’ They began their slow walk down the path towards the community centre. ‘I was terrified the fire may spread towards St Stephen’s. Having stood for five centuries, I would have hated to see it succumb under my relatively brief tenure.’


Dani could imagine Withers, with his precisely trimmed moustache and neatly parted hair, regarding himself as something of a charmer.


‘Can I ask when you first became aware of the fire?’


‘I conduct three services on a Sunday, and I like to use Thursday evening to begin to gather my thoughts and reflections. I was in the vestry at the rear of the church. It’s a small space with thick walls, and no discernible light from the window. I was unaware of events until the arrival of the fire brigade.’


‘And at that point?’


Withers paused. ‘I came out of the front of the church – we keep the rear gate permanently locked – and was thankful to see the fire was already in hand. Once I was assured it was fully extinguished, I returned briefly to the vicarage to check on my wife. I was just coming back to the church when I met you at the gate.’


Walking beside the vicar, Dani could smell the dense smoke hanging in the air. Biting her lip, she covered her mouth with her hand. The path split and they turned away from the burnt-out building and towards the front of St Stephen’s. ‘It’s a beautiful church,’ Dani said, as they passed the sweeping arch of the stained-glass window before stopping by the steps at the main entrance.


‘Thank you,’ he replied.


‘When you walked from the church to your home, you didn’t see anybody in the graveyard?’


‘Nobody living, I’m afraid.’


Dani smiled. ‘And your wife?’


‘My wife?’ replied Withers.


‘She was okay?’


‘Oh, I see what you mean. Just returned from supper with an elderly parishioner.’ A fire engine was manoeuvring out of the small church car park, reversing out onto the Lower Haddley Road. ‘I will make a point of personally thanking the station commander for his team’s efforts,’ said Withers, his eyes following the vehicle. ‘I know him well from a number of shared charitable endeavours. If you’ve nothing further, constable, I must head inside the church to ensure everything is safely extinguished for the night. I would hate to have left anything alight in my hasty exit.’


Dani watched Withers stride up the three steps at the front of St Stephen’s and enter the church through its heavy oak door. Standing in front of the building, she briefly imagined herself soaking in a hot bath and scrubbing the stench of smoke from her skin. Lost in her thoughts, she was unaware of the figure, swathed in darkness, watching her from the upstairs window of the vicarage.









CHAPTER 7


Seeing Dani and the vicar part ways, I take two strides in her direction before the pain in my ankle makes me audibly wince.


‘Mr Harper, are you sure I can’t run you home?’ asks PC Cooke, catching up with me and placing a hand gently on my elbow.


‘No, I’m fine, honestly,’ I say, turning back towards the community centre. Two members of the fire service are beginning to dismantle the last of the floodlights. ‘All I need is a few steps to walk it off. My ankle’s not even sprained.’ Karen Cooke smiles at me and I laugh. ‘No, really,’ I continue, biting my cheek as I move along the gravel path. Breathing deeply, I turn to her. ‘See? Absolutely fine.’ I look across at the sprawling Victorian vicarage, a rabbit warren of rooms, which stands beyond the graveyard. A single light dimly illuminates an upstairs window.


‘We’ll speak to any further witnesses in the morning,’ says PC Cooke, following the direction of my gaze. ‘But you’re quite sure for now that you didn’t see anybody else in the churchyard when the fire first broke out?’


‘Not a soul.’


‘Nobody hanging around the church or leaving through the front gates?’


I shake my head. ‘Sorry. In the darkness it was impossible to see much.’


We stand in front of the community centre’s blackened entrance. What was the figure doing in the fire? Why didn’t they try to get out sooner, and why hadn’t they fled when I called to them? The charred remains of the door hang loose from its hinges. Burnt ivy still clings to the door’s surround, a dense smell hanging heavy in the air. I reach for my phone and flick on the torch light. Inhaling sharply, I move quickly forward and before PC Cooke can react, I’m standing back inside.


‘Mr Harper, what are you doing?’ she calls after me, but I’m already stepping through into the room where I’d seen the figure. Wooden tables, folded and pushed to the middle of the room, are scorched black. A stack of wooden chairs is burnt through.


‘Why were they here?’ I say aloud to myself, shining my light around the room.


‘Mr Harper, I need you to step back outside.’ PC Cooke has followed me into the room. ‘It isn’t safe in here.’


‘They were here for a reason,’ I reply. ‘At the height of the fire, they were still scrambling about on the floor, as if they were looking for something.’


‘The fire investigator will fully examine the scene tomorrow.’ She’s trying to placate me, but I’ve learned it’s always best to ask my own questions when I can. I move further forward. Against one wall are the remains of what might have been a climbing frame. Scorched ropes hang from the roof. ‘What was this place? Some kind of gym?’


‘Possibly, yes,’ Cooke replies. ‘The building’s been empty for years but in the past it was used for all kinds of community activities.’


I climb over a wooden rowing machine before tracing my fingers through the wet soot that covers an ancient bench press.


‘Mr Harper, I’m going to step back outside now. I’d ask you to do the same.’


I lift my torch and scan it around the room. ‘This is where I first saw them,’ I say, and with my shoulder I try to push a blackened bench press to one side. Bolted to the floor, the equipment is impossible to move. The beam of my torch reflects off something metallic. I bend and see the light reflect off a knife blade.


A crash echoes through the room. The bench press collapses through the floor, coming to rest in the foundations below. I jump backwards, yelling as I land heavily on my twisted foot.


‘Mr Harper!’ calls PC Cooke. ‘It’s really not safe in here.’


Readily agreeing, I hurry out of the room. With much of the rear wall destroyed by fire, we are able to step out of the back of the building relatively easily.


‘There was a knife,’ I say, ‘jammed beneath the bench press.’


‘Can you be certain?’


‘Positive. My light reflected off the blade.’


‘If there is a knife, the fire investigation team will find it tomorrow.’ Cooke lights her torch to guide her way through overgrown scrub, and I follow.


‘Any idea yet as to how the fire began?’ I ask.


‘At this stage, it would only be speculation.’


‘Could it have been started deliberately?’


‘I hope not.’


‘Because if it was, whoever was inside might’ve been the target?’


Cooke doesn’t respond immediately. As we turn and walk down the side of the building, the devastation of the fire on the community centre is on full display. Then, quietly, she says, ‘I think whoever was inside was very lucky you came along when you did.’


I stop and survey the burnt-out building. A metal drainpipe still clings to the wall. I point my torch down towards a cracked glass bottle lying in the blackened drain-hole cover. I pick up the empty bottle and put my nose to the rim. The lingering pine-wood smell is unmistakable.


‘Turpentine,’ I say. ‘Highly flammable.’ I look up at Cooke. ‘We need to find whoever was in the fire.’









Two


‘Their lives were separate and nothing she did seemed to change that.’









FRIDAY









CHAPTER 8


Pamela Cuthbert hated mornings. She struggled to remember the last time she’d woken up feeling refreshed. The whole night she’d been restless. Her feet tingled with pins and needles. Her legs were swollen. Her hands were stiff. Reaching towards her bedside table, she looked at her phone. The neighbourhood app was full of chatter about the fire at St Stephen’s church. She had no interest in reading about it and turned on her radio for the eight o’clock news. It was all bad. One endless stream of disasters: floods, murders, corrupt politicians, innocent soldiers killed in somebody else’s war. Nothing to cheer her. She switched to her favourite music station, Absolute 80s. They had a habit of playing the same songs over and over but Pamela didn’t mind. They reminded her of when she was happy.


The DJ told his audience, Here’s something to get you in the mood for the weekend. Pushing off her duvet, she wondered when people did any work. She knew by lunchtime all of Haddley’s riverside bars would be packed. In her day people worked a five-day week. The song’s chorus came on and she started humming. Her next big birthday was seventy-five and here she was still listening to Adam and the Ants. She smiled to herself. Who was she fooling?


She sat on the edge of her bed and gently rubbed the lumps in the palms of her hands. Every morning they ached. Some days she would wake with her hands almost rigid. When she’d shown the lumps to her doctor, she’d seen him look them up on his computer. In the end all he’d said was that it was probably down to old age, and she should take two paracetamol each morning. Was that the best he could do? She had wondered if he was even fully qualified. He didn’t look much older than twenty, although surely he would have had to be. Everyone looked so young to Pamela these days. He was only a locum and she suspected it was his first real job. At least he’d made an effort and dressed very smartly. She’d ended up feeling sorry for him. On the way out she’d thanked him and hoped she would see him again. Why on earth she’d said that she didn’t know. Walking out of his room, she couldn’t stop herself giggling. The woman on reception must have thought she was bonkers. She’d make another appointment for when her regular doctor, Dr Jha, was back from India. She was away for a month, teaching in the city of Meerut. Pamela had never heard of Meerut and had asked Dr Jha if it was in Delhi. It wasn’t, although Dr Jha had said it wasn’t that far away. Pamela secretly thought Dr Jha would have been better off in Delhi. She was brilliant, and Pamela worried she would be wasted in Meerut.


Feeling a tickle in her nose, she looked in the drawer of her bedside table for a tissue. Two empty miniature bottles of gin rattled together when she opened the drawer. Dr Jha wouldn’t be impressed with that. She wiped her nose and had a sip of water from the glass beside her bed. Then she pushed herself up onto her feet, stretching until her back felt relatively straight. At least she could still do that. As she stepped into her slippers, Olivia Newton John’s ‘Physical’ came on the radio. She turned up the volume, not too loud or she’d have the neighbours banging on the paper-thin walls, and did a quick shimmy away from the bed. She followed that with a twirl across her bedroom. What would people say if they could see her? She didn’t care and slowly bopped her way into the bathroom.


The small terraced house on Haddley Hill Road had been Pamela’s home for nearly fifty years. Each time a lorry drove past, the windows rattled. The traffic these days seemed never ending. Walking into the kitchen she felt the morning chill coming through the back door. She’d love to have the windows and doors replaced but there was no way she would ever be able to afford that. A widow’s pension wouldn’t pay for new sash windows. She pulled her dressing gown tight and edged the heating up just a notch. The kitchen clock told her it was a quarter past eight. She’d have to hurry; she didn’t want to be late. She put the grill on to warm and took her favourite walnut bread from the bread bin. There was just about enough for two slices. Opening the fridge, she realised she was low on butter as well. She’d have to walk down to the mini market later in the morning. She smiled as that meant she could spread her thick-cut marmalade a little more generously. Dr Jha wouldn’t like that. Too much sugar, she’d say. But she was in Meerut, so she would never know. Pamela always bought her marmalade from a stall at St Marnham’s farmer’s market, where she went most Saturdays. It was quite a walk, but it got her out of the house, and it did do her good. When it wasn’t wet, she always walked along the river path. It was a little bit further, but she enjoyed seeing people out on the water.


The farmer’s market was held in the car park of the doctor’s surgery, right in the middle of the village. One Saturday she was buying her marmalade and who should pop up to serve her but Dr Jha. Pamela had been taken aback. It turned out Dr Jha’s husband had a business making all kinds of preserves and chutneys, and mustards as well. English mustard, which surprised Pamela. Dr Jha’s husband was nothing like she had imagined. He was called Edward. They didn’t have any children, which probably explained why they had time to be at the market every weekend. She thought she should be seen to support them, Dr Jha always being so kind to her, so she said she’d take two jars of the marmalade. That was when Dr Jha told her it had a lot of sugar in it, so to only spread it thinly. If it wasn’t so tasty she would have stopped buying from Dr Jha’s husband and bought her marmalade from Tesco instead. In Tesco they don’t tell you how thick to spread it. She’d smiled at Dr Jha and said she was always careful with her sugar, only for Dr Jha to spot her five minutes later buying half a dozen cherry buns at the cake stall. Good job Dr Jha couldn’t see the two bottles of red wine she had in her backpack, she’d thought, as she waved goodbye.
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