

[image: ]






PRAISE FOR ROBERT GOLD


‘Fast-paced and brimming with superb characters. I couldn’t put it down for a single second’


LISA JEWELL


‘Utterly absorbing’


SHARI LAPENA


‘This is what every other thriller aspires to be’


Reader Review [image: five-star]


‘A plot full of shocking twists where every character leads you in a different direction. I loved it!’


KARIN SLAUGHTER


‘Ominous at the beginning, breathless by the end . . . this is excellent hardcore suspense’


LEE CHILD


‘Cliff-hangers and revelations galore’


THE TIMES


‘This book will take over all your free time’


Reader Review [image: five-star]


‘A smart, satisfying, one-of-a-kind thriller that entertained me from start to finish’


JAMES PATTERSON


‘Books this good are very rare’


Reader Review [image: five-star]


‘Satisfyingly twisty, straight from Harlan Coben territory and surely Netflix bound’


IRISH INDEPENDENT


‘Everyone in town seems to be hiding a piece of the puzzle in this meticulously plotted page-turner’


CATHERINE RYAN HOWARD


‘Packed with explosive twists and impossible to put down’


WOMAN’S OWN


‘So clever, so engrossing, a genuine “just one more page” kind of book’


M. W. CRAVEN


‘You think you’ve sussed it, but you’re completely wrong. I REALLY did not see that coming’


Reader Review [image: five-star]


‘Absolutely addictive. An unforgettable and nuanced cast of characters, a claustrophobic setting, and a suspenseful and chilling examination of the dark and destructive power of secrets’


GILLY MACMILLAN


‘A page-turner with a final revelation that satisfies by being unguessable but retrospectively inevitable’


MORNING STAR


‘What a tangled web! Brilliantly weaved and then carefully unravelled for the big revelations at the end. A totally gripping read’


SUSAN LEWIS


‘Fast-paced and shocking’


WOMAN’S WEEKLY









[image: ]









SPHERE


First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Sphere


Copyright © Robert Gold Ltd 2025


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-4087-3063-8


Typeset in Garamond Pro by M Rules






	
Sphere


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ



	
The authorised representative


in the EEA is


Hachette Ireland


8 Castlecourt Centre


Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland


(email: info@hbgi.ie)









An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









Robert Gold is the Sunday Times bestselling author of the Ben Harper series, which includes Twelve Secrets, a Richard and Judy Book Club pick, Eleven Liars and Ten Seconds. Originally from Harrogate in North Yorkshire, Robert Gold began his career as an intern at the American broadcaster CNN, based in Washington DC. He returned to Yorkshire to work for the retailer ASDA, becoming the chain’s nationwide book buyer. He now works in sales for a UK publishing company. Robert lives in Putney and his new hometown served as the inspiration for the fictional town of Haddley in his thrillers.









Also by Robert Gold


Twelve Secrets


Eleven Liars


Ten Seconds









For my sister, Katie.
And for Pamela.









[image: ]









WHO KILLED ALAKA JHA?


Unsolved mystery of murdered journalist still haunts Haddley residents thirty years later


BEN HARPER


18 September


Thirty years ago, an unknown killer bludgeoned to death Richmond Times journalist, Alaka Jha. The case remains unsolved today.


Late on a Friday evening, Alaka stopped her car in a small layby on Haddley Hill, a little more than two miles from her home in Oreton. She switched off the engine, removed the keys from the ignition and slipped them into her jacket pocket. Later, police found no mechanical fault, but for some reason Alaka climbed out of her Nissan Micra.


Concealed in the woodland at the side of the road, her killer was waiting. When the killer struck, Alaka fell backwards, through the open driver’s side door, into the front seat of her car. She died from blunt trauma wounds to her head, most likely inflicted by a wrench or tyre jack. Despite extensive searches, police never recovered the murder weapon. Her purse was found with her body, its contents apparently untouched. There were no indications of sexual assault.


Alaka was thirty-five. She was survived by her husband, Professor Manish Jha, and their daughter, Uma.


This week, on the thirtieth anniversary of her mother’s death, I met with Dr Uma Jha, at the offices of the Richmond Times. She is still seeking answers to the many questions that remain about her mother’s death.


‘I will never give up hope of finding the truth,’ she told me. ‘After so many years, I want this to be the moment I find justice for my mum. I believe, even after all this time, that somebody must know something. Thirty years ago, it might have been difficult for them to come forward but it’s never too late to do the right thing.’


Sam Hardy, the paper’s editor, joined us. ‘Alaka worked for the Richmond Times for eleven years, winning numerous awards and rising to become the paper’s senior reporter. In the year before her death, she shone a spotlight on the case of Fiona Nicholls. The killing of the former naval recruit, at the hands of her long-term partner, Evan Littlewood, sent shockwaves across our southwest London community.’


Convicted of murder, Littlewood died two years later in a prison knife fight.


‘After the case, Alaka found herself inundated with heartbreaking letters from other women who lived in fear of their partners,’ Hardy continued. ‘When Alaka came to me and said the most dangerous man a woman encounters is her husband, I was shocked. The tragedy is it’s still true today. Alaka resolved to champion women whose husbands governed and regulated their existence. She gave voice to lives lived in silence and fear.’


Alaka conducted a pioneering series of anonymous interviews with women who were suffering abuse and coercive control at the hands of their partners. The articles she wrote received national attention. On the afternoon of her murder, she conducted one final interview with an anonymous Haddley woman.


Uma Jha is urging anyone with any information to come forward. Did a family member arrive home late unexpectedly that night? Or did a friend appear dishevelled and distracted? No detail is too small and may help to shed light on a case that has baffled police for thirty years.


‘It terrifies me that my mum may have sacrificed her life in her efforts to help other women,’ said Uma Jha. After living much of her adult life away from southwest London, Dr Jha returned with her husband, Edward, early last year to help nurse her ailing father. ‘Growing up without a mother affected me enormously. Her murder thirty years ago impacted not only me but also countless other people. Time and again, I ask myself if a witness has knowingly or unknowingly concealed the identity of my mother’s killer for the past three decades. That idea still tortures me almost every day. I feel certain that same secret must torment other lives.’
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One


Uma Jha


‘To Uma it felt as if nothing existed for him outside of his study, not even her.’





 


 


She stood in front of the bathroom mirror and pressed the gentle lines that lately had appeared at the corner of her eyes. Next month she’d be thirty-five, the same age as her mother when she died. Did she have lines like this? Uma struggled to remember. Her father might know, and if Manish Jha had been a different sort of father, Uma might have asked him. Throughout her childhood, Manish had struggled to even speak his wife’s name. Consumed by grief, he’d retreated into an academic world where he found his only solace. To Uma it felt as if nothing existed for him outside of his study, not even her. Her only comfort came from the time she’d spent with her Aunt Hema, helping her to raise her two youngest cousins.


Uma turned away from the mirror and walked into her bedroom. Hidden beneath the bottom of the window blind was the gold key used to wind her ornate antique clock. Each morning, she carried out the ritual of seven turns, until the clock was fully wound. With its vibrant colours and hand-painted face, the family heirloom came as a gift from her aunt, following her marriage last summer. There had been no note with it, no other acknowledgement of the ceremony that her Aunt Hema hadn’t been invited to. After a decade together, neither Uma nor Edward had desired an elaborate celebration. From her family, she invited only her father. When she briefly contemplated a larger gathering, the idea of a party with aunts, uncles, cousins and their various offspring terrified her. A week after receiving the gift, she penned a handwritten letter to her aunt, but in the year since she’d not heard from her again.


When she’d lived away from London, it had been easy to forget about her past – her childhood, her family, her mother’s death. At eighteen, Uma had fled from her hometown. After studying in Edinburgh, she’d spent two years as a newly qualified doctor at a practice in the highlands of Scotland. With Edward, she’d moved to his hometown of Leamington. But then, at the start of last year, her father’s cancer diagnosis had arrived, and Uma’s family loyalties proved surprisingly strong.


She turned the small, gold key over in her hand. Returning to London to help care for her father, she’d slowly tried to fill the gulf in their relationship. At the same time, she’d discovered a new resolve to face up to all that had gone before. With that came an intense determination to uncover the truth about her mother’s death, whatever the truth might mean.





 


 


FRIDAY









CHAPTER 1


‘You don’t think it’d be easier if we went into your office?’ asks Sam, leaning over my shoulder as we sit together at my small kitchen island.


I raise my eyes from my laptop but say nothing.


‘Nobody expects you to be the tech guy, Ben,’ he continues.


Lying on the old sofa at the back of the room, my girlfriend, Dani, laughs. ‘Leave him alone, Sam. He’s doing his best.’


‘I’m perfectly capable of uploading an article onto the site.’


‘As long as you’re sure. We don’t want anything to go wrong while you’re running the show.’


For the next two weeks, I’m managing the UK’s biggest online news site. Last week, my boss and Sam’s daughter, Madeline Wilson, checked herself into the Priory hospital for a period of treatment. After drinking a bottle of Yamazaki Japanese whisky in a single day, she recognised her life was spiralling out of control. She left with a warning not to make myself too comfortable in the boss’s chair. Managing multiple deadlines throughout the day, and sometimes through the night, I’ve already realised there’s very little chance of that. And with Dani about to give birth to our first child, I’m already counting the days to when I can hand back the reins.


‘Don’t worry, everything’s under control.’ I enter my security code, upload the article, and click to publish. ‘If you look on your phone,’ I say to Sam, ‘you’ll see it’s live.’


‘Already?’ he replies, refreshing his screen. ‘You’re right, it’s there. You’re amazing.’


‘When you’re the boss, things happen very quickly.’


Dani laughs again. ‘Sam, don’t let the power go to his head.’


‘Look, it’s really there,’ he replies, holding up his phone before passing it to her.


‘The Richmond Times’s very first global story,’ she says.


Sam is the owner and editor of our local newspaper, a position he’s held for over forty years. He’s an old-school journalist and his desire to tell the very best story has never waned.


‘We do have our own website,’ he tells Dani.


‘Of course,’ she replies, glancing in my direction, ‘but this is the first Richmond Times article on Madeline’s site.’


He smiles at Dani and whispers loud enough for me to hear. ‘I never think of it as real journalism unless you can hold it in your hands. This is a decent article, but it definitely needed to begin its life in print.’


Two days ago, I wrote a front-page story for the Richmond Times on the murder of the paper’s senior reporter, Alaka Jha. Three months ago, Alaka’s daughter, Uma, contacted him asking for his support in using the thirtieth anniversary of her mother’s death as an opportunity to seek new evidence in the crime. Sam, who has always said he will one day uncover the truth of what happened to his close colleague and friend, agreed. He asked for my help, and as our news site’s main investigative reporter, I was happy to take up the challenge. Having spent many hours with Uma in recent weeks and seen her determination to seek justice for her mother, I now share in her and Sam’s commitment to uncovering the truth. Our hope is that the publication of the article, first in the Richmond Times, and now globally on our site, will bring forward new witnesses to the crime.


‘No more than a decent article?’ I ask Sam.


He holds up his hands. ‘It’s pretty good, I’ll give you that, but let’s see what kind of response it elicits. Madeline reckons we might see a response pretty much as soon as we publish.’


‘She does, does she?’


He sits on the arm of the sofa. ‘I might have mentioned it to her last night when I was visiting. Only in passing, no more than that,’ he quickly assures me.


‘You know the rules: no work chat with Madeline. Your visits are meant to be a time for family support, not an opportunity to talk news.’


Six months ago, Madeline suffered at the hands of a brutal kidnapper, who held her hostage for over seventy-two hours. Sam and I worked desperately during those hours to free her. After her escape, despite her initial bravado, insecurity and fear seeped into her life; alcohol became her only way of operating. And although he would never admit it, his daughter’s suffering has had a lasting impact on Sam. He’s begun to slow down. He’s seventy-five, and still passionate about his work, but I’ve seen how tired it now makes him. Still, he refuses to take a step back.


‘Maddy likes to know what’s going on,’ he says. ‘She lives for her work.’


‘She’s not the only one,’ I reply. As I do, Dani closes her eyes and grimaces. Twisting onto her side, she presses her hand against her lower back. I jump to my feet. ‘Let me get you another cushion.’


She waves me away. ‘A couple of kicks, nothing more. The baby will settle down in a second.’


‘Yes, stop fussing, Ben,’ adds Sam, with a wink.


‘Don’t you try and change the subject.’ Estranged from my own father for as many years as I can remember, I’ve gradually adopted Sam as my surrogate dad. He gave me my first job more than a decade ago and we’ve stayed close ever since. In Madeline’s absence, I feel like it’s up to me to look out for him.


‘It’s all right you telling me no more work chat,’ he says, ‘but what am I supposed to do when Madeline starts quizzing me about what’s happening?’


‘Tell her Ben has everything under control,’ replies Dani.


‘I’m glad someone believes in me.’


There is a knock on the front door of our house. ‘I’ll go,’ says Dani, pushing herself up onto her feet. Our first child is two days overdue. While both of us are nervous and excited in equal measure, Dani is now desperate for the baby to put in an appearance sooner rather than later. ‘I need to stretch my back,’ she continues, crossing the kitchen with Sam following behind her.


‘Where are you going?’ I ask him.


‘You come as well,’ he replies, with a glint in his eye. ‘I have a feeling this might be for you both.’


Dani opens our front door to be met by Madeline’s driver, Vlad. Sam nudges me in the ribs. ‘Maddy said I could use him whenever I like; otherwise, he’d only be sitting at home all day playing Mario Kart, or out moonlighting as an Uber driver.’


Vlad carries a shiny new pushchair into our hallway. He heads back outside, only to return with a carrycot, car seat and even a matching rucksack.


‘It’s from us both,’ says Sam. ‘Me and Madeline. She paid for most of it, but then again, she can afford it.’


Dani hugs Sam and kisses him on the cheek. ‘It’s too generous but thank you.’


When he steps back, I drop my arm around his shoulders. ‘You shouldn’t have, either of you, but give Madeline a hug from me.’


He turns away, wiping his hand across his eyes. ‘It’s the least we could do. Without you, she wouldn’t be here today.’


I carry the boxes through to the kitchen, and Sam’s head is buried back in his phone. ‘When do you think we’ll see any comments?’


‘I only posted the article five minutes ago.’


‘Every time I see Maddy, she tells me she has over thirty million readers.’


‘We do, but they don’t read every article the second it’s live.’


Sam’s shoulders drop and he slips his phone into his pocket. He’s kept in touch with Uma throughout the last thirty years. I know how much this means to him.


‘We’ll get something soon,’ I reassure him, ‘but you have to give it a bit of time. We all want to know what happened, but there are no guarantees. There are a lot of crazy conspiracists out there. It’s not impossible all the article does is bring them out of the woodwork.’


Sam nods slowly. ‘As long as we try. I owe it to Uma. And Alaka.’









CHAPTER 2


Uma raised her face to the bright sun filling the sky above Haddley Bridge. Ahead of her on the embankment path, morning rowers carried their boats down to the water’s edge, while from the small Haddley pier, boats ferried commuters down the River Thames to the City of London. Opposite the pier’s gated entrance was the Boathouse café. Uma watched as the barista handed a cup of steaming coffee and a chocolate muffin to the man at the front of the line.


‘Healthy breakfast,’ she said, coming up behind the man and gently touching his arm.


‘Uma!’ Dinesh, her youngest cousin, turned and smiled.


‘Eat too many of those and the girls won’t love you any more.’


‘I barely have time for them to love me. I’m working fourteen hours a day.’


She laughed. ‘Did you think your City bank would pay you an exorbitant salary and not expect you to earn it?’


‘I even worked on Saturday.’


‘Welcome to the club.’ They walked to the water’s edge and looked across the river. ‘It’s good to see you,’ she said.


‘And you.’


‘Have you moved into your own place yet?’


‘Two weeks ago.’


‘My baby cousin all grown up.’


‘Mum’s still going to come around each week to clean up after me.’


‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’


‘Saves me paying for a cleaner.’


She slapped his arm. ‘You’re better than that.’ Her cousin sipped his coffee. ‘Thanks for your message,’ she continued. Two days earlier, on the anniversary of her mother’s death, Dinesh’s kind words were the only ones she’d received from her family. Realising how much she still missed him, she’d replied suggesting they meet.


‘I’m not completely thoughtless,’ he replied.


‘I never said you were. For my sixteenth birthday, you made me a necklace out of your mum’s gold beads.’


‘I was only six, but I don’t think she’s forgiven me yet.’


‘I still have the necklace.’


He broke off a piece of muffin. ‘Why didn’t you get in touch, when you came back to London?’


‘Your Uncle Manish hasn’t been well, and what with work, and Edward and I still running our business in Leamington, travelling up and down the motorway each week . . . ’ She was making excuses. When Dinesh looked at her, she could see that was exactly what he was thinking.


‘How’s your mum?’


‘Still fussing.’


‘You told her I’m back?’


‘She still buys the local newspaper every week.’


Uma realised her aunt would’ve read Ben Harper’s article two days earlier. ‘Is that how you remembered the date?’ she asked.


‘No,’ he replied, ‘although it might just have jogged my memory.’ He offered her a piece of muffin, but she held up her hand. ‘Uma, why are you doing this? Don’t you think it’s better to let everything lie? Aunt Alaka died before I was born.’


‘She’s still my mum. Think how close you are to Aunt Hema. How would you feel if it was her?’


‘But putting the story back on the front page of the Richmond Times won’t help anyone.’


‘Is that you or your father talking?’ Dinesh turned away and gazed down the river. Uma sighed. ‘Look, I’m sorry.’ Throughout her childhood, she’d found the views of her uncle, Rakesh, suffocatingly traditional. Of all her cousins, Dinesh was the one who understood.


‘Mum would love to see you, even if you didn’t invite her to your wedding. She’d never admit it, but she misses you. It would be nice for her to have another woman around every now and again.’


‘Please send her my love.’


‘She should hear that from you.’


‘I know,’ she replied, softly. ‘Maybe in time.’


Walking loops of the embankment path, Dinesh reminded Uma of how, years before, his mum had dragged them both to see The Sound of Music in London’s West End. She laughed at herself.


‘As a cool sixteen-year-old, it was the last thing I wanted to do. I was in a strop all day.’


Childhood memories were a safe space. Uma remembered rushing out to buy the winning single from The X Factor and Dinesh squirmed at dancing to Peter Kay’s ‘Amarillo’. She asked briefly about his brothers, and Dinesh hoped to meet her husband sometime soon. Both avoided any further mention of his parents, or hers.


‘This is me,’ said Dinesh, when they arrived back at the pier. He leaned forward to give Uma a brief hug.


‘Good to see you,’ she said. ‘Let’s try and keep in touch.’


She stood and watched him jog down the walkway to board the boat. He sat at the back and, from a distance, she could just about see him take the remains of his muffin from the paper bag. He’d always had a sweet tooth. When he was a toddler, she would feed him chocolate mousse and he would scream until he could lick the plate clean. She waved, but he didn’t see her.









CHAPTER 3


‘The blue crate is for cardboard,’ I call to Sam. He is standing in the narrow alleyway outside the back door of my home, shoving the flattened boxes from his gifts in with the rubbish.


‘You don’t actually believe they separate out all the recycling, do you?’ he replies, moving back inside the kitchen and closing the door. He pushes himself up and precariously balances on a high stool beside the island. ‘It all goes into the same landfill in the end. I wrote a story on it a few years ago.’


‘Whatever,’ I reply, raising my eyebrows. ‘Perhaps things changed after your exposé.’


He laughs. ‘You’d be surprised how far my influence goes.’


‘What time did you say to Uma?’ I ask.


He looks at his watch. ‘I thought she’d be here already. I said to come over first thing, so she’d be here when we published the article. I hadn’t counted on you being such a techno whizz.’


‘Why don’t you drop her a message?’


‘You mean a text?’


‘Yes, I mean a text,’ I reply, rinsing our coffee cups before wandering through to the living room.


‘How are you doing?’ I ask Dani, as she stretches herself out on our new oversized, cushioned corner sofa.


‘If it wasn’t for my back, I’d be doing cartwheels.’


I lie beside her and take hold of her hand. ‘You and me and our very own family,’ I say, quietly. ‘Can you believe that this time next week there’ll be three of us living in this house?’


She twists again. ‘I bloody well hope it is only a week, and if Sam doesn’t stop popping round, there’ll be four of us.’


‘Shh,’ I say. ‘He misses Madeline.’


‘He only saw her last night.’


‘He worries about her.’


‘I know,’ replies Dani. ‘She’s lucky to have him.’ Dani’s father, Jack, passed away three years ago, and she often thinks of him. He raised her alone, and she desperately wishes he’d lived to meet his first grandchild. ‘Have you messaged your dad?’ she asks me.


I rest my head on her shoulder. ‘Perhaps once the baby’s arrived. I couldn’t deal with him now.’


‘He might surprise you.’


‘I doubt it,’ I reply. My father left my childhood home when I was only three years old. In the thirty years since, I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen him. ‘Sam’s more of a father to me than he’ll ever be.’


Dani runs her fingers through the back of my hair. ‘That doesn’t mean you can’t still build a relationship with him. He’ll be the only grandparent the baby has.’


I hear Sam coming down the hall. ‘Maybe in time,’ I say to Dani, kissing her on the cheek.


‘What’s going on in here?’ says Sam, entering the room. He stands at the front window. ‘I’m not sure lying on the sofa counts as covering for Maddy.’


‘Conducting editorial oversight gives me a lot more flexibility than writing my own articles.’


Sam looks out onto Haddley Common. ‘Two minutes and she’s here.’


Dani nudges me in the ribs. ‘Who?’ she mouths.


‘Uma Jha,’ I whisper.


Dani immediately shifts herself upright and pushes me off the sofa.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Dr Jha told me to keep active. I don’t want her to find me lounging around on the sofa.’


Dani registered with the St Marnham village surgery when she moved in with me six months ago. It’s only a twenty-minute walk away, and Uma Jha has helped see her safely through her pregnancy.


‘She’s here. I’ll open the door,’ says Sam, hurrying out into the hall.


‘How long’s he known her?’ asks Dani, her voice quiet.


‘Pretty much from the day she was born. From what he’s said, Alaka brought Uma into the office when she was no more than a few weeks old.’


‘Parental leave not quite what it is today?’


‘Definitely not if you were working for Sam. Within a couple of months of Uma’s arrival, Alaka was back writing front-page stories.’


‘I’ll tell you now, I will not be going back to the station after only a couple of months leave.’ As a newly promoted detective sergeant in the Haddley Police, Dani has already informed the station’s senior officer of her intention to be away from work for the next twelve months.


We hear Sam step outside.


‘I’m not coming in,’ says Uma, as he greets her.


Dani gets to her feet and accompanies me out to the front garden.


‘All well?’ asks Uma, when she sees Dani.


‘Still waiting,’ she replies, ‘but fine.’


‘The article is live on site,’ Sam tells her, interrupting Dani and excitedly reaching for his phone. He shows Uma the post.


‘Are you sure you won’t come in?’ I say.


‘No, I’m on my way back to St Marnham and am only stopping by as I promised Sam I would.’


‘Look,’ he says, not listening to our conversation, ‘one hundred and thirty-two comments already.’ We stand together as Sam flicks down the page. Almost every comment is an expression of sympathy. ‘However well-intentioned, pity won’t solve this crime,’ says Sam.


I catch Uma’s eye. ‘I’m sure they all mean well,’ she adds.


‘I’m not saying they don’t, but—’


‘We all said this might take time,’ I say. ‘We need to be patient. I’m sure somebody knows something that will help us understand why Alaka stopped on Haddley Hill that Friday evening.’


As she leaves our garden, Uma tells us she has a full list of patients at the surgery this afternoon. ‘I’ve a couple of house calls to make early this evening. If you’re around, I’ll try and pop by.’


‘That would be great,’ replies Dani, ‘unless of course I’m in labour by then.’


‘I promise you, it won’t be long.’


Dani and I stand with Sam at the side of the common and watch Uma walk back towards the river path. As she disappears out of sight, Sam steps back and sits on our garden wall. Dani perches beside him.


‘Have you always kept in touch with Dr Jha?’ she asks.


‘Always,’ he replies. ‘I mean, some years that might have been little more than a birthday card and a gift at the holidays, but I never forgot. Every year on the anniversary of her mother’s death, I send Uma a bouquet of pink carnations.’


‘That’s lovely.’ Dani squeezes his hand.


‘I need the truth almost as much as she does.’


‘You shouldn’t blame yourself, Sam.’


‘I can’t help it. On the day of Alaka’s murder, late in the afternoon, somewhere after five, she phoned me at home. I cut her off; told her I was too busy working on something I thought was far more important. I’ve no idea now what that was. I should have listened to her, but instead I asked her to call me later in the evening, said I’d have time to talk then. Of course, she never called. She was already dead.’









CHAPTER 4


After passing St Marnham village high street, Uma left the embankment path and crossed onto the narrow pavement, which ran alongside the river road. She walked beneath the railway bridge and stood to one side as a young mother wrestled with a pushchair. She smiled at the woman, who in response mouthed a thank you. As she waited, Uma felt in her pocket for her car key. She would drive the three minutes from her flat to the surgery so that she’d be ready to leave for her house calls as soon as she’d seen her last patient. But her pocket was empty. Uma swore softly. She must have left the key at home.


As she turned to retrace her steps, she glanced across the road, and noticed a young couple seated on a wooden bench on the embankment path. Both were wearing black hooded anoraks and Uma’s first thought was how warm they must both be on a beautiful sunny day. She watched the woman reach towards the man and press her finger into his chest. He raised his hand in response. Uma paused again, and wondered if she should cross until she saw the man turn his back on the woman.


Uma stepped out from under the bridge and hurried along the footpath, until she reached her home; a Georgian mansion block overlooking the Thames. She pushed open a small wrought-iron gate, and from a flowerpot at the building’s paved entrance she stooped to retrieve a crushed beer can, dropped by a thoughtless passerby. As she let herself in, she turned to look again at the couple on the embankment. She saw the man reach across and yank the woman’s hood off her head. The woman slapped his hand away and turned her back to him.


Riding the building’s ancient elevator to her fifth-floor apartment, Uma’s thoughts kept returning to the couple on the bench. She remembered sitting on the very same bench with her husband, Edward. Only two weeks earlier, on a lazy Sunday morning, they’d enjoyed drinking coffee in the late summer sun. Last week, there’d been a father and his young son sitting there, watching rowing crews race down the river. The following day she’d seen an elderly couple, still holding hands after fifty years together, while away the hours, and yesterday, a woman sat alone with her thoughts. How many different lives that bench must see.


She hurried into her flat, grabbed her car key and caught the lift back down before it had the chance to trundle away. Outside, traffic gathered on the approach to the nearby roundabout. She walked along the footpath, away from the village, but when the traffic cleared, she stopped. The woman from the bench was on her feet, shouting at the man, the hood of her anorak now pulled down. With the noise of the passing traffic, it was impossible for Uma to hear what she was saying, but looking at her now, without her hood, she recognised her instantly. Although not a patient, Cheryl Henry was someone she’d tried to help on numerous occasions. Only last month, she’d found a place for her in a community-based drug recovery programme. The programme organiser called her to say that Cheryl had stopped attending after only one meeting.


The man pulled his hood further across his face, pushed himself up from the bench, and turned his back on Cheryl. He began to stride away, but Cheryl ran after him and grabbed hold of his arm. He spun around, but as he did, she swung her right arm and hit him full in the face. Uma winced as the man staggered backwards, his hand raised to his mouth. Cheryl didn’t wait for him to retaliate; instead, she turned around and hurried away.


‘You fucking bitch,’ he yelled, his angry voice rising above the traffic. Ignoring him, Cheryl kept walking in the direction of St Marnham high street. Uma waited, worrying the man would charge after her, but instead he turned in the other direction, tramping along the river path.


Uma looked at her watch and realised she risked being late for her appointment, so she made her way down the side road where residents battled over a small number of reserved parking spaces. But as she retrieved her car key, a prickling on the back of her neck made her glance over her shoulder. From the embankment path, with his hand still pressed against the side of his face, the man looked directly at her. Was he watching her?


She hurried on, not looking back until she’d reached the car. As she jammed at the unlock button, she looked again towards the river. The man was gone. She blew out her cheeks and slipped into the car. It wasn’t until she pressed the button to start the engine that she spotted the note trapped beneath one of the windscreen wipers. Who’s grumbling about parking spaces now?, she thought, before climbing back out of the car. She pulled the note out from beneath the wiper blade and unfolded it.


STOP ASKING QUESTIONS WHILE YOU STILL CAN.


DON’T MAKE THE SAME MISTAKE AS YOUR MOTHER.









CHAPTER 5


Pamela Cuthbert stood beside the flower stall that overlooked St Marnham village pond. She smiled at the florist who was busy hand-tying a bouquet of bright red roses, while a late middle-aged man, wearing jeans that were a size too small for him, paced anxiously next to her. Pamela saw him look impatiently at the time.


‘I’ll be with you in a minute,’ called the florist to Pamela, as she worked skilfully at the back of the stall.


‘Don’t rush on my account. I’m in no hurry,’ she replied, breathing in the bright floral scents. She wandered slowly around the stall, enjoying the late summer blooms. ‘What a striking display,’ she said, as the florist wrapped a giant bow around the bouquet.


‘They’re for my mother,’ the man replied, instantly. He put two twenty-pound notes on the counter and snatched hold of the flowers.


‘So unusual to see cash these days,’ said Pamela, as the man pushed past her. He didn’t reply and strode away towards the village. She could see a champagne bottle protruding from the top of his shoulder bag. Men could be so foolish.


She turned back to the florist. ‘Those pink dahlias are delightful. Could you make me up a small spray, just half a dozen?’


Two minutes later, Pamela slipped the flowers into her shopping bag and crossed the road. The bright afternoon sun reflected off the village pond. A small group of children dashed out of the local primary school, and Pamela watched them chase a flock of waddling ducks around the edge of the pond. She glanced at the time. With only five minutes until her appointment at the doctor’s surgery, she told herself not to linger.


The surgery stood on the opposite side of the pond and approaching the entrance she waited briefly to allow a small blue car to turn in front of her. A woman wearing a black anorak and torn jeans caught her eye. She was leaning against the whitewashed wall, which ran in front of the surgery car park. Pamela feared the holes in the woman’s clothes were anything but a fashion statement. When the woman spotted Pamela looking in her direction, she pulled up her hood to hide her face, despite the warm afternoon sun.


Inside, other than the man who’d arrived in the blue car, the waiting room was empty. Pamela chose a seat by the open door, which looked directly out onto the reception area. She didn’t want to miss the chance to say hello to anyone she knew. The walk from her home on Haddley Hill, past the boathouses and along the winding river path, was one she’d made hundreds of times throughout her life. What once took her little more than thirty minutes took her close to an hour these days. She was seventy-five now. Her feet ached, her ankles swelled and the lumps in her hands flared up almost every other day. But she told herself she was lucky to still be able to enjoy the walk. And she knew Dr Jha would be pleased with her for keeping up her exercise.


Pamela heard the main door to the surgery swing open and, leaning forward, could see the woman in the black anorak standing in the entrance hall. Pulling off her hood, the woman looked around, but with nobody manning the reception desk she hesitantly approached the digital check-in screen. With a need to enter your date of birth, postcode and appointment slot, the first time Pamela had used the screen she’d found herself asking for assistance. That, she knew, only came after a ring of the bell on the reception desk. She rubbed the back of her leg. Her sciatica was playing up. She’d mention it to Dr Jha, but only in passing as the doctor was sure to ask her if she’d been doing her back stretches. Then she’d mention the lumps on the palms of her hands. When she’d examined them before, Dr Jha had said she could consider a steroid injection or even surgery, but Pamela didn’t believe the lumps had got any worse. Still, there was no harm in the doctor taking a look. In reception, she could hear the woman tapping on the screen with increasing frustration. She didn’t like to stare but looking over she could see the woman was yet to pass the first check-in screen. Pamela did begin to wonder if she even had an appointment.


The main reason for her own appointment with Dr Jha was that she’d read in the local paper earlier in the week that it was thirty years since the murder of her mother. Over the last twelve months, Dr Jha’s compassion and care towards her had been unflinching. When Pamela had spent four weeks on remand, guarding her daughter Jeannie’s dying secret, Dr Jha had been among the first to visit her. The kindness she’d shown Pamela felt far greater than any support she’d received from many of her supposed friends. Pamela could guess all too well how much Dr Jha would be suffering now. The appointment gave Pamela the opportunity to let the doctor know how much she was thinking of her.


The woman slammed her hand against the check-in screen. Pamela sat bolt upright. The woman hit the screen again, and then, clearly sensing Pamela’s eyes on her, turned to look in her direction. Pamela quickly dropped her gaze to her phone. After a moment, shifting slightly in her seat, she was able to see the woman rush towards the deserted reception desk. A moment later, the tinny sound of the reception bell sounded repeatedly throughout the waiting room. Pamela felt certain that next to the bell was a short notice, taped to the counter. It read Please Ring Once.


A minute later the receptionist appeared from behind the screen that divided the reception area in two. Her name was Linda and Pamela often found her to be overly officious. ‘Can I help you?’ she asked, in a clipped tone.


‘I want to see Dr Jha. Now!’ said the woman, raising her voice.


‘Have you got an appointment?’


‘No, I just want to see her.’


Without an appointment, Pamela knew there was no chance of that. She’d booked the last slot of the day online. She always tried to book the latest possible time to stop the doctor hurrying through her ten minutes by using the excuse of other patients waiting. Whenever she booked through Linda, the receptionist always tried to push her into an earlier appointment. One thing Pamela knew for certain was the woman standing in front of Linda would get short shrift, and she was right.


‘Are you registered with us?’


‘I want to see Dr Jha.’


‘Once you’re registered with us, you’ll be able to make an appointment with one of the practice doctors.’


‘I’m entitled to see Dr Jha. I’m in the NHS.’


Pamela narrowed her eyes and observed the woman more closely. She was right. The holes in her jeans weren’t a fashion statement but the result of wear and tear. She could have darned the holes with a patch, but she doubted the woman would have thanked her.


‘I can give you the necessary forms to fill in or you can register online.’ Linda’s voice was monotone, and Pamela struggled to think of a time it had been anything other.


‘It’s an emergency.’


‘In what way?’


The woman didn’t reply. Instead, she took a step back and began pacing agitatedly around the reception area.


‘If you have a medical emergency, I suggest you attend the A & E in Oreton.’


‘What if I need a prescription?’


‘The hospital will be able to help you with that.’


The woman didn’t answer. She’d run out of ways to argue with Linda.


‘Here are the forms if you’d like to register with us.’ The receptionist held out the papers.


It took Pamela a moment to comprehend what happened next. One moment, the woman was reaching forward to snatch the forms out of Linda’s hand, the next, she’d grabbed hold of the receptionist’s wrist and was forcing her head down onto the desk.


‘I want to see Dr Jha!’ the woman yelled.









CHAPTER 6


Pamela recoiled at the sight of the woman’s spit landing on the side of Linda’s face. On the opposite side of the waiting room, the man who’d arrived in the blue car had put down his phone but was making no move to intervene.


‘I think you might need to do something,’ she said, aiming for a tone that was both polite and firm. The man was only young, perhaps in his mid-forties. For a moment, Pamela found herself wondering why he was there, he looked perfectly healthy, but quickly she brought her mind back to the matter in hand. ‘Linda needs help,’ she said, trying to instil urgency into her voice.


The man got to his feet only to stand in the doorway and block Pamela’s view. She moved to stand behind him. She was about to push him forward towards the fight, when an ear-piercing alarm filled the surgery. With her free hand, Linda had reached beneath the reception desk and hit the panic button. The woman released her immediately, staggering backwards in shock.


‘I want to see Dr Jha!’ the woman yelled again, above the noise. Her face was a burning red, and Pamela concluded the woman must be an addict. She’d read about the millions of people addicted to painkillers in America and felt certain one day the same thing would happen in London. She’d even cut back herself, taking only half a Nurofen at night, just to be on the safe side.
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