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PART ONE



1999
Larry Glassbrook’s last days



Lancashire Morning Post
9 July 1999
By Abby Thorn, guest editor


Human remains found in land above Laurel Bank in Sabden are to be cremated in a private service later this month, according to a short statement released today by the Lancashire Constabulary.


Black Moss Manor Children’s Home, formerly known as Black Moss Manor Orphanage and Foundling Hospital, dates back to 1893, when it was opened by the town mayor using money raised by local benefactors. It closed in 1969, following a police investigation into alleged neglect and cruelty.


The remains found are believed to be those of four children: news almost certain to raise hackles among those residents of Sabden with long memor­ies. It may be three decades since Larry Glassbrook’s reign of terror caused all parents in the town to fear for their children, but dark memories linger, especially in Lancashire.


According to the official police statement, the four deceased children probably died of influenza or tuberculosis, two diseases prevalent in Lancashire throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Local historian and retired librarian Daphne Reece told the Post that Victorian orphanages typically had their own patches of consecrated ground, though there had been no burials at Black Moss Manor that she could recall. ‘I would expect headstones,’ she said, ‘even very simple ones, although it’s possible they were removed years ago.’


Police Superintendent Tom Devine told the Post that no formal investigation would be launched. ‘These are old remains,’ he said, ‘dating back to when, sadly, infant mortality rates were much higher than they are now. We have no reason to believe a crime has been committed.’


The identities of the deceased children are not known and there are not believed to be any living relatives.
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Florence


Monday, 26 July 1999


‘Black Moss Manor,’ I say, across the rickety, Formica-topped table in the visitors’ room. I’m picturing the steep, laurel-lined drive on the outskirts of town, the soot-blackened stone, the pointed gable in the centre of the slate roof. I can see large square windows, those on the ground floor barred.


Behind us, an argument breaks out. A whistle is blown; someone barks out an order.


I remember peeling red paint on the front door, the rusting drainpipes and the ferns that sprang from crumbling mortar. I can almost smell the crisp air of the moor, the boiled vegetables, the stink of urine that formed an evil-smelling cloud around the rear of the building.


Conscious of Larry’s eyes on me, I quickly reread the article from the Lancashire Morning Post: human remains found, four children assumed dead from natural causes. I register the byline of the journalist and the references to the local historian and the police superintendent. I tell myself that it is nothing to do with me.


‘That place saw a lot of children through its doors,’ I say, when I look up.


Larry’s black hair has turned snow white, and his skin has coarsened. His nose has been broken more than once, and there is a puckered scar above his right eye where someone tried to remove it with a dinner fork. He is handsome for all that. Anyone wondering how Elvis might have looked had he reached the age of seventy, and kept his weight under control, need only look at Larry.


‘Some of them would have died,’ I finish.


Larry lowers his voice. ‘Oh, they did. I buried ’em all, and not on the premises.’


‘What are you saying?’ I ask. ‘Did you do this? Did you kill them?’


Larry pulls a face, an expression of surprise, of disappointment. ‘Hell, no,’ he says.


‘You can hardly blame me for asking.’


‘Florence, I killed Susan Duxbury, Stephen Shorrock and Patsy Wood. I owned up to it, and I’ve served three decades for it.’


I do not need him to tell me this. Thirty years ago, in 1969, three young teenagers disappeared from near their homes in Sabden and were never seen alive again. I was a lowly WPC, still on probation, but I tracked down and caught the killer. Larry.


‘I’m not getting out of here alive,’ he says. ‘What have I got to gain from lying?’


He has nothing to gain. Nothing at all.


‘I remember every coffin, every casket I ever made, Florence. Does that surprise you?’


Larry, before his imprisonment, was a master carpenter and a part-owner of Sabden’s only funeral directors, Glassbrook & Greenwood. His partner, Roy Greenwood, ran the business and walked before the cortège in black tailcoat and top hat, carrying a silver-topped cane. Larry made the beautiful, satin-lined, hardwood caskets.


‘In all the time I worked with Roy, I made eight children’s caskets for Black Moss Manor,’ Larry tells me. ‘Three were for babies. There was never any budget, but I made ’em nice because I had two kids of my own.’


I cannot help the raised eyebrows. A devoted father who killed the children of others. He either doesn’t see it or ignores me. He starts to cough and pulls out a handkerchief. A bloodstained handkerchief.


‘Ten minutes, ladies and gentlemen,’ the officer on duty calls. Around us, we hear people making their preparations to leave. Some have a long way to travel and are impatient to be out. Behind Larry’s head, I see a couple embrace.


Larry and I never touch. Larry and I are not lovers, spouses or partners. We’re not relatives, or even friends. I have no idea what Larry and I are.


‘My point is,’ he goes on, ‘they weren’t buried at Black Moss. They went to St Augustine’s, the nearest churchyard.’ He taps his finger down on the cutting and says, ‘So where did this lot come from?’


‘They predate you,’ I suggest. ‘When did you start work at the firm?’


‘In 1946.’ He’s anticipated the question. ‘Roy came into school looking for an apprentice good at carpentry.’


I glance back at the cutting. Four small skeletons. ‘So these remains go back further. It says here the home dates back to the nineteenth century.’


Larry sighs, a damp, unhealthy sound. ‘Florence, I know a thing or two about dead bodies and what happens to them in the ground. The soil up there is acidic. And wet. Small corpses wouldn’t last fifty years.’


‘You’re saying these are unofficial burials?’


‘Yep. And recent ones at that. Last twenty years. Thirty at the absolute outside.’


‘Then they’ll be investigated.’


‘Does it look to you like they have an investigation planned?’


I look once more at the newspaper cutting. The remains are to be cremated following a private service. ‘I can’t get involved.’


‘Doesn’t sound like the WPC Lovelady I remember.’


I’m the last visitor sitting. The officer in charge is looking at his watch.


‘Larry,’ I say, ‘we closed the children’s home down. The people who ran it served time.’


I’m trying to remember the name of the two people in charge. Ashton? Aston?


‘A couple of years,’ Larry says. ‘Then they were out again. You might have closed the children’s home down, but you didn’t stop what was going on.’


I’m shaking my head.


‘You know there’s something wrong in that town, Florence,’ he says. ‘You could feel it all those years ago.’


Thirty years ago, in Sabden, Larry was my landlord. I lived in his house, along with his wife, teenage daughters and a couple of other lodgers. It wasn’t the easiest of times: I was struggling to find my feet in a rough Northern town, wondering if becoming a police officer hadn’t been an arrogant mistake, feeling out of place and out of sorts from the moment I woke up in the morning. Larry had been decent to me, his wife kind, almost motherly, his daughters friendly albeit in the self-absorbed way that teenagers have. The Glassbrook family and their home had been one of the few positives about my new life.


Until I found out too much; until Larry kidnapped and tortured me; until he left me for dead in a freshly dug grave.


The third finger on my left hand is hurting. Phantom pain, of course: I lost that finger years ago, but it hurts me all the same, especially when I’m anxious. Normally I tuck it into my armpit and the pressure helps, but I won’t do that in front of Larry.


Something wrong in that town. I could almost laugh. I raise my eyebrows again. This time he sees it and he smiles. ‘More than just me,’ he says.


‘I’m not going back there.’ I mean it. I am never going back to Sabden.


Larry pulls out his bloodstained handkerchief and I notice again how grey his skin looks, how his flesh seems to have dissolved. I shouldn’t be shocked. And yet I am. For the first time in decades I have to face the thought of a life without Larry.


‘How about for my funeral?’ he says.
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The Poisoner


The poisoner is weak.


The poisoner is your servant, child, spouse, the powerless chattel for whom you barely spare a thought, except when your convenience is disturbed.


The poisoner walks beside you, barely noticed, rarely considered. He knows that you are a fool, blissfully unaware of the patient assassin who cooks your food, plays at your hearth, sleeps in your bed. You are never safe from the poisoner because he is always by your side.


The poisoner has endless patience. He will bide his time, counting out his wrongs and his grievances the way a miser counts his gold, knowing that all will be played out. The poisoner can afford to wait.


The poisoner has skill and craft, the like of which you never dream, because he feels no need to attract either your praise or your attention. The greatest danger is the one you never see coming.


I say ‘he’ and ‘him’, but of course the correct pronouns are ‘she’ and ‘her’, because poison has always been the weapon of choice for those who otherwise have no power. The poisoner is a woman.


The poisoner is me.
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Cassie


Never underestimate another witch’s power. That’s what my mother always told us, and so I don’t, even when the witch in question is my mother. In her day, Sally Glassbrook was a powerful practitioner of the old craft, and I watch myself when I’m around her.


I say a prayer for strength as I get out of the car, imagining a thin silver cord running from my core right down to the centre of the earth. When I’m calm – God, it pisses me off that she can still do this to me – when I feel calm enough, I head for the door.


The old bitch’s nursing home is a few miles out of Sabden. It’s not nearly as old as it looks and, once inside, might be any modern medical facility. The old stone exterior is fake, like the filial devotion that picked the most expensive home in the area for my mother. I don’t give a monkey’s about her comfort. I chose it for its location.


I never use the front door, preferring to slip in unnoticed through a side entrance. The floor isn’t carpeted, but she never hears me approach. I’m about to turn the door handle when I hear voices inside.


‘All the signs say Larry will pass soon.’ The woman speaking has a rich voice, with Lancashire overtones. ‘Maybe even the day of the full moon.’


My mother gives a faint laugh. ‘He always had a flair for the dramatic.’


My mother? What the fuck? My mother has barely spoken in years. She has early-onset dementia, exacerbated by chronic depression. She lies in bed with her eyes wide open or sits in a chair and stares out at the moor. Sometimes she wanders the room in bare feet and pulls at her hair. Occasionally she mutters to herself. She doesn’t talk to people.


The strange voice says, ‘Cassie has been making enquiries. She wants to hold the funeral in Sabden.’


‘She’s back?’ my mother says. ‘She’s been in town?’


I hear the panic in my mother’s voice. I have been forbidden to set foot in my home town for nearly thirty years: forbidden by Larry, but Sally went along with it. At sixteen years old, shortly after his arrest, the two of them had me sent away to live with relatives, told me that under no circumstances was I to return. I went along with it. I had no choice.


‘No, no, I don’t think so,’ says the other woman in the room. ‘Not in town as such. Just phone calls. It’s not a good idea, Sally. The funeral, I mean. Even ten miles down the road would be better.’


I can hear traces of a West Indian accent. We knew a West Indian family years ago, but I can’t quite bring their name to mind.


‘What difference does it make now?’ my mother asks. ‘People will get excited for a few hours and then they’ll all go away, including Cassie.’


Hearing her say my name feels like an old sore being scratched. It’s been years since she’s even acknowledged my existence.


‘She wants to sell the house,’ says the West Indian woman. ‘She wrote to Avril.’


Avril Cunningham is my solicitor. So much for client confidentiality.


‘So do I,’ my mother says. ‘I’d have sold it years ago. I owe her that, at least, after what I did to her.’


‘Will you go to the funeral?’ asks the woman.


‘No.’


After what she did to me?


Even in the corridor I hear the sigh that comes next. ‘Sally, we need you to come back to us. When it’s over, when he’s really gone, will you leave this place?’


There is silence in the room for several seconds. Then my mother says, ‘What can I do? What can any of us do?’


‘You must have seen the news? About the children’s bodies found at Black Moss Manor.’


I have a subscription to the Lancashire Morning Post. I remember that story. Meanwhile, from inside the room comes a heavy sigh. ‘I did,’ my mother says. ‘So what?’


‘They’re going to cremate them. Not bury, cremate.’


‘It’s the cheaper option.’


‘And it destroys all the evidence.’


I press a bit closer to the door.


‘There’s talk of it being the same day, Sally. All the attention will be on Larry’s funeral. No one will pay any mind to what they’re doing on the other side of town.’


No response that I can hear.


‘They’re trying to hide something, Sally.’


They? Who are they?


‘Sally, you knew that place. That girl you helped, she came from there, didn’t she?’


‘Marigold?’ There is warmth in my mother’s voice. ‘Florence and I delivered her baby.’


I remember Marigold. She appeared in our house shortly after my father was arrested. And then vanished, just as suddenly.


‘We tried to save her,’ my mother is saying. ‘We did our best. Why don’t you ask Florence?’


‘No,’ the woman snaps. ‘We’re all agreed. Florence must not come back.’


Tried to save her? Did their best? What are they on about? Marigold went back to her family.


‘The Craftsmen are our curse, Sally,’ the woman says. ‘No one can face them but us.’


The Craftsmen? I’ve never heard this before, and yet it is resonating somewhere deep inside me, like an ancient fear awakened after a long sleep.


‘Long-dead corpses, Marlene,’ my mother says. ‘What can we do?’


The woman, Marlene, says, ‘What if they’re not so long dead? What if it isn’t over?’


I wonder whether I heard talk of them as a child – disturbing talk – whether I let it slip into my subconscious, never to be thought of. The Craftsmen. I find my mouth forming the words silently and realise that I’m unnerved, maybe even – afraid?


There is movement in the room. I backtrack several paces until I can slip round the corner. I find myself breathless.


My mother has been lying to me. Oh, I know, she never actually said, ‘Cassie, my love, my mind has fled, leaving me empty and useless. This paper-thin walking corpse is just a bad memory made flesh.’ She never actually said it, just— Bloody hell, I had no idea my mother was such an actress.


And Marigold? The Craftsmen? What the actual fuck?


And what was it, exactly, that she did to me?


I hear a door close and footsteps walking away. Fortunately for me, Marlene – of course, I remember now – she is Marlene Labaddee, an old friend of my mother’s and the owner of the flower shop on Sabden’s main road – does not share my habit of sneaking in by the back door.


I move quickly towards my mother’s room, hoping I’ll catch her in the act of … I’m not sure what – some act of the living – but she’s back in her usual chair by the window, staring out at the moor.


She is wearing a shapeless wool skirt that’s too big and too warm for the day. Above it is a blouse I remember from when I was a child and a thin pink cardigan. Her hair, once long and fair like mine, is shorter and thinning now, more grey than silver. She has a habit of twisting strands round her fingers and pulling at it. Her cardigans are always littered with loose hairs.


For several seconds I watch her reflection in the glass of the window. Only when her eyes lift and meet mine do I walk to her bookshelf and kneel. As I start to pull out the books, I watch her out of the corner of my eye, waiting – hoping – for a reaction. She stays still in her chair, shrunken and dull, her eyes on her lap.


Every time I come in here I mess around with her bookshelves. Sometimes I leave books under the bed, or outside on the window ledge, or soaking up a spill beneath a coffee mug.


‘Your husband is dying,’ I announce. I have a sudden brainwave and put the books back with their spines facing inwards. ‘Any day now. Lung cancer that’s spread to the pericardium. Sorry for your loss, blah, blah, blah.’


I stand and cross to the wardrobe. Last time I came, I turned everything inside out. I have my hand on the door when I realise it’s pointless. My mother is never going to come out of her stupor and snap at me to behave myself and leave her things alone. She knows exactly what I’m doing, and why, and she doesn’t care.


Weary now, I take the other armchair, just as we hear noise out in the corridor. The trolley is approaching. There is a brief knock on the door and it opens immediately.


‘All right, Sally. Ready for a brew? Oh, hiya, Cassie, love. I didn’t know you was here.’


I’ve never learned the names of the staff, but this woman’s face is familiar enough. Creased and bloated, red-veined and sweating with the effort of pushing a wheeled trolley. They all know me, of course. I pay the bill every quarter.


‘Has my sister been recently?’ I ask her.


‘Not as I know of, love.’ She pours tea and leaves.


‘I’m going to see Dad on Wednesday,’ I say when Mum and I are alone again. ‘I’ve got special permission, seeing as how he’s dying.’


My mother doesn’t reply.


‘Any preference for funeral flowers?’ I say. ‘Who was that friend of yours? You know, the florist on the main road, Marlene someone or other? Do you see much of her?’


Not an eyelid flickers.


‘I was thinking of asking Marigold to the service,’ I say. ‘You remember Marigold, don’t you? Lived with us for a time. Don’t suppose you can give me an address?’


Again, Sally doesn’t move, but I sense a difference in her breathing. She will know, now, that I was listening outside the door.


‘Maybe the Craftsmen,’ I say, thinking in for a penny. ‘Are you still in touch with any of those old guys?’


Almost. She gives a start and a half-glance in my direction. She and I make eye contact for a split second, then she slips back into her stupor.


‘What did you do to me?’ I ask. ‘What was it, exactly, that you feel you need to make up for?’


Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Giving up, I get up to leave, but at the door, I stop and turn back.


‘I’ll be staying in town for the funeral,’ I say. ‘I’ve booked a room at the Black Dog,’ I say. ‘With John.’


Finally, a reaction. Her head jerks upright, her eyes wide with fright. I’m smiling as I leave the room.
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Florence


Tuesday, 27 July 1999, the early hours


‘Florence! Florence, wake up. It’s not real.’


I’m entombed. The blackness is all around me and creeping ever closer is—


‘Florence, come on. Wake up.’


Movement beside me and then soft light brings me back to my own bedroom, my husband leaning over me. I am wrapped up tight in the bedclothes. Sweating, I pull myself free. Nick hands me a glass of water.


‘You OK?’ he says.


I nod. ‘Did I wake Ben?’


When the dark dreams come, I scream. I’ve been known to wake neighbours if the windows are open.


‘Can’t hear anything,’ he says. ‘I’ll go see in a minute. Are you sure you’re OK?’


‘Fine. Check on Ben.’


I’m not fine. It will be hours before I’m anywhere close, but I want Nick out of the room. If he stays, I know exactly what will come ne—


‘Usual dream?’ he asks me.


I nod again, although strictly speaking, there are three recurring dreams that we dread. The first, that the hands of dead children reach towards me from the earth of their own graves. That’s pretty bad. The second, that a man without a face is cutting pieces off me, one by one. I really don’t enjoy that one. The third, and worst, is that I’m still alive but trapped in a coffin deep underground. A coffin made by Larry.


I’ve been having these dreams for thirty years.


‘Every time you go to see him,’ Nick says as I head for the bathroom.


This isn’t strictly true, but close enough that I don’t even try arguing.


‘How much longer?’ he asks me.


My face in the mirror is corpse pale. ‘Maybe not long at all. He’s ill.’


I start counting, a therapy trick to control my breathing. ‘He’s dying,’ I add, before I reach four.


‘Good,’ says Nick.


Nick goes back to sleep eventually. I never can after the dreams – so I don’t try. Instead, I climb to the top floor and release the loft ladder. Hidden behind a box of Ben’s baby toys that I can’t bear to throw away, I find a cardboard box, dull beneath a veneer of dust, shrink-wrapped in cobwebs and with missing, nibbled-away corners. The woman I used to be wrote SABDEN on the lid.


I skim past the file on the Glassbrook murders – I need no more of those memories in my head tonight – and find my file from August 1969. Sure enough, there are newspaper cuttings of the Black Moss Manor case. Working back in time, I find a follow-up story of what happened to some of the children after the home closed down. I find court reports, summaries of the trials of the people who worked there. Aster was the name I couldn’t remember. The two people who ran the home were Drs Frederick and Judith Aster.


And then I find the one I’m looking for. On Thursday, 14 August 1969, the front page of the Lancashire Evening Telegraph was given over entirely to a story about the fire that swept through the home the night we closed it down.


The accompanying photograph was taken shortly after nine o’clock the same morning. I know that for a fact because I’m in it. Tom had driven us both up there, screeching to a halt some distance from the blackened building. There had been too many fire engines in the way to get closer.


In the photograph, I’m looking at the manor. Tom, perhaps sensing that we were being watched, has turned to face the camera. I don’t really need to read the accompanying story. I remember every detail of that day: windows blown out by the heat; the sodden ground littered with broken furniture, books, even children’s clothes. I remember the soot that seemed to hang in the air, the charred walls, the fallen chandelier.


I remember the fire chief showing us round, indicating two distinct points of origin in the staff offices.


‘Fires don’t start accidentally twice,’ I’d said.


‘No, they don’t, young lady,’ he’d replied.


I remember the heat-buckled filing cabinets, their contents reduced to ashes. They’d been left open, those cabinets, so the fire could destroy their secrets.


I’m not going back to Sabden, but I can make a phone call or two. I can put Larry’s mind at rest before he dies. I owe him that much. I turn to leave the loft and stop dead.


I owe him? I owe Larry? Now, where the hell did that come from?
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Cassie


Larry is dying. In a few days, maybe even hours, they tell me, he will be gone. He will take his secrets to the grave.


And I will be free.


The rising moon has woken me, as it often does. It’s a waxing gibbous moon, a day off full, a time when human energies are at their peak. I do my best work when the moon is nearing fullness. My loft flat has floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides. Moonlight floods in. It gets hot, especially in summer, but I usually sleep during the day and work at night.


A few years ago, one of the rare magazine interviews I’ve ever agreed to made a big deal of my nocturnal habits, calling me a ‘silver-haired vampire’. Daft twats. My hair is ash blonde, not ‘silver’. And I’m not a vampire. I’m a witch.


I get up. I have a piece to finish – an opening score for a new musical – but I’m not sure I can work tonight. So I stand at the open window, looking down at the sparkling lights and deep shadows of Salford at night, and I have a sense of my life opening up like a flower. Everything I’ve dreamed of for so long has slipped a little closer, will soon be mine for the taking.


A little over thirty miles north is the town I grew up in. Sabden. And in Sabden lives the only man I’ve ever truly loved. As long as Larry is alive, I can’t go back, and yet I’ve never been able to leave it completely. From my mother’s nursing home, miles away across the moors, I can sometimes see its rooftops. I hover at its edges, obeying the terms of my banishment, but close enough to get there quickly when the time comes.


That time is coming. I can feel it.


I can picture Sabden’s lights in the distance, its endless rows of dirty terraced streets, its factory chimneys like blackened fingers clutching at the sky. In my head, I can see the great black mass that is Pendle Hill at night and our old house on the edge of the moor. I hear my mother’s bees humming their songs around the apple trees and the sound of hammering in Larry’s workshop as he bangs and saws and nails in time to the Elvis Presley music he loves so much.


A sudden pain. As though someone has hit me hard in the stomach. I gulp in a breath, and when I let it out again, it greets the world as a sob.


My father is dying.


No, I will not cry. Not for Larry. And yet that’s exactly what I’m doing. Tears are streaming down my face, I’m gulping in breath, and I’m crying for everything I once believed to be true and the life that should have been mine. And yes, I admit, I’m crying for my father, who is leaving me for ever. Where is this terrible grief coming from? I’ve waited thirty years for this. I’d have killed him myself had it been possible.


I can’t stop, so I let myself cry. After a time, when the moon has risen higher, I feel calmer. There are no clouds in the sky tonight, but I can see the silver lining behind my pain. I remind myself that I’ve waited for Larry’s death. This misery is simply the price I have to pay. My tears are the sacrifice.


Perhaps they’ll be the only one needed. But I can be flexible.


I’m getting cold, but I don’t close the window. Instead, I walk to the stereo and press ‘play’. The track is one of my favourites and it seems appropriate for tonight. Paul Simon’s ‘Fifty Ways to Leave Your Lover’. I have my own lyrics, of course.


The music starts. ‘Stab her in the back, Jack,’ I sing. ‘Throw her ’neath a bus, Gus.’ I’m feeling better already.


I look out, towards the blackness that I know is Sabden. Towards the place where he is, and I send my words out into the night.


I’m coming, my love.
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Florence


It’s late afternoon before my schedule frees up and I have a chance to make the calls that I’ve been thinking about all day. I start with the easiest of the three, to the water company.


‘What can I do for you, Assistant Commissioner?’ says the gruff Northern voice of the company’s managing director. Were I anyone else, he probably wouldn’t have taken the call, but most people, even hundreds of miles away, prefer to keep on the good side of the Met’s senior ranks.


‘Not much to say, really,’ he tells me, when I’ve explained why I’m calling. ‘We’ve a reservoir up at Astley Bank, bit further up the moor. Long story short, we’ve been losing more water from it than we should, even at this time of year, so I had the lads check for leaks. The equipment picked something up just outside the manor so we dug that section of pipe up. That’s when we found the bodies.’


‘Did you see them yourself?’ I ask.


‘Aye, I went up there. Something like that, we take it seriously.’


‘Can you tell me anything about the condition they were in?’


A short pause. ‘Well, I rather think that’s a question for the local police, love.’


I give him a second or two of silence, hoping he might fill it. He doesn’t.


‘Are there plans to search the rest of the grounds?’ I ask. ‘How do we know there aren’t more remains to be found?’


‘Already done.’ His voice takes on a note of satisfaction. ‘The entire back garden was dug up. Nothing else. Case closed.’


Case closed.


For a moment, I try to give myself permission to believe it, to put it behind me and move on. But I’m still reeling from the thought that sprang into my head in the small hours: that I owe Larry. The idea is absurd. I owe him nothing. And yet …


Nick has asked me, many times, why I have stayed in touch with Larry over the years, why I visit him, receive his letters, send him gifts in return, even fight his corner when he is being ill-treated. I think my husband suspects, although he has never voiced as much, that I had feelings for Larry thirty years ago, feelings I’ve never managed to leave behind.


He’s wrong. I don’t, and never did, have feelings of that sort for Larry. Nor am I one of those women for whom sadistic killers hold a grim fascination. Larry’s crimes revolt me, enrage me, even after all this time.


The truth is, I cannot explain the hold Larry has over me, why I keep going back. I’m not sure I ever will.


The press office supplies me with the telephone number I need next, but only after repeated assurances on my part that it’s a personal matter and nothing to do with the Met.


Abby Thorn, who wrote several of the stories about Black Moss Manor in 1969, was a cub reporter in Sabden at the same time I served my probation there. Like me, she moved away as her career took off. I’ve caught glimpses of her over the years. She’s been the Middle East correspondent for several of the national papers and at one time had her own radio show with the London Broadcasting Corporation. Now, like me, she seems to be winding down. She’s the Northern correspondent for The Times, writes occasionally for her old paper, the Lancashire Morning Post, and presents a weekday current affairs show on BBC Radio Lancashire.


The switchboard at the BBC in Blackburn is answered quickly and I’m put through to the news desk. Ms Thorn isn’t available and so I leave my number.
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Cassie


I should be doing this face to face. People can lie when we only hear their voices. (Take it from me: I’ve turned lying into an art form.) And she can put the phone down on me if I really piss her off. I should go up there, walk into her shop, look her in the eyes.


I could, at that. Larry has days left. What difference can it make now?


Except it does. It’s been drummed into me for so long I can’t change it now. While Larry is alive, I can’t go back to Sabden.


‘The Flower Pot,’ she says in her low-pitched, sing-song voice. ‘How can I help you?’


‘Hello, Marlene,’ I say. ‘This is Cassandra Glassbrook.’


She catches her breath. Good start.


‘Well, hello, my girl,’ she says. ‘Long time no see. How are you, Cassie?’


She’ll know exactly how I am. My mother will have told her.


‘Your father’s time is very close now,’ she hurries on. ‘I hope he rests in peace at last.’


That is most unlikely. Still, I say nothing.


‘What can I do for you, Cassie? Are you calling about funeral flowers? I would be honoured to do a wreath for your father.’


Brilliant opening.


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Can you do it in marigolds?’


Silence.


‘That’s not really the sort of flower we get in the shop.’ Her voice is guarded now.


‘Shame,’ I say. ‘Marigolds shouldn’t be forgotten about, should they?’


Nothing. Then, ‘I know you were at the home yesterday, Cassie. Your mother called and told me.’


So, she can use the telephone as well.


‘Why is she pretending to have dementia?’ I ask. ‘What the hell is she playing at?’


‘She is not pretending—’


‘I’ve seen her medical notes. She’s a fraud. I want to know why.’


‘Then you must ask her yourself.’


I walk to the window of my flat and look out, north, to where Marlene is. I should have gone. I should be in the shop with her right now, facing her down.


‘She won’t talk to me,’ I say. ‘She hasn’t talked to me for years.’ I hear the weakness in my voice and know I’m losing.


‘Then you must ask yourself why.’


I fight the urge to slam down the phone.


‘Does she talk to Luna?’ I hate myself for asking.


‘I couldn’t say.’


I try a different tack. ‘What happened to Marigold?’


She says nothing.


‘I heard you yesterday. You said my mother and Florence Lovelady tried to help her, tried to save her. What does that mean?’


‘Cassie,’ she sighs, ‘it was a long time ago.’


‘Luna and I thought Marigold had gone back to her family. That she’d made up with her parents and they were going to help her bring up the baby. Florence told us and Mum was there. Were they lying?’


Marlene doesn’t reply.


‘Tell me what happened to Marigold.’


‘I don’t know. Nobody knows. She vanished. The night the children’s home burned down. There was a row at your house and she ran away. At least, that’s what we think.’


Of course there was. A terrible row. I was the cause of it. Am I to blame for Marigold too?


‘You must have looked for her?’


‘Of course,’ Marlene says. ‘But she’d gone.’


‘Who are the Craftsmen?’


Another sharp intake of breath.


‘You said they were your curse, that only you could stand up to them. Are they witches too?’


‘Don’t go there, Cassie, I’m warning you.’


‘You said they were hiding something, something to do with the old orphanage, and dead children. What’s going on, Marlene?’


‘There’s someone in the shop,’ Marlene says. ‘I have to go. Do you want me to do some flowers for your father?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘Absolutely not.’
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Florence


The third phone call is the one I’m dreading, the one to Sabden Police Station. As I wait to be put through, I get up and walk to my office window. I’m on the fifth floor and have an uninterrupted view downriver towards Waterloo Bridge. Lying flat on the water, waiting to be raised for the celebrations at the year end, lies the giant Ferris wheel that will become the London Eye.


‘Collins,’ the female voice says. My left hand starts to hurt as though the town still has the power to harm me, even down a telephone line.


‘It’s Florence Lovelady,’ I tell her. ‘How are you, Perdita?’


‘Ma’am, good afternoon. What a surprise. I’m well, thanks. You?’


Detective Sergeant Perdita Collins and I met when she was a child, and then came across each other again several years ago at a conference aimed at encouraging more women into fast-tracked police roles. Chance had assigned us to the same discussion group, and I’d liked her. She’d worked in Manchester at the time. We’d kept in touch since, mainly through emails and the odd phone call.


‘Congratulations on making sergeant,’ I say.


‘Thank you. I’m enjoying it. I’m leading a team investigating domestic violence.’


I listen for a while, and when the conversation lulls, I say, ‘Can you talk?’


I mean, of course, can she talk freely.


Her voice drops. ‘Give me a sec.’


When I hear birdsong and traffic down the line, I know she has stepped outside and I remember the car park at the rear of the building. If she climbs onto the perimeter wall, she will see a river too, but one that is narrow, with steep banks, that runs underground through much of the town. Very different to the Thames.


‘I’m all ears,’ she says, at last.


I glance down at the cutting from the Lancashire Morning Post.


‘Can you tell me anything more than I’ve read in the paper?’ I ask when, without mentioning Larry, I’ve told her the reason for my call.


‘It’s not something I’ve been involved with,’ Perdita replies. ‘One of the DIs is dealing with it. Is there a problem?’


‘I’m sure there isn’t. But it reminded me of something that happened a long time ago. You know those niggling feelings you get sometimes?’


‘What do you need?’


Trying not to feel guilty about putting her in a difficult position, I tell her.
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Cassie


Wednesday, 28 July 1999


This is a mistake. This shrivelled old creature in the high-sided metal bed is my grandfather. I turn to the guard who escorted me into the prison’s hospital wing, but he’s scarpered. And then the husk on the bed speaks.


‘Sal? Sal, is that you?’


His head is off the pillow, he’s holding out a shaking, yellow hand, and there is joy in his eyes.


‘It’s me, Dad,’ I say. ‘Cassie.’


I want him to be disappointed, but when the smile plays at the corners of his eyes, I find my cold heart softening. I’ll have to watch that.


‘Cass,’ he says. ‘Good to see you.’


I move closer and sit. There are handcuffs attached to the side of my father’s bed, but they hang loose and empty. This man is never getting out of bed again. He is no danger to anyone. Not even to me.


‘I saw that write-up in the paper,’ he croaks. ‘The assistant govern­or saved it for me. About that film score you wrote.’


‘Not all the papers were that kind,’ I say, although I’m touched, more than I want to admit, that he’s seen it.


‘You’ve done so well. I’m that proud, love.’


His breathing quickens and pain screws up his face. Wires and tubes, not chains, are keeping him in place now.


‘Have you seen Luna?’ I don’t know why I ask that. I don’t want to talk about my sister.


‘No,’ he says.


I wait for him to go on, but it seems he has nothing more to say on the subject of Luna. Suits me.


‘How’s your mum?’ he asks.


Million-dollar question. I haven’t a frigging clue, is the only honest answer. ‘Improving a bit,’ I decide upon. ‘Better than she has been.’


He nods, pleased, and I’m pissed off that I’ve given him any sort of good news. You killed Mum, I want to say. She never got over what you did. Everything shit that happened, everything I did, everything we lost, was because of you. I open my mouth to begin, but his body seems to convulse on the bed. His head rocks back and he gasps. The heartbeat monitor at his side picks up.


‘Dad? Dad, what’s wrong?’


He can’t answer me and so I get up and rush to the door. A little way down the corridor is a nurses’ station.


‘My father’s in pain,’ I tell the woman behind the desk. ‘He needs help.’


‘He’s been refusing pain relief,’ she tells me, as we hurry back. ‘We can keep him hydrated, but that’s all.’


‘Why? Why does he want to be in pain?’


I’m wondering if it’s some weird form of penance.


‘The drugs we give at this stage are very strong,’ the nurse says. ‘He wanted to keep a clear head.’


We stop at the door of his room and she lowers her voice. ‘I think he has something to say to you.’


After the nurse has left us – my father has once again refused pain relief – he seems to drift into a light doze and I wait. Then his eyes flicker open again.


‘I don’t need to make a will,’ he says. ‘I signed everything over to your mum long ago. And I’ve written a letter of wishes. It’s in the cupboard.’


I follow his eyes to the small bedside cabinet. The letter inside is addressed to me in a scrawling hand that I wouldn’t have recognised.


‘Open it,’ he tells me.


Only a paragraph long, it contains instructions for his funeral. He is to be cremated, at the prison, without a service of any kind. His ashes are to be disposed of anonymously. There is to be no headstone or memorial.


He watches me crumple it.


‘You’re going to be buried in the family plot at St Peter’s,’ I tell him. ‘I’ve spoken to Dwane at the old firm. He’s given me some dates, although he was a bit reluctant, while you’re still alive. Sentimental old fool, isn’t he?’


Larry shakes his head. ‘Not Sabden. I don’t want you going back there, any of you.’


‘There’s something in Sabden that belongs to me,’ I tell him. ‘I’m going to get it back.’


He’s getting agitated, actually trying to sit up. ‘No,’ he says. ‘You need to stay away from that place. You need to stay away from that lad.’


‘Not a lad anymore,’ I say. ‘Thirty years have gone by. Thirty years you stole from me, Dad. Well, it’s over now. I’m going back.’


His hand clutches mine before I can pull away.


‘You can’t stop me,’ I tell him. ‘Not anymore.’


A sly smile sneaks over his face. ‘I can,’ he says. ‘I have. I’ve written to Florence.’


What?


‘What?’ I say. ‘What have you written to Florence?’


All the breath seems to leave his body as he gives a heavy sigh. ‘I served thirty years,’ he says. ‘I paid for my crimes, Cass. When are you going to pay for yours?’


And then he dies.
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Florence


I’m driving home when I hear the news. I’m listening to LBC, a phone-in about police numbers in London, when the half-hour strikes and there is a brief news bulletin. The lead story is the death, in Wormwood Scrubs, of serial killer Larry Glassbrook.


‘Glassbrook was convicted in 1969,’ the reporter reads, ‘of the abduction, torture and murder of three teenage children. Throughout his thirty-year incarceration he maintained a close personal friendship with the police officer who arrested him, Assistant Commissioner of the Met Police Florence Lovelady. She was unavailable for comment this evening.’


A car horn sounds behind me. The lights have changed. Another horn sounds. A cacophony strikes up around me. London drivers at rush hour have no concept of patience and yet I cannot move.


It’s over, then.


Doesn’t feel like it.
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Cassie


He’s written to Florence.


I’m sitting at the nurses’ station, a cup of tea cooling in front of me. I’m anxious to leave, but there are forms to sign, empty condolences to receive from the prison staff. I’m taking nothing in and they stupidly put my numb state down to shock. Maybe not so stupid after all. I am in shock.


The old bastard has written to Florence. He’s told her.


It was no idle threat. I knew that the second he said it. She’s been visiting him, all these years.


In the seconds after he breathed his last, when the dancing lines on the machine by his bedside fell still and the high-pitched alarm took their place, I searched his room. I worked fast, knowing the alarm would bring nurses within moments.


I rifled through cupboards, pulled open bags, looking for an unposted letter, anything that might let me know whether he was telling the truth or making a last desperate attempt to keep me in line.


In the drawer of the bedside cabinet, I found a notepad. The top page had the faintest indentation of his handwriting. I could make out Dear Florence, but nothing more. I found a book of first-class stamps and a faded, torn address book. Under ‘L’ for ‘Lovelady’, I saw her London address. He wasn’t bluffing. He’s told Florence.


Shit, shit, shit!


What the hell do I do now?
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Florence


Nick has booked a table at Umberto’s, a small Italian restaurant within walking distance of our house in Clerkenwell. Wednesday is the night in the week I most look forward to. Nick picks Ben up from swim club at eight, by which time I’ve usually finished work. We eat late, go to bed late and spend most of the next day a little tired. I wouldn’t have it any other way.


While we’re waiting for the food to arrive, Ben says, ‘We did snorkelling and freediving.’


Nick says, ‘I thought you were speed-training.’


‘We can do sub-aqua when we’re sixteen.’ Ben’s hand creeps across the table towards his dad’s wine glass. ‘Coach was trying to find out who might be interested. Can I do it? It costs two hundred quid.’


‘How can you do freediving in a metre and a half depth?’ I ask.


‘We used the diving pool. I was the best at holding my breath underwater.’


‘I’m sure your mother and I are very proud.’ His father retrieves his glass after a small tussle. ‘But the point about sub-aqua is you have a tank on your back. You don’t have to hold your breath.’


‘The air in your lungs acts like the air in a life jacket,’ Ben tells us. ‘Just taking in a deep breath will make you rise up in the water.’


‘More air in your body makes you less dense,’ his dad says.


‘Exactly, and do you know how to get maximum air into your body?’


‘Enlighten me.’


‘You pant for a few seconds to expand your lungs. Then you take one God Almighty breath and hold it.’


Ben starts to pant, as though his father and I might need a demonstration, then puffs his cheeks out like a hamster. I watch him for a while, then turn to Nick.


‘I missed your call earlier,’ I say.


‘Just had some time on my hands,’ he says, which is our code for ‘Not in front of Ben’.


The air bursts noisily out of our son. ‘Over a minute,’ he says, looking at his watch. ‘I need the loo.’ He gets up and walks away, panting. As soon as he is out of earshot, Nick pulls an envelope out of his jacket.


‘This arrived,’ he says. ‘Posted yesterday.’


The letter is from Wormwood Scrubs. From Larry.


‘If you’re going to open it, do it before Ben gets back,’ Nick says.


I read the two short sentences, check inside the envelope to make sure there’s nothing more, then hand it to Nick.


‘What’s it mean?’ he says.


‘I’m not sure.’ I look down at the letter again.


I’ve kept them safe for thirty years. Over to you …


‘He wanted me to look into some remains that have been exhumed from an old children’s home,’ I say. ‘I told him no. I’m not about to interfere in another force’s case.’


Nick says nothing.


‘Maybe he means his family,’ I say. ‘Sally and the girls.’


‘You haven’t been in touch with them for years,’ Nick says. ‘Florence, tell me you haven’t.’


‘No,’ I say, truthfully. I only know what Larry told me about his family. Sally stayed in Sabden; the girls went to university and left the town. Cassandra, whom we called Cassie, became a successful songwriter and lives near Manchester. Luna, christened Elanor, is a corporate lawyer somewhere in London.


‘Will you go to the funeral?’ Nick asks me, and because I don’t want to answer, I throw it back at him.


‘Do you think I should?’


‘No,’ he says.


Nick and I rarely argue. No one ever really argues with Nick. But my ongoing relationship with Larry has led to rare but regular exceptions.


‘Why are you being so aggressive?’ I ask.


‘Larry Glassbrook has been the other man in your life for a long time. I’m glad he’s gone. But this’ – Nick stabs a finger down on the letter – ‘this looks to me like he’s trying to manipulate you from beyond the grave.’


‘That’s ridiculous,’ I say, but I’m thinking, Not Larry. If there was ever a third person in this marriage, it wasn’t Larry. I’m picturing someone else, a tall, dark-haired young man dressed in the fashion of the late 1960s. A man I have never spoken to Nick about, because he would hear it in my tone. A man who might look a little like my husband does today, because I’ve always stuck to type, and it was in Sabden that I discovered my type.


‘You’re off to Paris at the weekend,’ I say. ‘I have leave booked, and Ben is off school.’


‘I don’t want Ben anywhere near that place.’


‘What’s up?’ Ben says. Neither of us noticed him coming back. Moving slowly, because he’s as sharp as nails, I slide the envelope from Larry into my bag. ‘What place?’ Ben says.


‘Sabden,’ I reply, because we both know Ben won’t let it drop.


‘Where the witches live?’ His eyes light up; Nick’s darken.


‘No,’ I say. ‘Where the witches lived. A very long time ago.’


Nick’s eyes meet mine. He says nothing. His eyes say everything.
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Cassie


Thursday, 29 July 1999


Sabden. I see the sign as I drive down from the moors. I imagine the rusting chains that stretch across the road, the rotting ‘Keep Out’ signs written in my father’s handwriting, and I pick up speed. The town boundary, which I haven’t crossed in nearly three decades, flashes past. The chains shatter, their splinters flying into the air around my car, and I’m home.


The spell is broken. The princess is free.


My home town has changed. So, so much. The mill chimneys that dominated the skyline in the old days, guiding us in when we were still miles away on the moors, have mostly been felled like unwanted trees.


The cottage hospital where I was born is a Chinese restaurant now. As I drive further into town, I see that the tramlines have been ripped out and the cobbled streets tarmacked over. The record shop where we hung out on Saturday afternoons has become a Barnardo’s charity shop.


It’s raining hard and the wind is getting up. The weather never changes. Raindrops run down the windscreen and my wipers can’t keep up. Inside the car, tears spill over and fall down my face. I’ve missed so much.


Towards the centre of town, the elusive familiarity I’ve been chasing seems to draw within reach. Here are the grand old Victorian buildings: the library, the town hall, theatre, masonic lodge. The outdoor market has gone, though, and in its place is a 1970s monstrosity of concrete and multicoloured plastic hoarding. I drive through an amber light, turn the corner into the market square, take another left and I’m here.


St Peter’s, our old family church, is the largest in town. Stonebuilt, with a great clock tower, it overlooks much of the town centre. Mum, Luna and I were pagans, of course, and Larry didn’t have a religious bone in his body, but his job as the town undertaker meant we had to keep up appearances. Back when we were a family, we came here most weeks.


As I leave the car, the wind hits me. It’s always so bloody windy in Sabden. The few times in the year when it drops, we get nervous. For us, calm weather means something worse is on its way.


The great front door is open. Few churches are as big as this one, but I guess we’ll need a big church. Larry had a lot of enemies who’ll want to make sure he’s really dead. The gallery will be useful. I’ll be able to sit in it. I’ll see everyone, and no one will notice me.


‘Cassie?’ says a voice behind me. ‘Miss Glassbrook?’


A man in his mid-fifties, in the uniform of a senior police officer, and carrying a huge black umbrella, is coming towards me. He is tall and dark-haired, classically handsome. My heart hasn’t been my own since I was sixteen years old, but I’ve never been averse to a casual shag. I’d shag this one. He holds out a large, warm hand and I register the lack of a wedding ring on his other one.


‘Tom Devine,’ he tells me.


I should have known. Tom Devine was a young detective con­stable when Larry was convicted. Several girls at school had a crush on him. I think Luna and I might have done too, until he came to the house that night. Shivering in my nightdress, peering over the banister, I watched him put handcuffs on my father and push him out of the door. He wasn’t the most senior officer present, but I always think of Tom Devine as the man who took my father away. No, I decide. I will not shag this man.


‘You look a lot like your mother,’ he says. ‘How is she?’


‘Advanced dementia,’ I say, because the truth is too complicated. ‘Not the woman she was. How’s your wife?’


Tom Devine was married in the old days. To a woman with long, thin legs and a huge blonde beehive.


‘Eileen and I divorced ten years ago,’ he says. ‘Far as I know, she’s fine. Will your sister be joining us?’


‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’


His eyes cloud over as he labels me potential trouble. ‘I want you to think about having the service somewhere else, Cassie,’ he says. ‘Another town ideally, but even another church where your family wasn’t so well known.’


‘Every church in town knew Larry,’ I say. ‘He buried the town’s dead.’


And a few of its living. We’re both thinking it. I remember that Devine was present when two of the bodies were found.


‘And a few of its living,’ I say, to see his reaction.


‘We can still bury him here in the family plot.’ Devine isn’t giving up easily. ‘Just hold the service somewhere else.’


‘This was our family church,’ I say. ‘Some of my earliest mem­ories are of sitting in the front pew, looking up at the beautiful stained glass, listening to the choir. I was hoping to sing with them one day, but …’ I sniff.


Devine’s face is unmoved. ‘OK, then. If you can supply a list of people you expect, we can have a constable on the door making sure no one else comes in. I assume you want the press kept out? And here’s Dwane.’


We turn to greet the newcomer. Dwane Ogilvy, who runs Glassbrook & Greenwood now, is less than five feet tall, with the disproportionately short arms and legs of dwarfism. He has a prominent brow, deep-set eyes and thick grey hair. He stops a short distance from us and plants both feet apart like a child. He is wearing a black suit and tie, and green wellingtons.


‘Cassie,’ he says. ‘How do?’


‘I’m good, thanks, Dwane. Have you dug the hole yet?’


It is mean of me, I know, to remind Dwane of his humbler origins as the town sexton, but he takes me seriously. ‘I will dig it, for Larry,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t for most, but for Larry, I will.’


I remember that Dwane always took a ridiculous pride in his sexton skills, claiming his graves were perfect and unique to him. All these years and I’m still surrounded by idiots.


‘Luna phoned me,’ Dwane says. ‘She’s in New York. Can’t get back till next week. She said she’d go along with anything you decide.’


It is typical of my sister to leave all the hard work to me. It does, though, make things easier.


‘We should go and look,’ suggests Devine. ‘Make sure you’re happy.’


I couldn’t care less about the exact piece of ground they put Larry in. This funeral is not about Larry; it is about giving me a legitimate reason to be in town for several days. They can throw his body on the town dump for all I care, but I pretend interest and we leave the church.


‘You can pop down t’shop after,’ Dwane says, as I walk slowly to accommodate his swinging, lurching gait. ‘Choose the casket. I’ve got some nice cedar in. It was always Larry’s favourite. I can have it done in time – it’s no bother. You can choose the trim, and the lining.’


‘Kind offer,’ Devine says. ‘Dwane’s become quite the craftsman over the years. His caskets are famous.’


I hear a sharp intake of breath from Dwane, as though he’s actually insulted by Devine’s compliment.


‘I want the cheapest you’ve got,’ I tell him. ‘One hearse, no cars, absolutely no flowers. I don’t want him embalmed, because nobody is going to look at him ever again. And I don’t want anyone doing that ridiculous thing where you walk in front of the coffin with a top hat and a silver cane.’


Dwane stares up at me. ‘Do you want a headstone, or have I to stick a plank in t’ground and write on it with a felt pen?’


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Do that.’


We leave the path and my heels stick in the mud. Dwane offers me his arm, just as something occurs to me. What did Devine just call Dwane?


‘Happen I should talk to your mum about this,’ Dwane says.


‘You might have more success talking to Larry himself, but up to you,’ I say. ‘Barring interference from anyone else, you’ve had your instructions.’


I’ll give Dwane his due, he never sulks. He comments upon the dreadful weather and the damp ground as we approach the site of the Glassbrook family plot.


‘Have either of you heard of the Craftsmen?’ I ask, when he finally stops talking.


‘No,’ snaps Dwane.


‘Can’t say as I have,’ Devine adds. ‘What are they? A pop group?’


I watch Dwane’s face closely. ‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘But something local, specific to Sabden. I thought perhaps some sort of guild.’


‘You mean like the Rotary?’ Devine says. ‘Doesn’t ring a bell. How about you, Dwane?’


‘No,’ says Dwane again, keeping his eyes on the ground.


I’m getting nothing more from these two. We inspect the patch of turf. I acknowledge that there isn’t room to add Larry’s name to the headstone that was erected in my great-grandfather’s day. Plank of wood and a felt pen it is, then.
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Florence


Friday, 30 July 1999


It is three days before Perdita calls me back and she waits until the evening. Now it’s my turn to take the call somewhere I won’t be overheard. I walk out into the small garden behind our house. It’s raining and I have to shelter beneath the eaves. Around me, the patter of drops on strong, broad leaves sounds like percussion.


‘The four remains were all of children,’ Perdita says quickly, as though wanting to get this over with. ‘Aged between about three and fourteen years old. Sex unknown, although clothes suggest at least one of them was female.’


‘Official burials? Were they in coffins?’


‘Hard to say. Some fragments of wood would suggest so.’


‘Can you use the clothes to date them?’


‘To an extent. Natural fibres, most of which have rotted away. Some buttons which suggest pre-war clothing. Hang on, I made a note.’


I watch a cluster of yellow flowers bowing their heads in protest at the relentless downpour.


‘Celluloid,’ Perdita says. ‘It looks like plastic but is actually a plant derivative using wood and cotton fibres. The buttons are small, backed with metal. They were common from 1900 to about the 1920s, but by the 1940s other materials were taking over.’


‘Cause of death?’ I ask. ‘Range of decomposition?’


‘Impossible to say about the cause, but they were all in a very similar condition, suggesting they died at roughly the same time. Some sort of epidemic seems likely.’


I feel a familiar mix of disappointment and relief. There is no case here. The remains seem to be old. Pre-war at least. The children appear to have died of an illness. Larry was wrong.


‘I don’t have access to the files, so I had to have a sneaky peek on someone else’s desk,’ Perdita says. ‘Does it help at all?’


I’m getting wet. At my feet, one of the marigolds springs up, throwing off its burden of rainwater. It seems to look directly at me. I bend to pick the flower to take it indoors with me.


‘It puts my mind at rest,’ I say. ‘Thank you, Perdita.’


Perdita hangs up, eager to be away. A breeze blows a flurry of raindrops into my face, but I make no move to go inside. Once I do, I decide, it will be over. Larry is dead. Whatever unhealthy, inex­plicable hold he had over me is broken and I can safely ignore his fake concern over the discovered remains and his cryptic last letter. Both were nothing more than attempts to mess with my head, something he’s been doing successfully for thirty years, and that I have to bring to an end for my own sanity. I cannot let Larry’s influence stretch beyond the grave.


‘Hello, Florence.’


I start. The voice is as clear as if the speaker were standing beside me, and yet I’m alone. The voice is that of a young woman, and there are no women in our house other than me.


I step away from the shelter of the eaves, into the rain, and follow a short gravel path into the garden. It thrives, as many London gardens do, and the vegetation is thick and high. Even so, I cannot believe anyone is hiding in it.


‘Hello?’ I say. I am still holding the yellow flower in my hand.


In response, I hear a high-pitched, childish giggle.


I wake in the night with a name on my lips that I haven’t uttered in thirty years. Marigold McGowan.


Beside me, Nick is fast asleep. I lie in the darkness, listening to the sounds of traffic, to the occasional shout or scuffle, to the distant scream of sirens, and I think about Sabden in the 1960s, when the nights were silent.


A glance at the clock tells me it’s nearly four in the morning. Beyond the clock is the vase with the yellow flower I picked earlier. A marigold.


I have no idea what happened to Marigold, why she disappeared the way she did, where she went. I only know where she’d come from. Marigold McGowan fled Black Moss Manor Children’s Home, where she claimed she’d been held prisoner.


I remember the giggle I heard earlier in the garden, the childish voice calling my name. And I know that it isn’t only Larry calling me back to Sabden. Marigold is doing it too.
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Cassie


Sunday, 1 August 1999


Florence’s house in London is a turn-up. Large, Georgian, in one of the fancy Clerkenwell squares. There’s no way she can afford this on a police officer’s salary. Jammy bitch must have married a banker.


I check it out from the other side of the square, like a burglar casing the joint. Three storeys high with a solid front door. There are ground-floor-level windows, but they sit above a high basement void and I’ll never reach them.


The door opens, but it isn’t Florence who comes out. Instead, a tall man in his mid-fifties appears, standing to one side to let a teenage boy past. I feel a twist of jealousy with the realisation that Florence has a family. I’ve always thought of her as damaged, somehow, like me. As the boy runs down the steps, the man – obviously his father: they are alike as two peas – locks the door.


They climb into a parked estate car and drive away. If Florence is home, she’s probably alone. I could ring the bell, confront her, but once I do that, I’ll have forced her to act. Any accusation Larry might have made about me in his letter will be only that. An accusation. She will have no proof – Larry had no proof – and if Florence is still the woman I remember, she’ll want proof. She’ll do nothing in a hurry and I’d be a fool to provoke her.


I approach carefully. She is a senior, high-profile policewoman. She will be security-conscious, and there may even be CCTV cameras watching me now. I walk right up to the tall black railings that prevent idiots and drunks from tumbling into her basement void and look through the ground-floor windows. Can’t see a thing. It’s dark inside.


Beneath me are three chained bicycles and two refuse bins.


I walk away, down the street and round the corner, to find that access to the house, while difficult from the front, is impossible from the rear. Florence’s terrace backs on to another row of houses and any gardens can only be reached through the houses themselves. This house is a fortress. I cannot get to her here.


She’ll have to come back to Sabden.
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Florence


After Nick and Ben leave the house, I find my Black Moss Manor file again. I spend longer than I should looking at the image of Tom and me outside the blackened building, and then, on page eight of the newspaper, the last page before the classified ads start, I see a picture of Marigold and her young baby.


Missing? says the headline. The story is short, simply mentioning that the police are interested in the whereabouts of young mother Marigold McGowan and her baby boy. Anyone with information should contact Detective Constable Tom Devine at Sabden Station.
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