
  
    [image: Eight Days]
  


  
    
      Eight Days

    

    
      
        Jack Benton

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: AMMFA Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Slim Hardy Mystery Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Man by the Sea

        The Clockmaker’s Secret

        The Games Keeper

        Slow Train

        The Angler’s Tale

        Eight Days

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Eight Days”

        Copyright © Jack Benton / Chris Ward 2020

      

        

      
        The right of Jack Benton / Chris Ward to be identified as the Author of this Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

      

        

      
        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 written permission of the Author.

      

        

      
        This story is a work of fiction and is a product of the Author’s imagination. All resemblances to actual locations or to persons living or dead are entirely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Don and Sue

      the adventurers

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight Days

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Every day could be a new beginning, Slim thought, as the gate closed behind him, leaving him alone to experience his first breath as a free man in nearly eight months. It was a cold one too; it had been the chilliest winter he could remember, while on top of that, at forty-eight years old he now had a proper criminal record to go with his old suspended one.

      Every day could be a new beginning, or the resumption of a shambling past, a ramshackle train hauled out of a siding shed and cajoled down the track for one last calamitous journey.

      One or the other, the beaming sun overhead seemed to say. Make your choice. And Slim had. He patted the letter tucked into his coat pocket and started down the street, away from the prison gates, away from his troubles, and away from a reputation left shredded and a business fallen to seed.

      Eight months inside had helped with one thing—he was able to walk past three pubs with barely a glance, having finally achieved an extended period of sobriety. But without the booze he felt a void inside, one he needed to fill.

      A rope around his neck would do it, severing any pretense at recovery, any vain hope that he could salvage something from the embers of his life. But, as he thought with a wry smile, that would disappoint those types who liked a good scrap, who cheered on the underdog. And one of those types was Slim himself.

      At a bus stop at the end of the street he caught a bus into the town centre, and there he boarded a train to Exeter. From Exeter St. Davids he walked up to the bus station and caught a National Express coach to Cornwall.

      At ten minutes past six on a rainy Tuesday night in February, he got off the bus at the stop on Westgate Street in Launceston, Cornwall, across the street from a closed hairdressers and an empty chippy, its lights casting a pale glare onto the road outside. As he stood there in the rain watching the bus pull away, an inside light came on in a Ford parked up the street. The driver’s window wound down and a balding, middle-aged man leaned out.

      ‘Excuse me, but are you John Hardy?’

      Slim lifted a hand as he walked across the street.

      ‘It’s nice to meet you,’ he said, extending a hand as the man climbed out of the car, an umbrella simultaneously unfolding above the man as though he were an aging butterfly emerging from a cocoon. ‘But most people call me Slim.’

      ‘Slim,’ the man said, shaking Slim’s hand, then leading him around to the passenger side without letting go, perhaps afraid Slim might dissolve into the night. ‘Thank you for coming. Georgia could hardly believe it when we got your letter.’

      ‘I still have yours,’ Slim said. ‘It got me through a dark time.’ He patted his pocket, feeling the crumple of paper inside.

      Slim climbed into the car, the man closing the door for him. The interior was clean but smelled of fish n’ chips, the hot, oily scent making Slim’s stomach grumble.

      ‘Sorry, I couldn’t help myself,’ the man said, climbing in and shaking the umbrella off at his feet. He nodded at an empty punnet sitting on a protruding cup holder, then swiped it away, stuffing it into a plastic bag. ‘A pet craving, I’m afraid. Let’s not tell Georgia, shall we? She’s prepared something far more exotic.’

      Slim shrugged. ‘Well, the bus was ten minutes late. I could hardly expect you to starve on my account.’

      The man chuckled as though Slim’s words had sealed their brotherhood.

      ‘I’m presuming you’re James Martin?’ Slim said, as the man steered the car away from the curb and gently accelerated up the empty street.

      ‘Yes … I do apologise. I’m afraid I find it hard considering myself a player in all of this. It’s all really Georgia’s doing. I’m just going along with it, acting as the driver and all that. It was her idea to contact you. I know she has her fears and everything, but you see, I’ve always considered the mystery solved. After all, Emily came back.’
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      In her early fifties, Georgia Martin had a kindly appearance which would suit the proprietor of a flower shop or cosy village café. Prematurely grey, she was soft of features, low of stature, and had a warm smile which immediately put Slim at ease.

      ‘You must be starving,’ she said by way of greeting, with one hand shooing James into a cloakroom to change out of his coat while waving Slim forward into a snug dining room with the other. All cottage eaves, stone walls and cubby holes containing standing lamps and pretty ornament displays, Slim felt like he’d stepped onto the set of a period drama, the steaming bowl of country stew waiting on a wide hardwood dining room table, accompanied by a bread roll that looked fresh from the oven, only accentuating the effect. He allowed Georgia to usher him into a chair and push cutlery into his hands.

      ‘I know you’ve had a long journey,’ she said. ‘Tea? We’ll get you settled, then we’ll talk.’

      She sat down across from him, as though waiting for him to start. A moment later she jumped up again, tittering, ‘James, I forgot to take John’s coat. How silly of me.’ She flapped a hand in front of her face. ‘Goodness, I’m afraid I’m all flustered. I just can’t believe you’re really here.’

      ‘Please call me Slim,’ Slim said, slipping off his coat and handing it to James, who had reappeared just in time. ‘Everyone does.’

      ‘Slim … I like that. Nothing to do with your weight, surely?’ She added a fluttery laugh to emphasize the joke.

      ‘It’s a long story, but one that would put you to bed early.’

      Georgia and James left him alone while he ate, something he found unusual considering how keenly they seemed to have anticipated his arrival. As he listened to the low buzz of the television from behind a door leading to the kitchen, he wondered how his body would cope with such culinary richness after eight months of prison food.

      In the end, he had to leave half of it. He called Georgia and James back into the room, then apologised, blaming eight months of calorie counting.

      ‘If you would prefer to get some rest and then talk in the morning, I’ve already made up the spare room—’

      Slim lifted a hand. ‘I’m fine to talk now. I don’t sleep much.’

      ‘Coffee? Or something stronger?’

      Slim smiled. ‘Coffee is fine. Black. As strong as you can make it. If you have half a filter left from yesterday, add an extra spoonful of ground then microwave it for two minutes longer than necessary.’

      Georgia smiled. ‘I’ll do what I can.’

      She started to turn but James put out a hand. ‘You stay and talk to Slim, love,’ he said. ‘This is your thing after all.’

      Was that a scowl which crossed Georgia’s face momentarily as James went out? Slim couldn’t be sure. The woman ruffled her skirt and then sat down across the table.

      ‘He no longer cares,’ Georgia said. ‘After Emily came back and tests showed that—physically at least—she was fine, James wanted to forget about it. I don’t blame him, really.’

      ‘But you can’t?’

      Georgia shook her head. ‘I need to know where she went. I won’t ever find peace until I know. It’s that motherly thing, knowing you let your child down, and needing to fill in the spaces so you can understand where you went wrong.’

      Slim leaned forward. ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘I’m sure I’d feel the same if I had children. Now, in your own words, as best you can, tell me what happened.’
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      ‘June, 2018,’ Georgia said. ‘I mean, it’s nearly two years ago. Most people would have let it go by now. Wouldn’t they?’

      ‘That depends on the circumstances,’ Slim said, sipping on a coffee that really needed to be left in the filter for a couple more days.

      Georgia sighed. She had poured herself a glass of wine at which Slim was trying not to stare.

      ‘Emily was supposed to go to netball club up at the leisure centre after school,’ Georgia said, rubbing her eyes. ‘We didn’t expect her home until seven o’clock. We later found out she’d left school early, after lunch.’

      ‘Any particular reason?’

      ‘She told her best friend, Becky Walsh, that she wasn’t feeling well. We only live a mile from the school, and I’m a stay-at-home mum these days, so of course had she done so, I would have seen her.’

      ‘Did the school get in touch with you when she didn’t show up to her afternoon classes?’

      Georgia looked pained. She squeezed her eyes shut as though trying to blot out the memory. ‘They tried,’ she said. ‘Someone from the office called twice, but I was out in the garden and we … we don’t have an answer phone.’

      Slim frowned. It was something he might need to come back to. Most phones these days came with one as standard, so it would have taken effort and intent to manually disable it.

      ‘So you had no idea she’d gone out of school until she didn’t come back from her practice?’

      Georgia sighed. ‘No. At around eight p.m. we started to call around her friends to see if she had stopped by. At nine we called the leisure centre, who told us she had never been there. After that we immediately called the police.’

      ‘And what happened?’

      ‘They scrambled every officer in North Cornwall. You know what they say about child abductions—that the first hour is vital. We’d already missed it.’

      ‘But they didn’t find her?’

      Georgia shook her head. Sadly, her hands began to shake as she held the glass, an indication of an affliction Slim knew only too well.

      ‘They had sightings and leads to go on, all dead ends.’

      ‘No suspects?’

      ‘Oh, they had plenty. One of the first people to be investigated was the P.E. teacher from her school who coached the netball club. But that one, like the rest, came to nothing in the end.’

      ‘I’ll need a full list if you want me to conduct an investigation.’

      Georgia nodded. ‘Oh, we have one. A few names that never made the police’s radar, too.’

      Slim wondered what family feuds he might be set to uncover.

      ‘How long was she gone?’

      ‘Eight days. She disappeared on a Tuesday, and reappeared the following Wednesday. It was the longest eight days of my life.’

      ‘Tell me about how she was found.’

      Georgia leaned back in her chair, staring up at the ceiling. She opened her mouth but didn’t speak for a long time. Slim was about to ask what was the matter when he realised that he already knew the answer; that everything was the matter, that there was nothing about anything that had happened that could ever be right again.

      ‘Tell me, Georgia,’ he said quietly. ‘No matter how ridiculous it sounds. Believe me, I’ve heard enough in my time that I won’t discount anything. How was she found?’

      Georgia looked at him. Her eyes were filled with tears that dribbled down her cheeks.

      ‘She wasn’t,’ she said. ‘Not really. I don’t believe the girl that came home is my daughter.’

      ‘What did the police say?’

      ‘That the girl they found is Emily. She was found in a patch of woodland near Polson, just outside Launceston. She was awake, but she was disoriented, as though she’d only just woken up. When they questioned her later they found she knew basic information such as her age and home town, but she had no memory of events, nor what had befallen her during her disappearance. She was five kilograms lighter, her hair slightly shorter, her skin mildly tanned as though she’d been out in the sun. She had sand between her toes.’

      ‘She suffered some kind of trauma which caused the memory loss?’

      ‘That’s what the police said. But there were other things … even when she recognised me, hugged me, kissed me … it didn’t feel right. I brought her up. You think I wouldn’t know my own daughter?’

      ‘Sometimes a traumatic event such as this can drive a wedge between people,’ Slim said. ‘The old familiarity takes such a knock that you see everything in a different light. Relationships often struggle to recover.’

      ‘I’m not talking about an affair,’ Georgia said. ‘I’m talking about the disappearance of my only child.’ She stood up, picked up her wine glass and half turned towards the kitchen as though to refill it, then paused.

      ‘You’ve had a long journey,’ Mr. Hardy,’ she said. ‘I think it would create a clearer picture in your mind if we showed you as much as we could. Emily’s staying with her grandmother for a while so we won’t have any awkward questions just yet. I’ve made up a room for you. I’ll have James show you up.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      As Georgia left to call her husband, Slim tried to read her body language. The excitement he had sensed on arrival had faded, replaced by something like regret.

      Was she having second thoughts about contacting him?
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      ‘It was right in there,’ James said, leaning against the car’s bonnet, hands clutching a flask of tea. ‘I can show you the exact spot if you like, but I thought you might want to have a look for yourself first. It’s about fifty yards in, by the grey rock.’

      Slim nodded. ‘Sure.’ James’s reluctance was apparent, but he had guessed correctly that Slim would want to go alone. In a case two years old there would be no clues left that the police hadn’t already found, but nothing ruined a man’s thoughts like the idle chatter of a nervous companion.

      A stile led over a stone wall onto a forest path that threaded its way alongside a river. Tall oaks and sycamores rose over a leafy hillside, but the path was well trodden earth with patches of artificially laid gravel where too many tree roots had become exposed.

      Slim knew from an ordnance survey map of the region and James’s cluttered conversation that the path was a public footpath, and emerged onto another B-road a mile farther along the valley. Despite having no real parking at either end, the path was popular among walkers of more boisterous dogs because of a couple of pretty pools farther up the trail, and close enough to the village of Polson that energetic people could park at the church and walk down.

      He spotted the grey rock immediately. It was part of an outcrop where the river made a sharp, gurgling cut back on itself. A large beech had grown over the outcrop, its roots now creating enclaves in the riverbank in which fish could hide.

      The river itself was a man’s height below the undercut riverbank. The path skirted the grey rock, rising slightly before inclining down towards the level of the river as it arced away out of sight into the trees.

      The path was wider here. Significantly, perhaps, an old bench sat back in the undergrowth, almost entirely reclaimed by vines and brambles. From the bench, one could have sat and watched the girl as she lay by the grey rock, in the background a view through the trees to the bottom of a steeply sloping field.

      Slim did what he learned in the army, squatting low to the ground and slowly turning in a circle, letting his senses control the flow of information. Not only establishing what he could see from this point, he also gave consideration to what he could hear, how the wind felt on his cheeks, and any unusual smells.

      James had claimed on the drive over that the police believed the abductor had pulled up to the stile and carried Emily inside, leaving her by the grey rock before making off, but being here now immediately made the theory seem preposterous. Not only was the grey rock a fair walk in from the stile, but it was completely open, visible from the road. Anyone looking up as they drove past would have caught a glimpse of the girl and rendered the whole endeavor pointless. No, Slim felt certain Emily had been left in this exact spot for a specific reason.

      The way the grey rock protruded from beneath the roots of the tree trying to smother it made it look like an antiquated sacrificial altar, some kind of prehistoric symbol. That the girl had been laid down as some sort of sacrifice was fanciful but not impossible; in his years as a private investigator Slim had learned to rule out nothing. It was unlikely, a silly theory, even, but able to be disregarded? No.

      It was the kind of place you left a body which you wanted someone to find, but with just enough delay to allow you to get out of range. Emily, of course, had been unconscious but alive. This only reinforced the theory that her death had not been intended.

      Why, then, take her in the first place? It wasn’t impossible for a kidnapper to have a change of heart, but it was rare. Most abducted either stayed that way, or were found, usually dead.

      Slim closed his eyes, listening for anything that sounded out of place. There was the gurgle of the river rushing over rocks, the rustle of leaves in the breeze, and the creak of swaying boughs. In the distance, the sound of a car.

      And there, something else, a stronger creak, almost a groan.

      Slim stood up. It came from farther down the path.

      He followed the trail for fifty metres or so before it opened out at a wide pool. Not deep enough for swimming, with its sandy shore area it would nevertheless have made a decent picnic spot, and a couple of trout the size of Slim’s hands darting around in the shallows might have interested youngsters with fishing rods. Nearby was a flat, grassy area which would have caught a summer afternoon sun. The grass was a little worn as though families sometimes came by here. Near to the edge of the river bank was a dirty glass jar lying on its side, the dried remains of some flower stalks still inside.

      The creaking came again. Slim looked up.

      There, hanging from a protruding branch was the knotted remains of a hunk of rope. Hunk was the only way to describe it, because it looked like multiple ropes had been used over the years to replace those which had frayed, so now the whole tangled mess looked like something the sea might wash up on a beach. What was clear was that it was incomplete; it dangled several metres above the pool, creaking as it swayed in the breeze. To the right the riverbank lifted to make an overhanging ledge, and Slim smiled, feeling momentarily nostalgic.

      The remains of an old rope swing, long ago either cut or rotted and fallen. He shrugged, remembering days when he had been young enough to enjoy such a thing. Then, stuffing hands into his pockets, he turned and headed back to the road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With a coffee by his side, Slim pored over a map of the local area in which Emily had been found. He had been unable to see any houses from the spot by the river, but according to the map there were three local properties within half a mile, or within what Slim considered screaming distance. Any farther away and the girl’s cries might have been mistaken for the distant call of a bird.

      The question of whether she had made any sound or not remained to be examined. He was yet to meet the girl herself either, who would be the best source of information. In the meantime, the better a picture of the crime he could build in his head, the better armoury he would have when the time finally came.

      Georgia was pottering in the garden, seemingly content to let Slim investigate the case at his own speed. James was sitting in the living room, watching TV, on-call should Slim request a driver.

      Surreptitiously, he had begun to make notes on both of them, too. He could ask them outright, of course, but that would allow the intrusion of bias, assumption, speculation. There would be time for all that later. For now, Slim wanted hard facts.

      A glimpse of James’s driver’s license had revealed the man to be fifty-six, born in February 1964. Georgia was just a month younger, birth date according to a doctor’s letter lying on a tray in a sideboard March 17th. Therefore, Emily had arrived late in their lives.

      The average middle-class person’s life followed a consistent path of school to sixth form to university to career to marriage to kids. Even a long university course kicked out at twenty-two, and while it was possible James and Georgia had simply worked for fifteen years before getting married—a wedding photograph on a shelf in the living room had a date stamp of July 9th, 2002—the possibility existed that they had done other things in the intervening years. Other journeys, other loves, marriages, heartbreaks. Most abductions were carried out by someone known to the family; if Slim could find a skeleton in the family’s closet he would have an automatic suspect.

      With a sigh, he folded up the map, slipped it into his bag and then drained the rest of the coffee. Standing up, he called to James that he was going for a walk to clear his head. James offered to accompany him, but again Slim was keen to get a feel for the local area on his own. James sounded relieved when he declined. The volume on the TV rose a couple of notches.

      A pleasant spring day welcomed him outside. The road on which the family lived was calmly suburban, a tree-lined avenue called Tavistock Road which connected the centre of town to a large Tesco on the outskirts. At a roundabout in front of the supermarket, Slim had the option to take a road that led up to Launceston College, the secondary school, or across a bridge spanning the A30 bypassing the town to the south. If instead he turned north out of the family property, a winding road led through farmland down to the village of Polson Bridge right on the Cornwall-Devon border, where Emily was found.

      Emily had walked to school through a series of alleyways cutting between lines of houses. Of course, like most teenagers, it was unlikely she had ever taken a direct route, going via friends’ houses or places of interest or entertainment. In a quiet historical town like Launceston, these consisted of the Tesco, the quiet town square with its small array of shops, and the local leisure centre, situated on the edge of Coronation Park, which topped the town’s other main hill, opposite the one on which stood the crumbling ruin of a 13th century castle, the town’s main tourist attraction.

      Georgia claimed her daughter’s abduction had likely taken place along Windmill Hill, which connected the top of Coronation Park with the town centre. It was the quickest route to the shops from Launceston College, a route often used by schoolkids, but with enough cover that someone could have taken her in the middle of the day without being seen.

      Slim found himself walking up the steep hill into town, cutting through alleys where he could to get around walking the length of roads that circled the hill, finding himself out of breath as he emerged onto Coronation Park, an innocuous open space of playing fields with just a few scattered trees on the south side. Across the gentle slope he spotted the telltale discoloring of the grass where older trees had been uprooted, as long ago as the terrible storm of 1987, so James had said.

      Slim, his body still adjusting to walking for long periods after eight months behind bars, popped into the leisure centre to get a drink from a vending machine. There he paused to look at the schedules pinned to the notice boards. On a poster headed by RESERVED FOR SCHOOL USE ONLY he saw netball listed from 6-8, three nights a week.

      It might be worthwhile to talk to the other players about Emily’s behavior leading up to the day of her disappearance. Slim knew that kids were often closer to teammates than classmates, although as a private investigator he had no power to force someone to talk. Children tended to clam up when faced with an authority figure, afraid of letting slip something incriminating. Adults, on the other hand, tended to be looser-tongued when they considered themselves in the clear. It was basic human nature to try to push the eyes of suspicion onto someone else.

      He was just about to head back outside when a man’s voice hailed him from behind.

      ‘All right there, mate? Need any help?’

      Slim turned. The man was young, handsome, hair highlighted blond, fit with a tennis player physique. He lifted a hand in a half wave as though to remind Slim who had spoken. A name tag with the leisure center’s logo identified him as Paul.

      ‘A little too late for me,’ Slim said.

      ‘Ah, it’s never too late,’ Paul said. ‘We have classes to suit all ages. What are you, mid-fifties?’

      ‘Forty-eight,’ Slim said. Then, with a wink, he added, ‘I forgot to brush my hair this morning.’
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      Slim didn’t have a computer nor could access the internet on his ancient Nokia, so he walked down through Coronation Park to the local library. A few minutes online was enough to unearth a couple of articles about questionable conduct by the netball coach Dave Brockhill. A P.E. teacher and a thirty-year stalwart of Launceston College, Brockhill had been accused by a girl left unnamed due to legal reasons of inappropriate behaviour, something it took a little more searching to discover amounted to the sending of text and email messages requesting personal information, as well as following her across various social media platforms. It had fallen short of official stalking or sexual misconduct standards, but had been enough for Brockhill to find himself suspended, a period during which, due to the ongoing Emily Martin case, he had decided to take official early retirement.

      With a little digging, it wasn’t hard for Slim to uncover the man’s address. He lived across the valley from Launceston Castle on a housing estate in the neighbouring village of Newport.

      For the time being, Slim decided not to pester the man. Instead, now that he had the chance away from the Martins’ curious eyes, he searched online for more information about Emily’s disappearance. Bypassing the usual media fronts, he headed for the public forums pertaining to unsolved crimes or those with mysterious circumstances.

      Such sites were the haunt of crackpot conspiracy theorists and paranoid naysayers, but often clues or ideas leading to other perspectives could be unearthed if one looked carefully. Slim found a couple of recent threads related to the case. One was specifically for offering theories on who had taken Emily, another where people were suggesting reasons for her memory loss.

      Opening the latter first, Slim scrolled through several dozen answers. The overwhelming suggestion was that she had been drugged and probably raped. Some users suggested quite graphic levels of sexual sadism which left Slim uncomfortable, and likely said more about the user than their knowledge of the case. According to Georgia, there had been no evidence of sexual assault. If these internet trolls didn’t know that, it was unlikely they had much else useful to offer. A few of the more sensible answers, however, suggested names of particular drugs which might cause short- or even long-term memory loss, so Slim jotted them down on a piece of paper to further investigate later. There were other answers of course, of varying degrees of probability, from amnesia induced by shock or blunt trauma, even asphyxiation. Again, Georgia had claimed Emily had no physical injuries.

      One theory that Slim kept coming back to, however, was one of the least likely at all.

      That she was faking it.

      He couldn’t believe the girl could hold her act in front of the police, but maybe it wasn’t that complicated. Maybe she hadn’t been abducted at all.

      Maybe she had run off, intending to disappear just long enough to worry her family. Or perhaps it was a mixture of both. Something had made her lose her memory, but for eight days she had simply wandered, through sheer luck avoiding the efforts made by the police to find her.

      Emily was still at her grandmother’s house, according to Georgia. The girl would be sixteen now, officially an adult, and able to control her life. That it had been three days and Slim had seen nothing of her suggested a family rift Georgia didn’t want to talk about. He had purposely not pursued an interview with the girl, but the time was coming when he would have no choice. He didn’t look forward to the prospect. Would he be met with general apathy or an aggressive refusal to talk? After all, perhaps for Emily, as it seemed with James, the matter was now considered closed.
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