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TUESDAY 3RD JUNE


Terry Hardy limped out of his bungalow with the aid of a walking stick and leaned against the side wall. He struggled to rise from his armchair unaided, so it was better to be ready for the taxi, even if it meant struggling to his feet and waiting outside soon after calling for one.

‘Bloody hell,’ he grumbled to himself when he checked his watch.

Two minutes to find his shoes. Then another minute and a half to shuffle from his kitchen, which was a depressing new record. It had been a miserable progression when his body really began to let him down.

His carer, Mikołaj, came to get him up in the morning and put him to bed at night. A nice guy, but Terry struggled to look him in the eye. More than once of late, Miko had arrived to discover his client sitting in wet underwear. Client! What a load of shite. Patient, more like, or victim.

He was a casualty of his own longevity.

Terry’s GP had snorted when Terry had asked him what he could do. Nappies were mentioned, but it came down to his age.

I’m afraid you’re ninety now.

Terry didn’t feel ninety, but he accepted that his life was nearly over. Pity, because there were still a few things he enjoyed. Shame he was so weak as well. He briefly fantasised about giving the doctor a firm backhander for his condescending reply. A grin appeared when he imagined throttling the guy with his stethoscope, mafia style.

The smile slipped from Terry’s face as he recalled his friend Harold’s comment, made a few days before he collapsed to the floor as he was leaving the farm shop in Letheringsett.

We’re both one fall away from a care home.

Terry missed Harold, who it turned out had been one fall away from a funeral home. Eighty-seven years of friendship. About a billion wrong words, arguments, one-upmanship, jealousy, put-downs and stubborn pride. But they both knew where to draw the line, which was more than their idiot children did, and now, it seemed, their grandchildren.

When he’d heard the news of his childhood pal’s demise, a dark part of him had been pleased he’d won their final competition to live longest, but he’d begun to reconsider that point of view. Harold had departed with an overpriced organic cucumber in his hand, no doubt while having an enthusiastic bitch at the price. Terry had been left behind. Isolated. Cheerless.

He wasn’t completely alone. His son lived around the corner, but the infuriating teen had grown into a tiresome adult, with no respect for anyone. Not even himself. Terry was wise enough to know the main reason he spent so little time with his family was because Jacob reminded him so clearly of his own shortcomings. Jacob’s overbearing wife was a dreadful cook, too, which didn’t help.

Terry preferred his own company these days, but life had lost its sparkle, TV its allure. Even his books on the madness of the Second World War no longer appealed, with the words becoming harder to read, and he was already using a magnifying glass.

He had decided a while ago how and where he wanted to end his days. It had come down to a matter of timing. Existing permanently in bed would be hell on earth for Terry, meaning the moment had arrived. Before he was too weak.

A blue saloon car turned into Nixon Court and slowed as it neared his bungalow. The driver beeped his horn even though Terry waved.

‘Imbecile,’ Terry snarled.

He gingerly stepped forward, leaning heavily on his walking stick, and tottered towards the vehicle, then waited next to the door. He didn’t have the strength in his fingers any more to lift the handle and pull. A young man aged around thirty, with skin like polished oak, finally got out and let him in.

‘Take your time,’ stated Terry, loudly. ‘Some of us haven’t got much of it left.’

‘Sorry, I thought you were waiting for someone. My name is Mahmood, and I will be your driver today.’

‘You don’t say.’

Terry dropped onto the seat and dragged his legs inside. The lad had waited and closed the door for him. He still wouldn’t be getting a tip.

‘Holt station?’ queried Mahmood.

‘That’s the one.’

‘Going for a train ride?’

‘Very perceptive of you.’

They were swiftly on the Holt bypass and approaching their destination. Thankfully, the driver was astute enough to take the hint and avoid small talk, even if that did mean listening to some weird, lilting music.

Terry briefly pondered the fact that most of the people who visited to assist him were foreigners, then considered his own idle family and concluded it was no surprise.

Terry couldn’t help nodding as they pulled into the entrance of the North Norfolk Railway station. This building, though newly built in 1987, meant everything to him because it had been faithfully constructed in the style of a traditional Midland and Great Northern country station. A separate structure contained a gift shop, buffet and model railway. The recreated goods shed housed a museum, but it was the main building itself that held his heart.

The driver peered over his shoulder.

‘Do you need me to get as near as possible?’

‘No, I want to jog the last part.’

Terry watched the driver’s eyes crinkle in the rear-view mirror. At least sarcasm wasn’t lost on the boy.

‘You remind me of my grandfather, sir.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Very much. He’s a moody bugger too, but his heart is kind.’

A smile touched Terry’s lips. Being a grumpy sod was one of his few remaining pleasures. As for his heart being kind, that was debatable. Failing would be more appropriate.

He’d also done some unpleasant things, admittedly not for a while, but he’d hurt people over the years. Occasionally at night, faces from the past would jolt him awake. A horrible sinking feeling would filter through his veins. The same type of nameless dread working folk suffered on a Sunday evening. Yet lately, Terry’s gloom came more regularly, leaving him scared.

The taxi door opened. The youngster held out an arm, so Terry could pull himself out. He got himself stable and removed his wallet from his jacket pocket while Mahmood shut the door. As always, the brick building with its grey roof, white trim around the windows and roofline, and bright green doors and window frames caught his eye. It had multiple sections and chimneys, and even the benches were painted green.

For a few seconds, he was nineteen again, running to meet Ivy at the original Holt station. That building had been pulled down to build the bypass in 1964. Progress, apparently, but they couldn’t tear down those memories. They were part of his soul.

Mahmood cleared his throat, obviously wanting his fare, but the driver was staring in the same direction as Terry.

‘It’s a wonderful place. When my family visits, we always take them for a ride. It’s so British. You know, the volunteers’ uniforms, the cardboard tickets, the old carriages. It’s incredibly special. Were you aware they built this place as a replica of the original station?’

Terry opened his wallet and pulled out a twenty.

‘Here you go. Keep the change.’

Mahmood’s hand hovered near the purple note, which flapped in the gentle breeze.

‘That’s too much for such a short journey.’

‘Get an ice cream next time you’re here.’ He pointed his stick at the youngster. ‘Don’t spend it on drugs.’

Mahmood laughed and returned to his car.

Terry had never given such a big tip, but it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t need money after today.
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Terry had arrived twenty minutes before his train’s scheduled departure. Missing it wasn’t an option, not today. He moved with a rattling, emphysemic wheeze, forcing himself past the urge to sit and rest. Shuffling onwards, he reached the ticket office, where a familiar female face peered through the glass at him.

‘Morning, Terry.’

‘One way to Sheringham, Agatha.’

‘You know the rover tickets are only a smidge more.’

He was too tired to explain.

‘Fair enough.’

‘It’s good to see you again. You’re looking well.’

‘Pah!’

Terry couldn’t help grinning when he reached the platform. The double track snaked into the distance before closing into a single line, which was apt. It was nice to be on another journey, even if it was one way.

A knot of anticipation formed in his stomach, just as it had when the guard had opened the doors on Ivy’s train all those years ago. Back then, she hadn’t got off, leaving him almost physically sick, but as he’d trudged down the platform, the little rascal had appeared, having stayed in her seat as a joke. Apparently, Ivy had known he was the one the moment she’d spotted his face. She had been delayed further helping an elderly woman with her suitcase and had been looking through the window when she’d seen his expression collapse with disappointment.

He pushed the ghosts from his past aside and sat on a bench to soak up the atmosphere, but the platform felt both intimately known and strangely different that morning. A profound melancholy began to settle on him. All these memories would die with him, dissipating like smoke from a locomotive’s chimney. He figured it was the natural way of things: to clear the slate for new lives to be written. For others to enjoy and cherish what he once had.

It was the sound of the wheels further up the track that had him heaving himself to his feet. He spotted a plume of white steam billowing above the trees. A whistle sounded just as a big black locomotive gloriously emerged around the bend. The deep, resonant chug seemed to echo his heartbeat as it slowed.

He’d read about engine 80080, the number clearly displayed on the smokebox, in the Eastern Daily Press. The train had started to visit the line the previous weekend and was a real beauty, freshly painted black, sleek and powerful, with red buffer beams. He watched in admiration as it trundled past. He would’ve liked to watch it uncouple and turn around, but he wanted one of the small compartments to himself today. The last thing he needed during his final ride was an irritating brat jumping up and down on the seat next to him.

It was the first steam engine on a Tuesday morning, with a chilly wind for company. Not many people were there yet, and the carriages wouldn’t be packed at departure. Terry regularly caught the train at this time and day of the week. There was an old diesel locomotive beforehand, but that didn’t have the magic of steam.

He hobbled along the platform. The carriage with the compartments tended to be near the guard’s van at the rear, although when the locomotive started the return journey, it would become the front.

The screeching brakes stopped the train with a door beside him. A bespectacled man, looking decidedly geeky in thick-rimmed glasses, reached out of the window and twisted the door handle. He beamed at Terry, who couldn’t help reciprocating. Leaning out and opening your carriage door was straight from the classic movies of his youth.

A young guard with blonde hair paced by him. Terry guessed she was in her fifties. Her name was Simone, and, unusually for her, she didn’t say hello.

He felt a mild surge of irritation. ‘Nice to see you’re on time!’

‘Of course. You know we like to start the day as we mean to go on.’

She didn’t even look at him to answer. The railway was mostly run by volunteers who loved the place as much as Terry did, but a few of the guards were paid to ensure smooth running and safety. Even so, it wasn’t like her to be short with him. Perhaps they were understaffed and she was feeling the pressure.

For a moment, he didn’t think his legs would allow him to climb into the carriage but, with a growl, he pulled himself inside using the window ledge for support and turned left.

There were a lot of compartments today, so he chose the one in the middle. He carefully stepped through the open doorway and slid it shut. He waited with his heart in his mouth as the seconds ticked down. A young woman’s face appeared at the door’s window.

‘Sorry, this one’s full,’ he shouted. ‘The others went to get a drink.’

He felt his top false teeth drop down as he gave her what he hoped was an honest smile, despite there not being a manned buffet car on this service. It was probably the leering grin that had her scuttling away. He snickered to himself, having used a trick that he’d deployed numerous times over the years to keep a carriage to himself. Sometimes he simply let his eyes bore through the glass at them. His face was so lined and weatherbeaten it unsettled people – more evidence of him being a bad person, even now.

A minute later, a piercing whistle blew. He felt a peculiar thrill but no nerves. It was how he’d imagined it would be. Sheringham would be his final destination, although the pedestrian bridge and the drop to the track below would actually be his last voyage.

He pressed his head against the window next to him to observe the scene for the last time. The guard raised her green flag, then he settled back in his seat. There was a jolt, then they began to move. Just over five miles to go. It wasn’t far, but heritage railways had a top speed of twenty-five miles per hour. With the one scheduled stop at Weybourne, he had almost half an hour to enjoy. To reminisce.

The train progressed through unspoilt countryside at a sedate pace, even below the maximum speed permitted. The unique smell, carried on the breeze through the open window, was like no other. The sharp tang of coal smoke mingled with engine oil always had such an evocative aroma.

He had kissed Ivy for the first time that morning over seventy years ago, both engulfed in a white cloud of steam. Terry closed his eyes and could almost feel her soft lips. When he opened them, for a second, he thought she was in front of him.

The motion of the train on the track made his eyelids heavy. Just as he was blinking to rouse himself, he heard the compartment door slide open. Terry’s head jerked around. They rarely checked for tickets, with customers having to show a ticket to get onto the platform. Simone had told him most passengers bought them online nowadays where it was cheaper, making it another tax on those who didn’t have a mobile phone.

It wasn’t the guard peering in. The stranger had a weird, cheap mask over their face, with large cut-outs for eyes. Their head tipped to one side, seemingly giving him an appraising look, but saying nothing.

An unsettled feeling crawled up Terry’s spine, causing him to bark out his statement.

‘My family has gone to the restroom.’

He gave an unconvincing grin, with the train not having toilets in use. There was a response, the words mumbled and slow.

‘Morning, Terry.’

Terry squinted, leaning forward as he felt in an inside pocket for his glasses. The slightly out-of-focus person didn’t appear familiar, but his eyesight was a long way from what it once was.

‘What do you want?’

‘I’ll be quick, which I’m sure you’ll appreciate. If it’s any consolation, I am a little sorry for what I have to do.’

The shadowy figure stepped into the compartment, shut the door, then removed a handkerchief from their trouser pocket. They advanced before Terry could react. With one hand, they pushed him back against his seat while the other clamped the cloth over his mouth and nose and blocked his airways. Terry choked and was in trouble within a few seconds.

His right hand still held the handle of his propped walking stick, which seemed jammed into the floor, so he tried to push the person away with his left. It was more of a paw than a shove because Terry had no fight remaining.

As the other senses dimmed, his hearing kicked in. The consistent, steady rhythmic clacking of the wheels on the track was comforting. The locomotive whistled again. This toot was longer and more mournful, rising in pitch before falling away. Like Terry.

He closed his eyes as the world darkened, and tried to enjoy the final sounds he would ever hear.
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WEDNESDAY 4TH JUNE


Detective Inspector Ashley Knight emerged from her house and froze mid-step. A young man in a black suit was securing a ‘for sale’ board to the garden wall of the property to her right. She looked to the left and saw the same company’s logo on the ‘sold’ sign there. The family on that side had already moved out with completion on the coming Friday. She would miss the boy in particular, who used to hang out of his bedroom window and shout ‘Hey, lady’ at her, but she had been much closer to her other neighbour.

While she was gawping, Arthur opened his door, dressed smartly as usual despite the possibility he wouldn’t be leaving the house that day.

‘Morning, Ashley. I knocked yesterday evening, but there was no answer.’

‘I went to the cinema with Emma,’ she said, struggling for what to say as she pointed at the new sign. ‘It won’t be the same without you.’

He picked at the sleeve of his shirt.

‘I know. I asked Joan if she’d move in here, but her back has taken a turn for the worse. She’s taking medical retirement and wants a bungalow.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘Bungalows aren’t so bad.’

She forced a smile onto her face. Joan was a paramedic in her sixties who Ashley occasionally bumped into during investigations.

‘Will you go far?’

‘Probably still Cromer, but we shall see. Don’t look so sad. We’ll stay in touch.’

‘Okay. I haven’t seen much of you lately, anyway.’

Arthur shook his head.

‘We tend to spend more time at Joan’s. Her house is bigger, and she hates the steep stairs in these two-up, two-downs.’

‘My back doesn’t love them, either. Sorry, but I’ve got to go. Definitely catch up soon.’

‘Yes, have a lovely day.’

Ashley trudged towards her car, which was parked on the road. She had considered moving the previous year, but being friendly with her neighbours made her house feel very much a home. Now both sides were leaving, and she couldn’t help feeling they’d let her down.

She supposed life changed for everyone. Her own domestic arrangements might be altering shortly. Seb, her boyfriend, if that was the right word for a bloke who was in his mid-forties, was due to return in a fortnight. Before dating Ashley, he’d been living a transient lifestyle, reporting on hot topics in various foreign countries while contracted with the National Crime Agency, but he’d made it clear he wanted to make a go of it and put an end to the constant travelling.

As happened with these types of things, his last project in Sudan had been delayed and then it had overrun, but he’d flown back twice to see her, which couldn’t have been cheap.

Despite the changing resident situation on Mill Road, a familiar surge of excitement spread through Ashley at the thought of seeing Seb again. She was a bit long in the tooth to be pondering whether he was the one, but she sensed they were on the same page concerning their futures. They were a brilliant match in and out of bed, and that didn’t happen often.

She sang along to the radio as she drove to the Major Investigation Team office, which was located in the Operations and Communications Centre at Norfolk Constabulary Police HQ in Wymondham. Staff referred to it as the OCC, and it was a handy ten miles from Norwich.

Maybe Seb would stay at his parents’ for a while first, then they’d plan to get a new place together, or maybe he’d rent somewhere nearby until they were sure. A warm smile tugged at Ashley’s lips. They had spent every free night at her place since they decided on Christmas Eve to be a couple with a future. She suspected he’d simply move in, and that would be more than fine.

Perhaps it would be better if she didn’t know her neighbours!

At OCC’s reception, she bumped into DC Barry Hooper. They had enjoyed a brief dalliance, but their professional relationship had emerged unscathed after they separated.

‘Morning, ma’am.’

Ashley gave him a sharp look. He only called her that when he wanted something, or, more likely, had done something. She glared at him.

‘Now what?’

‘I take it now’s not the best moment to ask for time off in lieu.’

Ashley coughed to hide a chuckle. Barry had put in many hours on their last case and deserved a break, but she wouldn’t fold too quickly.

‘I do love it when you start your shift by reading my mind.’

‘How were your days off?’

‘Great. Spring-cleaned the house.’

‘Does that mean tidying up a bit for when Seb gets back?’

‘Pretty much. Anything of note happen?’

‘Someone died on the North Norfolk Railway.’

Ashley paused with the entrance door half open.

‘Really? Was it suspicious?’

‘They’re looking into it. Likely a heart attack.’

‘Sad,’ stated Ashley. ‘When I was younger, I used to call it the Norfolk Express.’

‘As in the Orient Express?’

Ashley smiled as some pleasant memories surfaced.

‘No, like The Polar Express.’

Barry nodded.

‘I love that film. Tom Hanks is great.’

Ashley shook her head in mock disgust.

‘Heathen. That was years later. I’d have been about twenty-five when that animation came out.’

‘Right. I assume from your mocking tone it was initially a book.’

‘Yes. A beautiful one. Old trains are so atmospheric and romantic. Although a school friend reckoned she lost her virginity in a carriage on the Poppy Line.’

Many also referred to the North Norfolk Railway by that term after a nineteenth-century poet and theatre critic, Clement Scott, described the area around Sheringham and Holt, where the line ran, as Poppyland. The location was known for its stunning fields of poppies, and the name stuck.

Barry grinned. ‘Not exactly the mile-high club for your pal, but better than doing the deed in the back of a car like I did. Maybe that’s what happened yesterday, and the person conked out. Not a bad way to go, though, on The Norfolk Sexpress.’

‘Classy.’

‘Perhaps they should rename it the Cherry Line. Use it and lose it.’

He huffed with amusement, pleased with his little jokes, but Ashley didn’t reply. She was picturing herself excitedly waiting for the train all those years ago.

When they reached the office, DCs Sal Freitas, Morgan Golding and Zelda Cartwright sat in worried silence.

Ashley’s hand went to her chin. She marched over.

‘What’s up?’

It was Sal who answered.

‘Kettle appeared and asked Emma to head to his office. Morgan happened to be strolling past the window a minute later and saw her burst into tears.’

‘Oh, no.’

‘Yeah, she’s been sitting in there with her face in her hands since then. We’re wondering whether one of us should knock. See if we can help.’

Sergeant Emma Stones had three children.

Ashley took a deep breath. ‘I’ll go.’

She steeled herself and walked over to Detective Chief Inspector Vince Kettle’s office. Ashley had instantly pictured a child’s broken bone, or perhaps a teenage tantrum gone too far, but that didn’t fit with Emma still being in the office.

Ashley could see Kettle clearly when she passed the window to reach the door. Her boss wasn’t a man to display emotion, but he was ashen-faced. Stunned.

Emma was slumped in a chair, shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

Ashley knocked and stepped inside. The air in the room felt thick and heavy, charged with sorrow. Poor Emma. This was surely too much for a minor domestic emergency.

Emma glanced up, then dragged herself from the seat, cheeks damp, eyes a vivid red.

‘Oh, God,’ she managed.

Ashley pulled her into a hug. ‘What’s happened, Ems? Is it one of the kids?’

When the reply came, the words didn’t fall from Emma’s mouth. They were uttered by her boss. Delivered in a low, clinical tone that tore through the everyday assumptions Ashley had made.

‘It’s Seb.’

Her boyfriend’s name hung palpably in the air. A dark cloud that expanded and drew in the surrounding light. Cold dread seeped into Ashley’s veins.

Each slowly spoken word that came was a hammer blow, disconnecting her from the solid floor beneath her feet. Turning her knees to jelly. Paralysing her.

‘There was an incident. A restaurant. Abroad.’

The world tilted, and the functional sharp lines of the office dissolved into a fuzzy, indistinct background.

Ashley felt Emma’s hands tighten around her waist.

‘No,’ she gasped.

But Ashley had recognised Kettle’s tone. It was one she used herself. There was no sugarcoating the very worst news. Truly dreadful facts had to be revealed straight away and with clarity.

And so, the full weight of the truth descended from him with a final confirmation.

‘He’s gone, Ashley. Seb is dead.’

The statement resonated in her mind. Hollow and impossible in the sudden silence. There was no child with a scraped knee, nor a missing girl. Emma, whose strong arms were the only reason Ashley wasn’t on the ground, hadn’t had a nightmare.

The nightmare was her own.

A black hole, vast and terrifying, materialised inside her head, sucking in the laughter and plans that had been blossoming there minutes before. Her memory struggled to match the cheerful goodbye she’d discarded at Norwich railway station when he’d left the last time, with the stark announcement she’d just heard. Then those recollections too were drawn into the abyss.

So astounded was she, the tears, ready for Emma’s imagined woes, also vanished. Ashley could only stare, slack-jawed and blank-faced, into the void.
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Ashley blinked, her brain fumbling for an explanation, thoughts scrambling for purchase, while Emma still held her up.

‘Are you sure?’ she whispered, then shook her head. ‘Somebody made a mistake.’ Her voice became stronger. ‘The Sudan is three thousand miles away. Messages get jumbled. Identities confused.’

Kettle cleared his throat, his gaze softening as he looked at Ashley’s pale, unseeing face.

‘The British Embassy is assisting. It happened on Monday, but Seb’s family were only told last night when his passport was recovered from the hotel room where he was staying.’

Ashley forced a vicious retort through gritted teeth. ‘Why wasn’t I told then?’

Kettle spoke gently. ‘You know direct relatives are informed first. It was Glenda Elias, his mother, who kindly rang here early this morning. She didn’t have any other contact details for you but knew from her son’s letters you and he were getting close.’

Ashley extracted herself from Emma’s grasp and dropped into a chair.

‘What exactly happened?’

‘Mrs Elias doesn’t know much more. Someone from the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office is calling her today to give her more precise details. They’ll help with repatriation. Sudan is a poor, war-stricken country, so she isn’t holding out much hope for a thorough investigation.’

‘Glenda lives close to here. I’ll go and see her now.’

‘She guessed you’d say that, but they don’t want any visitors yet. She’ll call you at the weekend, if you’re okay with that. You can discuss the funeral arrangements with her then.’

A sob burst from Ashley’s chest. She’d only met the woman once when she’d been over for Christmas dinner. They’d welcomed her so warmly into their extended family that day, making her feel so welcome. It had been the best Christmas she’d ever had. Glenda’s offer to ring showed what a kind person she was. In the depths of grief, she still took the time to think about Ashley.

Kettle came around from his side of the desk. ‘Emma, can you take Ashley home?’ he asked, his voice firm but tender.

The last of Ashley’s energy drained away.

Emma, tear-streaked but now composed, nodded. ‘Of course, sir.’

She moved towards Ashley, her hand hesitantly reaching out to touch her arm. ‘Ash? Come on, love. I’m so sorry. He was a lovely man. Let’s get you out of here.’

At first, Ashley didn’t respond. Her eyes had fixed on the corner of the room, but she allowed Emma to lift her from the chair and gently guide her through the door. As they filtered through the hushed desks in the open-plan office, Ashley became aware of the presence of her team, who would not know whether to peer over or look away. Her steps shortened, but Emma’s hand on her back kept her moving.

‘Kettle will explain to them.’

The drive home was a blur of traffic accompanied by the quiet hum of Emma’s Vauxhall Corsa. Ashley understood that with Emma not taking a pool vehicle, she was going to stay with her. Subconsciously, Ashley knew it was the right idea but avoided delving into the specific reasons why.

Emma kept glancing over, no doubt looking for the words to console her friend, but there was nothing she could say that would reduce Ashley’s pain. All the usual platitudes would feel empty, insulting even.

‘I’m so sorry, Ashley,’ she finally managed, her words filled with emotion. ‘He was… he was such a nice bloke.’

Ashley remained silent, turning to glare out of the side window, the fields of crops rushing by. Emma reached out and held her hand, but Ashley was trapped miles away, stuck in Kettle’s office, his revelation on repeat.

Emma pulled up outside Ashley’s small terraced house, the clicking of the engine deafening after it was turned off.

Ashley inhaled deeply and stepped out of the car. The familiar sight of her home seemed different and unwelcoming.

‘You can leave. I’d rather be alone.’

‘Okay,’ said Emma, clambering out after her. ‘I’ll come in for a bit, though. Make you a cup of tea.’

Ashley tried to smile as she walked up her short path. She slowly, mechanically, unlocked her front door and they went inside. Being alone wouldn’t bring Seb back. As her heart pitched at that terrible truth, she accepted it was safer to have Emma there.
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His consciousness clawed its way back from nothingness. It was a brutal awakening. Freezing water ran down his face, but that wasn’t the worst of it. A blacksmith’s hammer, pounding incessantly, seemed to be banging his skull from the inside. Each blow a fresh explosion of pain.

His eyelids fluttered and then fully opened. Peering up, he could make out a canopy of green-gold leaves, backlit by dull light. The sound of the woods echoed around him. Air, sharp and cool, filled his nose with the smells of nature. Of spring. A symphony of chirps, tweets, and trills. Must be morning. Or just before. How long had he been outside?

He had more pressing concerns as he realised his hands were secured behind him. They felt numb, so they must have been tied for a while. What the hell was going on? Why was he here?

His back ached. He attempted to move to a more comfortable position, but his captor had restrained him tightly, forcing him to sit upright. Thick, abrasive rope, like the kind used on old fishing trawlers, bound his body to the rough bark of a tree. The damp chill of a cool early morning permeated his thin jacket.

His memory was a smashed pane of glass, but he tried to sort through the pieces. Strong rum. The warmth of it, the burn. The taste still present. A vague recollection of flashing images, motion, but also happiness. Laughter. After that, nothing. A thick curtain had fallen, and now here he was.

A cold and sharp panic tingled beneath his skin. He had been abandoned in a silent, watchful wood. Like a sacrifice for an unseen predator.

A twig snapped. Substantial, deliberate footsteps, too heavy for an animal, too purposeful for a casual hiker, headed his way. His chest tightened. His eyes squeezed involuntarily shut for a second, then he forced them open. His blurred vision frantically swept the tree line around him.

A figure emerged next to him, stepping into a weak shaft of sunlight. Clothed in a large black baggy boiler suit. Holding an axe. Not the kind for preparing kindling, but a hefty felling tool, its polished blade gleaming ominously.

The bound man’s heart hammered faster against his ribs, his insides twisting like serpents. But it wasn’t the weapon that destroyed any composure he had; it was the face – or the lack of one.

A crude mask made of sackcloth. Sharp red teeth drawn at the mouth. Two ragged holes for eyes, which revealed nothing but shadowed depths. The person, the monster, stopped directly in front of him, obscuring the feeble sun.

The seated man tried to speak, to yell, but a thick band of duct tape had been pressed tight against his stubbled jaw. His throat worked uselessly, a dry rasp trapped inside.

The voice behind the mask was a distorted, hollow whisper, muffled as if he were speaking through cotton wool. But the chill of familiarity crept down his spine. Did he know that voice? It reminded him of someone. Yet, it also sounded… wrong. Strained, or altered by emotion. By anger or, perhaps more worryingly, by purpose.

The axeman stood for a long moment, the weapon hanging casually by his side. But there was nothing relaxed about the stance. Menace radiated from every inch of him.

The victim’s terrified mind galloped, clawing for fragments of the previous night, but still nothing. Why was he here? What did this person want? He hadn’t done anything. Not really. Not for years.

As the forest continued to wake, he sifted through his memories.

Oh, he’d made a lot of mistakes. A long time ago. Not crimes that deserved this, though. He was a changed man. Cleaned up his act. More or less. It was all a front now. Sure, he had carried a weapon occasionally, but that was for protection. Mostly. Life had broken him. Useless. A threat to nobody. Reformed, or at least he hoped to be. Even so, despite being rattled, dormant anger threatened to surge. Anger still lived.

One boot stepped closer, then another, until they were almost touching his trainers. The axe, still low, twisted in the grip of a gloved hand.

‘Listen to me,’ the voice growled, grating like ungreased gears. ‘I’ve got questions for you.’

A pause, the words spoken drilled into his mind, heavy with danger.

‘And don’t go considering yourself a grass.’ The tone hardened. ‘You aren’t giving me intel. You’re simply providing… confirmation.’

His eyes darted upwards; he suspected the masked man was smiling. He searched for a sign, any flicker of recognition beyond the familiar whisper of an unusual tone. The felling tool swung slightly in his peripheral vision, the polished steel again catching the light, the combination tearing at his remaining equilibrium.

He was asked about people, events and places. Other things that made little sense. Each question was a further strike, cracking the porcelain-weak hold he had on his composure. He could only blink, his eyes wide with terror. Couldn’t deny, couldn’t explain, couldn’t even lie. A creeping, desperate, burgeoning understanding arose. This man knew him. He was familiar with the details of his life. His past.

There were a few final questions. Some he didn’t know the answers to. Some he did. The man’s voice had become softer, yet somehow more chilling. Then, with agonising slowness and after another step forward, the tape was ripped from his mouth. The masked face hovered inches from his, and even through the coarse fabric of the face covering, he felt the heat of fury.

‘Speak.’

He told him everything. Even tried at the things he knew nothing of. Garbled, shouted, mumbled. There was a brief nod when he’d finished. Seconds later, the tape was pressed back over his lips and the man stepped a pace away.

Leisurely, deliberately, the heavy blade rose towards the pale morning sky. The world narrowed to that razor edge as it poised mid-air, reflecting a warped image of him staring up, utterly helpless. Every fibre of his being screamed, but little sound escaped, except a throaty, strained whisper for mercy.

The dawn chorus continued, oblivious, loud and joyous, while the axe fell.
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For the rest of the day, Emma didn’t speak to Ashley much. The understanding between them was far more comforting to Ashley than any words her sergeant might say. Emma simply sat, a quiet, solid, reassuring presence on the sofa, while her boss and friend drifted from room to room, like a forgotten memory.

Time stretched and warped, the hours drifting by. Emma stayed, an anchor in Ashley’s storm, until the clock on the mantelpiece ticked around to five-thirty.

‘I have to go, Ash,’ she said, breaking the long silence. ‘I need to be at the childminder’s before seven.’

Ashley, who had finally curled up in an armchair, nodded, her eyes, though still distant, meeting Emma’s.

‘I’ll be okay.’

‘Just… call me, all right? Whenever, whatever. Day or night, you hear?’

Emma squeezed Ashley’s hands before she opened the door, then the kind woman was gone. Ashley pulled the bolt across. The sound ricocheted off the walls, like a gunshot from a sniper. She was alone, and she began to pace the house again. Restless, aimless circuits, upstairs and downstairs. The rooms, which were still full of their usual clutter, seemed empty, stripped of warmth and meaning. She found herself back in the living room, where one of Seb’s left-behind jumpers rested over the arm of a chair.

Ashley resisted the urge to smell it, although she knew the desire would soon be irresistible. She retreated to the galley kitchen, but there she could picture herself at the small dining table, eating a slice of toast opposite him, laughing at one of his cheeky comments.

On the walls, the eyes in the framed photographs followed her. Witnesses to a harmony that seemed impossibly long ago. The house, once her sanctuary, felt alien, as if she’d barged in on another person’s life. Someone similar, but not the same.

Ashley grasped then that Mill Road might never feel like home again. She would have to rebuild elsewhere, assuming her sanity survived intact. The impulse to open her laptop and instruct an estate agent surfaced. Even though she understood it wasn’t the right time, a purpose would stop her continually dwelling on what she’d lost. A creeping panic surged through her body, bringing with it an insurmountable fear.

The doorbell rang. Her head shifted sharply towards the sound. Perhaps it had been a mistake, and Seb was there.

With a hand to her mouth, she fled the kitchen, stumbling past the sofa as she raced to answer the door. Trying, and failing, not to pray out loud.
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Ashley yanked the door open.

‘Oh, it’s you.’

Barry tutted loudly. ‘Wow, I’ve seen some disappointed faces when I’ve arrived before, but yours wins hands down. Let me in, I’m bursting.’

Ashley couldn’t help but chuckle. She busied herself by boiling the kettle while he disappeared.

‘That’s better,’ he said a few minutes later.

Ashley had recovered her poise. ‘Cuppa?’

‘One sugar, not my usual two, please. I’m getting shredded for the summer.’

‘I’m sure you’ll be there in no time, with such drastic sacrifices.’

Barry grinned. ‘I thought you’d be okay. Tough news, obviously. I don’t generally like journalists, but Seb was all right.’

Barry had always reminded her of Zac Efron, but he’d been forced to cut his receding hair shorter and shorter, and there was a definite paunch above his belt. Still, she was pleased he’d appeared, even if he possessed the tact and delicacy of a drunken hippo.

‘Thanks for coming.’

‘Yeah, well, it’s not far for me, and I didn’t have much else on. Got anything decent to eat?’

Barry ended up nipping to the Chinese takeaway at Suffield Park.

Ashley surprised herself by eating some noodles and most of the chips. A lump formed in her stomach, not from the food, but from a pang of loss.

‘What did Kettle say after I’d gone?’

Barry had half a chicken ball in his mouth, which he remarkably finished before answering.

‘That Seb had died. I told him I’d pop in to see you after work. He said to tell you he’d ring if he had any more information, but not to even consider returning to the office this week, or next. He called Seb’s mum back and gave her your number. She’ll ring you on Sunday morning with an update.’

‘Am I to expect this babysitting every day?’

‘We’re calling it Ashley-sitting, but yes. Kettle authorised my time off tomorrow, so I can keep you company.’

Ashley realised that the presence of Emma and Barry had helped, and the intense, buzzing static of shock that sent her pacing the house had faded. She felt utterly exhausted and didn’t like the idea of being mollycoddled.

‘I’ll be okay. I know enough about grief to cope. A run will help. Fresh air. The next few days are going to be rough. I can’t escape having to process what’s happened, but I promise to reach out if I feel a crisis coming on.’

Barry stood perfectly still, watching her.

‘Make sure you do. I’ll stay at home. I just need a day to clear out my nan’s stuff.’

Ashley had offered to help him with the depressing task when he felt it was time, but she wouldn’t be able to deal with it now, and she merely nodded in what she hoped was a supportive manner.

She allowed Barry to watch whatever he fancied on television, barely registering what was on the screen. But as the silence grew, Ashley couldn’t help asking about the incident on the train.

‘Did they find out who died?’

‘Turns out it was a really old guy. There was no obvious cause of death, but his face looked a bit blotchy. He hadn’t been near a doctor in months, so there will be a post-mortem.’

Ashley meant to ask more but his voice was beginning to lose its edges. The low hum of the telly and the steady rhythm of Barry’s speech acted like a heavy blanket. She tried to hold on to the image of the old man on the train, but it dissolved into a grey haze.

When her eyes next blinked open, it was dark outside. The sound of Barry trying to slip from her house must have woken her. She glanced at the clock. It was ten. A duvet had been placed over her.

He turned in the doorway. ‘I debated carrying you upstairs, but I’m not getting any younger.’

‘It’s the thought that counts.’

‘I’ll speak to you soon.’

‘Thanks again, Barry.’

After she watched his car pull away, the quiet pressed in. She moved slowly to the armchair to seize Seb’s jumper. Back beneath the duvet, she nestled its familiar fabric to her cheek, drawing what little comfort she could, then settled in for a long night.
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THURSDAY 5TH JUNE


The robust, almost defiant chug of Hunslet Austerity No. 22, a steam locomotive that Stan knew intimately, vibrated through his very bones. He was seventy-five years old, and these familiar trains had been his regular companion for twenty years, ever since he’d traded the mahogany desk of a Norwich solicitor’s office for the scorching heat of the firebox.

He could barely remember his stiff collar and tie, or the tedious commute in busy traffic during Norwich city’s rush hour. Six months after taking early retirement, he moved to Sheringham, specifically to embrace the simple joy of a morning cycle from his home to the engine sheds, where he would spend the day on what had become his true passion – driving on the North Norfolk Railway.

However, a quiet weariness had begun to settle in. An ache in his joints that whispered the suggestion of hanging up his cherished black greasetop cap. He had worn the cap through countless journeys, its brim smooth from years of use while he enjoyed the responsible yet exhilarating job. Stan removed it and wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief.

His hand tightened on the cloth. The thought of making a mistake, even on this gentle heritage line, had turned into an occasional, unwelcome worry. The prospect of letting go, him surrendering the role, felt both liberating and terrifying. Perhaps volunteering as station staff would fill the need, without the responsibility of controlling tonnes of iron and steel.

Then something wonderful had occurred. A spark of unexpected joy that banished the encroaching fatigue. Stan thought of his daughter, Sarah, as a child. He’d tried so hard, maybe too hard, to ignite in her a passion for trains. Thomas the Tank Engine books piled high, wooden train sets sprawling across the living-room floor. His wife, bless her, had eventually intervened, suggesting he might be overdoing it. He allowed himself a wry smile as he recalled his persistent, if sometimes misguided, enthusiasm. He’d tempered his efforts with his grandson, Benjamin, not wanting to repeat past mistakes.

But here stood Ben next to him. At twenty-three years old, a mirror image of himself on the footplate. A proud smudge of coal on his handsome cheek adding a touch of authentic grime.

Two men, united by the pulsating heart of the engine. Their steel-toe-capped boots, polished to a high sheen, gleamed in the flickering light of the firebox. Pale blue shirts peeking out of the top of navy-blue driver’s bib-and-brace overalls and matching jackets. They wore the traditional red neckerchiefs, which still served their original purpose, that of a quick pull over the nose when the wind conspired to blow a plume of steam directly into the cab. He’d demonstrated the technique to Ben on his first morning a year ago, and they’d done it in tandem a few times that afternoon with the presence of a moderate gusting breeze.

Today, their roles were distinct yet intertwined, a well-drilled team. The controls glistened in pristine condition, the route clear. This locomotive, built in 1956, had an interesting past, starting its working life at Graig Merthyr Colliery in Wales, hauling coal trains.

Stan knew every rivet, every quirk. As the driver, he’d confirmed that all the equipment was functioning at the start of the day – brakes, whistles, and the lights – with the practised eye of nearly two decades on the job. Now he performed his pre-departure checks meticulously.

Ben, having recently passed his probation, was the fireman, and Stan watched him with immense pride. Firing a steam locomotive was a skilled job, even on a line where the exertion wasn’t quite the same as on a long express journey requiring vast amounts of power.

Ben handled the special shovel with growing confidence, efficiently transferring fuel from the tender to the firebox. He understood how to distribute it, balancing the fire, a demanding job that would keep him busy during the trip. He might not be shovelling tons of coal, but the fundamentals of maintaining boiler pressure and water levels, of keeping the engine breathing, were just as crucial. Grandfather and grandson communicated in a shorthand of nods and gestures, a silent language of experience and trust.

This was the last steam train of the day, returning from Holt to Sheringham. There was another service, but that was a diesel locomotive, a less romantic beast in Stan’s eyes. There hadn’t been many passengers alighting, which was normal for late afternoon on a Thursday. It allowed him to truly focus on the engine and on training Ben. The lad wanted to be a driver one day. Like his granddad.

As always, when driving the train, he’d been captivated by the panorama ahead of him. It was a glorious vista, the sky a vivid indigo, dotted with soft white clouds scudding across, a stark contrast to the brilliant green of the surrounding fields.

Apart from a request stop at Kelling Heath Park, Weybourne was the only intermediate station on the line between Holt and the seaside town of Sheringham.

He smiled at the meticulously restored, Grade II listed M&GN country station that he knew well. The souvenir shop and buffet in the former parcels office, the bookshop in the old stationmaster’s office, the accessible toilets, and the displays in the porter’s room detailing Weybourne’s past as a filming location, a little piece of railway history brought back to life.

When the signals showed clear, his focus turned to controlling the throttle. Stan eased the regulator, and they pulled away from the platform, a wave of nostalgia washing over him. Around the next bend, the blue sea would soon appear to rise in front of them.

His grandson grinned ear to ear as the distinctive blast from No. 22’s chimney echoed across the Norfolk countryside, giving Stan a profound sense of happiness. The aches in his back had diminished, the whisper of stepping down from the plate receding into the background noise of the engine.

He realised then that his legacy wasn’t solely defined by the miles he’d driven on this line. It was about preserving a passion, a way of life, for the next generation. His grandson was not just standing beside him, he was embracing his world, ready and willing to take the controls when the time came.

And for Stan, watching Ben’s face light up with each whistle blast, every surge of power, provided him with a burst of youthful energy.

The Hunslet Austerity No. 22 chugged around the gentle bend with enthusiasm, carrying, not only passengers, but the past and the future.

It gave the older man a reason to keep his greasetop cap firmly in place, at least for a little while longer, and allowed him to stay in heaven.
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The train propelled them under the passenger bridge, out of the station and around the gentle curve of the track. As the buildings and the last of the thick foliage fell away, the view opened up. Before them, a few miles away, the expanse of the North Sea shimmered under the afternoon sun.

Seagulls, ever-present coastal watchers, wheeled and cried overhead, their calls faintly audible above the engine’s rhythmic thrum. To Stan’s left, standing sentinel on the low rise, was Weybourne Windmill; a comforting landmark that had witnessed countless journeys. Everything on the footplate was running perfectly, the locomotive responding to every subtle command, a testament to Ben’s skilful firing and Stan’s guiding hand.

But this perfect scene was tempered by the lifting wind. Away from the embankments and tall trees, the gusts were proving a nuisance. The swirling plume of smoke and steam billowing from the chimney shifted erratically.

Hunslet Austerity No. 22 was a small engine originally built for shunting and yard work, not for racing up a main line. It wasn’t equipped with deflectors, the distinctive vertical plates attached to the front of the smokebox, which were often called blinkers. Their purpose was to lift the smoke and steam away from the cab, ensuring the driver had a clear view of the track ahead. Without them, in conditions like these, they struggled to see.

With mischievous relish, the wind flattened the plume, driving the acrid mix of steam and coal smoke directly into the cab. It was a familiar hazard, one Stan had experienced countless times over his twenty years. Some days on the footplate were easy, others were tough. Today, on this final downhill stretch, the journey would fall into the latter category.

The fumes stung his eyes, watering them relentlessly, blurring the world beyond. He didn’t so much look down the line to see where he was going, but instead relied on his intimate knowledge. He could navigate almost by instinct, with the passing landscape providing constant cues. His gaze wasn’t fixed on the rails themselves, but on the familiar landmarks: the copses standing at certain bends, specific roads, bridges and footpaths crossing the track, and even the greens of the golf course bordering the route. Those were his reference points when the view ahead was obscured by billowing smoke.

He felt the usual dip in the track, knew the upcoming smooth turn, his hand instinctively adjusting the regulator. Ben, noticing the slight tightening of Stan’s jaw, had put down his shovel. He leaned out and squinted down the line as the rhythmic chug continued to drive them forward.

Then the wind shifted tack. It didn’t just ease; it snapped to a new direction, stripping the cab clear of smoke and steam in one violent, instantaneous draught. Stan blinked, the sting in his eyes momentarily gone, and his vision focused with terrifying, crystalline clarity.

For the first time in minutes, his view of the track ahead was unobstructed.

And there, less than a quarter of a mile down the line, was an object. It wasn’t a shadow or a trick of the light. It was immovable. It was large. Stan’s instinct screamed the final, fatal truth, forcing the word into his mind. Body.
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Stan understood, with a sickening lurch in his bowels, exactly what that meant. His vision sharpened, concentrating on the impossible sight ahead. A person’s head hung limply over one rail, a dark shadow against the steel. Their feet stretched to the other side, the body draped across the path of the oncoming machine.

For a second, Stan froze. Time momentarily stalled, then his experience, years of ingrained procedure, surged into the forefront of his mind, overriding the shock. His hand flew to the brake, slamming the mechanism fully home. With the other, he yanked the whistle lever. A prolonged, urgent shriek split the tranquil coastal air.

‘Ben! Emergency stop!’ Stan bellowed, his voice croaky, eyes not leaving the figure on the track while sending up a private prayer that they would have time, hoping it wouldn’t be a desperate but futile gesture.

Ben, already startled by the sudden, forceful application of the brakes and the piercing whistle, immediately grasped the gravity of the situation. His training kicked in too, and he acted instinctively to cut off the steam supply, though Stan had performed the most pressing action.

Stan was well aware of Newton’s First Law of Motion, that a moving object would continue at a constant velocity unless something else affected its state of motion. How something slowed down was governed by its inertia. The more massive an object was, the greater its inertia, meaning it had a larger tendency to resist changes in its motion. Trains and their carriages were heavy. Hundreds of tonnes. Difficult to get going. Extremely hard to stop. Fully loaded freight trains could take a mile to come to a halt.

The speed on the NNR heritage railway was limited to 25 mph, so its locomotives had nowhere near that level of inertia, but the part they were on was the fastest section, and it was downhill. Stan’s brain swiftly crunched the numbers, estimating they would be at a complete standstill in around a hundred metres – approximately where the body lay.

The brakes bit hard. Metal shrieked on metal, a violent audible protest against their momentum, with the sound screeching through their eardrums. The locomotive shuddered brutally, buffers groaning and couplings clashing as the carriages behind shunted forward, jarring against the engine.

Every fibre of Stan’s being revolted at the agonising slowness of the stop. The distance to the figure shrank at a horrifying rate, even as the beat of the pistons weakened. Details were evident now: dark clothing, a rope across the chest, the stillness of the form.

Stan’s heart hammered against his ribs. It was every driver’s worst nightmare, the one scenario that no amount of training could fully prepare you for, especially not on a pleasant Thursday afternoon on a peaceful line. The sea still shimmered, the windmill still stood, but the idyllic panorama was now tainted by a jaw-dropping imminent impact. The world of the two men on the footplate shrank to one desperate point on the rails.

Stan’s eyes drilled into the haunting scene, but he breathed calmly. He was a large boulder in a raging river.

‘Don’t look, Ben,’ he cried, despite struggling to pull his own focus away.

Stan braced himself against the controls, his knuckles white, even though they would hardly feel the impact if they couldn’t stop in time. He glanced across at Ben, who, regardless of his grandfather’s shouted instructions, was still staring straight ahead. A scream hovered on the lad’s lips. The train had slowed considerably, but it would be a close thing.

Stan’s gaze switched back to the track, where a hand opened. The figure, which had been so shockingly static, began to stir. The head of the prone person twisted towards the oncoming locomotive. His slow, waking movements turned into a frantic, violent bucking and thrusting. The restraining rope came loose.

The man twisted himself free. His gaze, wide and wild, fixed on the monstrous, rapidly approaching steam engine, the method of his impending death. Hands clawed at the sharp, unforgiving track ballast, sending showers of stones flying. He lurched, stumbled, and then, with a final, loud shout, tumbled headfirst into the dense undergrowth lining the trackside.

Finally, blessedly, the locomotive, which had been shedding the last vestiges of movement with agonising slowness, juddered to a complete halt, its immense weight settling with a protesting hiss of steam.

A deafening silence followed, broken only by the panting of the engine, the creaking of cooling metal, the lament of fleeing seagulls and the wild thumping in Stan’s chest.

He leaned heavily against the frame, his entire body trembling. Ben, equally pale, stared wide-eyed at the spot where the man had vanished.

Stan’s voice was a harsh whisper, barely audible above the residual sounds of the locomotive.

‘Did you… did you see that, Ben?’

Ben nodded, unable to speak, his own chest heaving. The coal smudge on his cheek, once a badge of authenticity, now seemed a stark, almost grim mark against his white skin.

The pristine beauty of the scenery and the steadfast windmill appeared to mock the terror of the moment, when they had been mere seconds from tragedy.
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FRIDAY 6TH JUNE


The rumbling of the bin lorry jolted Ashley to consciousness. She had no idea of the time or even the day. The curtains had been drawn for what felt like an eternity, and her only movement from the sofa since Barry had left had been to the toilet. No food, not much water, and no company, living in a twilight daze. At the back of her mind, she’d known it wasn’t a smart way to handle Seb’s death, but it was all she could manage.

At least she hadn’t turned to alcohol, though she knew that possibility still lingered. Surprisingly, there had been little crying, but grief was a unique journey for everyone. A day of wallowing was hopefully her method of processing what had happened, and she was sure the tears would eventually flow.

Ashley groaned as a loud, demanding knock echoed through the house. She reached for her phone to check the time, only to remember she’d turned it off, craving solitude. Not caring how she looked, she yanked the door open.

DC Sal Freitas stood on her doorstep. He was a short man with a squat build and a questionable dress sense. Today, he wore a black suit jacket paired with blue trousers, as if he’d dressed in the dark that morning. A grey mac was slung over his arm. The kind your common park flasher would aspire to own. He caught her staring at it, and a grin crept onto his face.

‘It’s nice out there now, but there are showers around. Can I come in?’

Ashley stepped back, a sense of unfamiliarity washing over her despite their having worked together for over a decade. He’d never been to her house before, nor did he often partake in team nights out. His colleagues had long since stopped teasing him for it; he simply preferred a quieter life. His routine was straightforward: in the office during work hours, and spending time with his family otherwise. This preference also conveniently meant he was always available to cover the early shift after any drunken team outings.

‘Are you the latest to be tasked with Ashley-sitting?’

Sal plodded in and peered around.

‘Not at all. I’m on my way to Sheringham to speak to the RO. Jan stayed in the car. He suspected you’d be in your pyjamas, and he doesn’t know you well enough to see that.’

‘And you do?’

Sal ignored the question.

‘It seems you still have Wednesday’s work clothes on.’ His nose twitched. ‘This room smells like the kind of place where an animal has dragged itself to die after being hit by a car.’

Ashley folded her arms.

‘Sal! Why are you here?’

‘Emma said⁠—’

Ashley cut him off. ‘I might have known.’

Sal gave her a tight smile.

‘She said you would turn your phone off and wallow, but you’d be bored by Monday and itching to come back. Kettle insisted you were to have next week off, but Emma said that’s only good advice if you live with family or have a strong support network. You live alone and your strong support network is your crew, and we’re all in the office. I take it you haven’t watched the news.’

‘No. What’s going on?’

‘It seems someone was tied to the track yesterday, not long before the 16:25 Holt to Sheringham service left Weybourne station.’

Ashley’s jaw dropped open.

‘On the Poppy Line?’

Sal’s smile widened. ‘Yes, Barry told me you called it The Norfolk Express when you were a kid. Just as well it wasn’t one, or we’d have been conducting a very different inquiry.’

Ashley couldn’t help herself.

‘What exactly happened, and what did the survivor say?’

Sal checked his watch. ‘I need to leave.’

Ashley frowned. He might not have been a social friend, but he could guess what this information would do to her.

‘Who else is on the investigation?’ she asked.

‘Not you. Start to get your head together.’ Sal lowered his voice. ‘Think about what’s happened. What you’ve lost. I’m not going to lecture you, nor give you advice, but my dad died extremely suddenly of cancer, shortly after my mum had suffered with the same disease. I refused to focus on the double loss.’

‘I presume that didn’t help.’

‘No, I built up steam like a pressure cooker, which can only lead to one thing. Talk to people. The hard part for me was when I got chance to dwell on them being gone. It helped to keep busy at work.’

‘I think that’s what I’ll need.’

‘I suspect so too, but there were some tough times afterwards. I remember whimpering on my knees in the bookmaker’s after my horse had just won. My friends had to carry me out of there, and I left my winning ticket behind.’

‘What are you saying? Remain occupied, but don’t come back to work?’

He scrutinised her face, then spoke gently again. ‘Have a shower, get dressed, set fire to this foul-smelling room, tackle a run, walk on the beach, do some shopping, force yourself to eat something healthy, take vitamin pills, drink lots of water. Your mind will struggle, so you need to make sure your body isn’t a problem too.’

Ashley pointed a finger at him.

‘That sounded like a lecture and advice.’

‘Did it?’

‘It’s cruel telling me about the case, then keeping me away from it.’

‘The details are all over the news, both national and local. Get on the Internet, and there’s this.’

Sal handed over a thin folder.

‘What is it?’

‘You remember young Jenny?’

‘Jenny Groves? The officer Hector is dating?’

‘That’s her. She was on duty yesterday afternoon and went to see the RO at Sheringham station.’

‘What’s an RO?’

Sal pointed at the file. ‘Responsible Officer. Read it. He was the one who contacted us. Jenny took preliminary statements from the driver and the fireman.’

‘What’s a⁠—?’

Sal pursed his lips.

‘Kettle said you could review what we have so far, but you aren’t to return to the office until Monday. At the earliest. Take as much time as you need. Know that if you’re not ready, you’ll be a liability.’

‘Understood,’ said Ashley. ‘Wait a minute. Isn’t it a bit suspicious?’

‘What?’

‘That a man died on the same line on Tuesday.’

‘Yes, although he was a ninety-year-old who appears to have nodded off and not woken up.’

She threw her arms in the air. ‘Appears! Has Michelle done the post-mortem?’

Sal chuckled. ‘It’s scheduled for first thing Monday morning.’

With raised hands, Ashley got a whiff of herself, and her nose wrinkled. ‘Okay, I get your point. Numerous points.’

Sal turned to leave. ‘I’m looking forward to finding out how the railway works.’

Ashley arched an eyebrow. ‘Are you a secret train anorak?’

Sal opened the door, then looked back. ‘I see. My interest in something beautiful and sentimental, which brings pleasure to hundreds of thousands, is amusing. An innocent pastime, where most of the staff are volunteers, and you call me a geek. Do you give Barry grief when he says he’s off to watch twenty-two men with shaven legs, plucked eyebrows, make-up and veneers chase a plastic ball?’

‘Usually, yes.’

Sal grinned. ‘Well, it’s Jan who’s the real geek. On the way here, he was practically frothing about getting the low-down. He took his first ride on the line a few weeks ago.’

Ashley opened her mouth to reply, then closed it. Sal and Jan knew what they were doing. Her thoughts and opinions weren’t needed. Not yet. She walked Sal out to his car and waved at Jan, then went back inside. Food or a shower, she pondered, but instead she strode to her computer and turned it on. Perhaps a little surfing of the web first, for the latest news.

As she waited for an annoying update to finish, Seb’s face popped into her mind. It was a fleeting, two-dimensional thing, like a photograph she’d glanced at for a split second. She shook her head as if to clear the image away, but it remained in the background. No sobs, though, or shouts. Sadness, yes, but she wasn’t overwhelmed.

It still didn’t feel real.
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Sal clambered back into the passenger side of the pool car. DS Jan Pederson was a quiet bloke, steady, consistent. He liked what Barry called boring sports. Tennis, golf and badminton.

He put the vehicle into gear and pulled away, then glanced over.

‘How was she?’

‘Smelly.’

Jan nodded. ‘Well, that’s to be expected. I’m speechless myself. Seb was such a cool guy. Poor Ashley. Men like him don’t grow on trees.’

‘Sounds as if you had a thing for him.’

The sergeant laughed. ‘My last girlfriend asked me if I’d sleep with Brad Pitt given the opportunity.’

‘What did you say?’

‘Only if he slipped me a few quid to make it an equal trade.’

Sal tutted. ‘I can see the headlines now. Movie star in Norfolk sausage scandal.’

Jan accelerated down Mill Road and through Cromer town centre. At nine in the morning in June, driving on the seafront was just as quick as taking the A148.

Sal enjoyed working with the tall Dane, who’d been in the department for five years to Sal’s twenty. Jan and Emma were recently promoted to sergeant, at Barry’s expense. Despite taking the exams some time ago, Sal hadn’t been in the running, and that had been fine with him. He knew the bosses saw him as a plodder. Sal was happy as long as he proved to be the best plodder there was.

They filtered through East Runton, which was changing. Another pub, Harry’s Bar, had opened. Then past West Runton and on to their destination at Sheringham. There were two stations here, facing each other across the road like different eras of time.

On one side was the North Norfolk Railway. On the other sat the more modest platform for the Bittern Line. This was the branch of the National Rail network linking the town to Cromer, North Walsham and finally Norwich. Sal’s wife and her friends often bought tickets in the city and took a trip to Sheringham, saying the place had the best charity shops. Those places must sell strong alcohol because she usually came home merry.

A modern train was nestled at the station and Jan pointed at it.

‘Those are the new Class 755s. They can run on diesel or electricity, which is important as the Bittern Line isn’t fully electrified.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘Yep. That line now has a track over to the North Norfolk Railway, so when new trains come to work the heritage route, they’re saved the expense of transferring them by low-loader on the road.’

‘Interesting,’ replied Sal, his tone suggesting otherwise.

Jan parked around the back of the station and leapt out of the vehicle with enthusiasm. Sal suspected it was going to be a long day, yet Jan’s enormous smile as he took in the surroundings was infectious, carrying him along with the tall man’s eagerness.

‘I take it you thoroughly enjoyed your visit here?’

‘Yes, 100 per cent. We have these types of railways back in Denmark, but not near where I live. I can’t believe nobody told me how great this one is.’

Sal followed him onto the platform, a familiar ache in his knees. He hadn’t been to the line in years, ever since the ticket prices started climbing, making him grumble about inflation. He half expected to find it overrun with tourists, but of course it was deserted this early. What greeted him instead was a surprising tranquillity. The grand Victorian architecture, the carefully preserved Grade II listed buildings and the ornate canopy looked as he remembered, yet somehow the scene felt softer in the morning light.

He knew the station had been restored close to its 1955 appearance. The distinctive blue totems and enamel signs were evocative of that period. No train sat waiting, just the empty tracks stretching into the distance, glinting under the emerging sun.

A gentle breeze, carrying the faint scent of sea air from less than half a mile away, mixed with the fragrance of blooming flowers from various planter boxes along the platform. It was incredibly peaceful, like stepping into a forgotten photograph. He found himself grinning, too.

‘Bloody hell,’ he muttered, making a promise to come back with his wife, whatever the cost. ‘It’s still stunning.’

A flicker of self-awareness crossed Sal’s face. Maybe he wasn’t quite the grumpy, tight-fisted old git he feared he was becoming, after all.

A man in traditional British Rail overalls joined them. He had grey hair, but a surprisingly youthful complexion, making it hard to age him.

‘You must be the police. I’m Phil, the RO from yesterday.’

The officers shook his hand and showed their warrant cards.

‘What does a responsible officer do?’ asked Jan.

‘I have a range of duties, but the main one is ensuring the safe and efficient operation of the station and the trains.’

‘Excellent. Where shall we talk?’

‘We can sit in the waiting room. The first locomotive doesn’t depart until a little before ten.’

Sal took out his rarely used notebook and cleared his throat. ‘We’ve read the report that PC Jenny Groves filed yesterday concerning a train almost hitting a member of the public.’

Phil’s face tightened. ‘That implies it was the driver’s fault, which would be unfair.’

Sal wanted to keep the man onside. ‘I’m sorry. A person was tied to the tracks, left not far from Weybourne station.’

‘That’s right. He can’t have been there long, either.’

‘Why?’

‘The previous train would have gone up the line at that location shortly before the one in question came back down.’

‘So, the driver would have passed the body if it had already been there?’

‘No, he would have run over it.’

Sal frowned. ‘Can you explain?’

‘The five-odd miles to Holt from here are single track, except at Weybourne station where it splits into two, so trains are able to stop at both platforms.’

Jan was nodding vigorously. ‘So, the trains have to be timed or there would be a head-on collision.’

‘Exactly. The drivers are given a key or token, which gives them permission to go up or down the line.’

Sal still had a puzzled expression. ‘I can’t ever remember seeing a turntable. How do they turn around at the finish?’

‘There isn’t one, so they always face in the same direction. The trains stop at the platforms at the end of the line, and then they uncouple after the passengers alight. The driver then heads to the buffers, stops, and the points are moved. He reverses, switches track, then recouples at what was the back to haul the carriages in the other direction.’

Sal tried to picture the scene. ‘Wouldn’t the engine be facing backwards then? Perhaps they didn’t see the man until it was almost too late.’

‘Usually, that would be the case, but that particular train arrived at the railway facing in the other direction, so they would have been looking forward.’

Sal scratched his head. ‘Are they as powerful in reverse?’

‘Our trains can pull in both directions. The engines are more powerful pointing the right way, but this is a slow-speed line, so they can cope. We actually had two engines on that service. You’re aware of how dry it’s been lately?’

Sal bobbed his head. ‘Very.’

‘Well, on Wednesday afternoon, a dog walker reported a fire on the track.’
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Sal’s ears perked up at another incident involving the railway.

‘Arson?’

Phil rubbed his chin.

‘I suppose it could have been, but it was more likely caused by a train.’

‘Can you explain?’ asked Jan eagerly.

‘To generate a strong draught for the fire, exhaust steam from the cylinders is sent up the chimney through a blastpipe in the smokebox. This creates a powerful vacuum, pulling hot gases and air through the firebox and boiler tubes. During this process, tiny, still-burning coal fragments, or cinders, can be ejected from the chimney. If these hot ashes land on dry trackside vegetation, the inevitable happens. Historically, railway line sides were kept clear by large teams, but it’s a challenge now with fewer resources.’

Sal frowned at the unnecessary explanation, but Jan beamed. ‘That’s what I thought.’

‘When there’s so little rainfall, we often run the trains with two engines. The line rises from the coast at Sheringham up to Holt, so we have a more efficient diesel at the front doing the demanding work.’

Jan nodded enthusiastically.

‘Then the steam train at the rear pulls the carriages back downhill. I assume the trains could easily cope with the gradient, but the harder a steam locomotive works, the greater the draught, and hotter and more numerous cinders are expelled.’

Phil nodded approvingly. ‘Precisely.’

‘But people don’t come for non-spark-throwing, relatively modern diesel trains.’

The RO cocked his head to one side. ‘Some do. Those diesels are still over sixty years old. Interestingly, similar ones provide regular and reliable service in countries like India to this day. But yes, the steam trains are the stars of the show and pull in the crowds. Few things are as magnificent as a train under full steam.’

Sal considered what information might be important further along in the investigation.

‘And how big are these crowds?’

‘It depends very much on the time of year and the weather. People can buy their tickets cheaper online, or they simply show up and pay cash at Holt or Sheringham, and sometimes at Weybourne if we have volunteers. We occasionally have a TTI who’ll sell them on board.’

‘TTI?’

‘Travelling ticket inspector.’

‘I take it sunny days are busier.’

‘Kind of. School summer holidays are the peak time, especially if it’s a pleasant day. There was a breeze on Thursday, making it a touch cool for an afternoon on the beach. That also helps with numbers. The diesel ran out of Sheringham half full, but we were turning folk away at Holt for the first steam train.’

‘How many people can travel on each journey?’

‘It will obviously depend on the number of carriages. There were two hundred and thirty on the Holt steam train that morning, which was the maximum.’

Sal did the sums. ‘That’s getting on for five grand at twenty quid a ticket.’

‘Sounds like a lot, but it costs £10,000 a day to maintain this line, day in, day out, and we don’t run all year. There’s a service at school half-term, various themed dining nights, The Santa Specials before Christmas, and even a murder mystery evening, but we close for February. We operate most days between April and October, staffed mainly by volunteers.’

‘How many are there?’

‘We have over six hundred on the books, but not all of them are active volunteers.’

Sal’s eyes widened. ‘That’s incredible.’

‘It’s not just trainspotters who love this place. There’s a gentle camaraderie here. A chance to dress in period clothing. Chat with the public. Some only do a couple of days a year, others most weeks. We have helpers clearing the track, cleaning the trains, station staff, guards and drivers. Something for everyone. People regularly travel to work here from places like Wisbech and Peterborough. We have someone who drives from Clacton, and one who came from Australia.’

Sal looked up from his notes.

‘Thank you. I appreciate all the details. It saves us returning, especially if the same volunteers are unlikely to be here on any given day.’

‘Pleasure.’

‘Tell me about yesterday afternoon.’

Phil took a deep breath. ‘It was the last steam train of the day, pulling out of Weybourne at 16:36 on time, with forty-five people on board. The loco was due to reach Sheringham ten minutes after that, as normal, arriving at 16:46.’

‘Did you panic when it didn’t show up?’

‘The driver, Stan, brought her in five minutes late, but I already knew.’

‘How?’

‘Mobile phones. We don’t have them visible or with the volume on because nothing dulls an authentic mood like a ringing mobile phone, but the guards have them for emergencies. He rang and explained what had happened. With the line clear and no harm done, I told them to finish their journey.’

Jan’s face fell. ‘So, your train drove over a crime scene.’

‘Potential crime scene. What would you have had me do? There were forty-five people wanting to get home, and the guard said there was no blood found where he was lying.’

‘You could have called us. Perhaps sent a train to pick them up.’

‘I didn’t have another engine ready, nor a driver. No harm had been done. What do you think happens when someone stands in front of an Intercity 225 on the main line?’

Sal shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea. I assume an investigation.’

‘They send a crew to scrub the mess off, change the driver and the journey continues.’

Sal didn’t want to imagine the specifics of that cleaning operation. ‘Okay. Where exactly was the man bound on your line?’

‘In-between Weybourne station and Dead Man’s Hill.’

Sal closed his eyes. ‘Dead Man’s Hill,’ he murmured. ‘You couldn’t make it up.’
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Sal blew out his cheeks.

‘Why is it called Dead Man’s Hill?’

‘I’m not certain, but on ancient maps there’s a burial site marked there, possibly from the time of the plague.’

‘Right. Run me through what happened after the train left Weybourne station.’

‘The driver’s here now,’ said Phil, pointing out of the window behind the officers. ‘Come in, Stan!’

A much older gentleman walked in, well into his seventies. He wore a driver’s uniform, but had removed his black cap.

‘Good morning.’

Phil stood up and shook his hand. ‘Take a seat, Stan. Thanks for coming in. You didn’t have to get dressed up.’

‘I did. My phone rang, asking if I’d go out as an extra set of eyes on the footplate today, considering what occurred yesterday.’

‘Excellent. Your experience will be reassuring.’

Sal pondered how serious the incident could have been. ‘Did you consider cancelling the service this morning?’

Phil firmly shook his head. ‘No, it’s business as usual. We’ll run slower, just in case, but, as I said, no harm was done.’

‘I suspect the guy who was tied up wouldn’t agree with you.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He’s vanished. We don’t know who he is or where he’s gone.’

Phil frowned. ‘That’s odd.’

‘Very. I suppose he could have been in shock.’

Stan lowered himself onto a seat beside the RO. ‘I tell you, there was only a few metres in it because the wind gusts were unusual, and it was the worst spot for stopping quickly.’

‘Why?’ asked Jan.

‘It’s downhill there, so we were close to maximum speed. There was also the diesel at the rear providing more momentum.’

Sal considered the facts. ‘If you’d been going uphill, then the slowing distance would have been much less.’

‘We don’t push the locos as hard uphill, so yes, we’d stop quicker because they’d have been shifting a bit slower. Although the mass of the train is so large that braking is the crucial factor.’

Jan was on the ball. ‘Perhaps the person who tied him up knew the best location to make certain he was run over.’

Clearly a calm man, Stan thoughtfully rubbed his chin. ‘I don’t think there’s any spot on the line that would have given certainty. If I’d had a clearer view, I’d have easily stopped in time. How would they have known the wind conditions were such that my vision would be impaired at that moment?’

Sal agreed that was unlikely. ‘Okay, tell me about the train.’

‘What do you want to know?’

‘Everything!’ said Jan.

Stan straightened his shoulders.

‘The Hunslet constructed Austerity 0-6-0ST No. 22 was built in 1956. Its original purpose was to haul trains for the National Coal Board. The Appleby-Frodingham Railway Preservation Society embarked on an extensive restoration, and, in 2010, the engine was successfully returned to steam, wearing the distinctive maroon livery of the United Steel Companies. It’s a cracking engine, having been lent to us long term.’

Jan’s pen scribbled furiously, then he looked up. ‘What’s 0-6-0ST?’

Stan continued. ‘An 0-6-0ST locomotive is a type of steam engine with six driving wheels on three axles, and a saddle tank for water and fuel. The configuration indicates no leading or trailing wheels.’

Sal said nothing, respecting the man’s knowledge and enthusiasm, but they didn’t need this level of detail, even if Jan was enjoying it. He brought the conversation back on point.

‘Talk us through the journey in your own words.’

Stan ran a hand through his sparse hair. ‘There isn’t too much to say. We set off and picked up speed. The track bends towards the sea, but then the line curves to run parallel to the coast, heading through the cutting at Dead Man’s Hill. I noticed the man on the rails late because the wind was blowing the smoke into the cab. The fireman and I stopped the train as swiftly as we could, but the person woke up before we reached them anyway.’

Jan nodded. ‘I’ve read the report from PC Groves. The victim struggled free.’

‘Yes, the rope didn’t appear tightly wound around him. Perhaps a knot came loose, but he was able to get to his feet and escape.’

‘If I remember correctly, you told the officer he lurched away. Was that because he was injured?’

‘The word I used was loped. It was a strange style of running, unless he’d been hurt.’

Sal had written the description down before leaving the office. He read it aloud.

‘“A thin man with thick, shortly cut brown hair, in a dirty blue coat, jeans and trainers.” Does anyone here know a person who matches those details?’

Stan shrugged.

‘I’ll ask around,’ said Phil.

Jan had prepared some questions and took over. ‘Stan. That location. Any chance he could have got lost and walked onto the track, or been knocked there by a car accident, or fallen off a bridge?’

‘No way.’

‘Sorry, I’m being daft, because that wouldn’t explain the rope. Did our officer take it as evidence?’

‘It must have been wrapped around him still because it wasn’t found.’

‘Which direction did the fleeing man go? Towards Weybourne or Sheringham?’

‘He ran into Dead Man’s Wood next to the track.’

Jan drummed his pen on his pad.

‘You know, it is odd the guy who nearly died hasn’t been to the police. I suppose the incident must have been traumatising for him. How do you feel about what happened?’

The driver folded his arms. ‘I’m a stoic type. My grandson took it on the chin, too. He’s aware of the risks when you drive a train.’

‘Grandson?’

‘The fireman. He’s twenty-three. Ben has a passion for the industry.’

Jan wrote the name down. ‘I’m guessing when you say risks, you mean suicides?’

‘Around two hundred and fifty people die on the main line every year. Roughly 80 per cent take their own lives.’

‘I assume a driver might suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder with flashbacks and troubling dreams after one of these incidents.’

‘Many experience anxiety and depression, others feel guilt, some never drive again. Most compartmentalise it and cope, and a few barely flinch.’

Stan’s soft tone further cemented Sal’s opinion of him being a cool head in a crisis. Sal had never really grasped the burden of moving tons of steel with the responsibility for the precious lives of everyone on board.

‘I see how it can be a tough business.’

Stan shrugged again. ‘Others arguably have it worse. On the main line, highly paid drivers are usually only involved in an incident once. They may not even see the body. The cleaners are on not much more than minimum wage. They’re sent underneath the train to scrape off the human remains before the gruesome duty is finished with a jet spray. Most suicides jump from the platform. Station staff, also on low wages, get front-row seats, as it were.’

Sal nodded at the grim-faced man. ‘I assume there’s no CCTV on this track.’

‘No, nothing down the line, nor at the stations, car parks or on the trains. It would ruin the authenticity of the experience. My grandson gave a statement, but he was focussing on the fire.’

‘Have there been any other similar incidents?’

The RO, Phil, cut in. ‘No. Safety is paramount. The finances run on a knife-edge. A serious accident could jeopardise everything.’

Stan cleared his throat. ‘Actually, a Mercedes crashed into a steam locomotive at the Sheringham Golf Club crossing in 2018, but it was the car driver’s fault. There were scratches on the loco, but the vehicle was a write-off.’

Sal recalled the suspected heart attack on Tuesday. ‘What about deaths from natural causes?’

Stan glanced at Phil, who answered.

‘Ah, you mean like Terry on Tuesday morning. I can’t think of another one, but we wouldn’t record them due to privacy concerns. There’s been nothing similar in the ten years I’ve been here, although sadly someone hung themselves in Dead Man’s Wood in 2020.’

Sal picked up on the familiar way he’d named the old man.

‘Did you know Terry?’

‘Yes. He was a regular, and quite the character.’

Sal was tempted to probe more, but time was pressing on and the RO would need to get back to work. He thanked the two staff members, who left the officers still sitting in the waiting room.

Sal turned to Jan. ‘What do you think?’

‘This has already been one of the most interesting days of my life.’

Sal guessed he was joking, but he was by no means certain.

As they exited the room, a steam engine, the 80080, chugged down the platform next to them, no doubt in preparation for the day ahead. Jan’s eyes were fixed on it.

Sal breathed in the smoky air.

‘You never mentioned this train love before, Jan.’

‘It’s one of those things you enjoy when you’re young, then put on hold. Besides, I don’t believe it’s a cool image in your mid-thirties. Barry certainly wouldn’t think so.’

Sal gave Jan a supportive look.

‘I’ve always loved Thomas the Tank Engine. My kids like it, too. Barry would no doubt call me the Fat Controller, so I’ve kept that quiet.’

‘These trains remind me of Ivor the Engine. Every now and again I watch the shows on YouTube. Even Bagpuss, once in a while. The same guys did The Clangers. You can keep that to yourself, too.’

Sal smiled at the gentle bonding going on. They walked back to the car, where he paused before getting in.

‘You’re right. Our Penelope Pitstop-type figure didn’t report the crime. Why?’

Jan scratched his head. ‘In its simplest terms, it wasn’t just an attempted murder.’

Sal nibbled his bottom lip as he pictured the scene. ‘No. It would have been like a public execution, not so different from the guillotine.’

‘Yes. That type of thing really grabs attention by shocking any witnesses to the core. There’d be news headlines. It’s even more disturbing if the victim was unconscious but came to just in time to see the train coming.’

‘We need to find him and fast.’

‘I’ll recommend Kettle puts out a statement to the press. He might order a search of the woods in case our missing man was more injured than we thought. With no blood, it’s unlikely he was shot or stabbed, but he may have received a beating before being left to die on the track.’

Sal nodded his head in agreement. He suspected Kettle would want CSI to check that part of the line, even if nothing appeared to be there.

They got in the car and as Jan pulled away, he waggled a finger at Sal. ‘You know what, it’s also possible the victim’s a criminal himself, and that’s why he’s keeping a low profile.’

Sal’s brow furrowed, but that made perfect sense.

‘I agree. Crooked or innocent, my money’s on him never handing himself in. I reckon he’ll be too petrified of who his attackers were.’
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SATURDAY 7TH JUNE


Despite her sleeping marginally better on Friday night, Ashley’s world remained confined to her home. Apart from waving Sal off, she hadn’t stepped outside since the day she’d returned after hearing about Seb. Eating had been an effort. Half a tin of soup, a few beans on toast, picked-at fruit. Perhaps she should have gone to the Chinese again.

She had been saved from a visit to the supermarket. Barry had messaged her on Facebook with a single, mysterious message:

Outside your front door.




When she’d checked, two full bags of shopping had nestled there, revealing mostly healthy choices. It was a lovely gesture, even though she’d found a Pot Noodle, a pack containing nine Crunchies, and the latest edition of Match of the Day magazine. Those three items probably constituted breakfast in Barry’s world.

Yet Barry had lost his nan at the start of the year and had taken some time off. He perhaps understood that, for a week or two, any calories were better than none.

A text message pinged on her phone. It was Hector.

Cromer? Upstairs at No1? I’ll be at yours in half an hour?




Sneaky, thought Ashley. Upstairs at No1 was a business in town that included a fish and chip takeaway on the ground floor, and Downstairs at No1, a more casual dining experience serving burgers, southern fried chicken, and the ubiquitous cod and chips.

Upstairs at No.1 was altogether different. Scallops and oysters featured on the menu, along with seasonal specialities crafted by their award-winning head chef. Ashley usually still chose the cod, which was always perfect.

The main selling point as far as she was concerned was the elevated location. Large windows offered a panoramic sweep of Cromer Pier, the promenade and the beach. Ashley and whoever she was with often fell silent, happy to simply take in the view.

She texted Hector back.

No, thanks.




The ellipsis appeared, showing Hector was typing. She imagined his annoyed face. His reply was swift.

Ashley! I’ll be there in 30 minutes.




Sorry, too busy.




I managed to get a window seat.




I’ve got leprosy.




Wear sunglasses and a mask. You won’t have to talk to anyone. My treat.




He was trying. Bless him. Her resistance faded.

Okay.




Guilt, a regular companion over the last few days, nudged her. How could she enjoy life when Seb was dead? She had at least resisted contacting his mum, but only because a mother’s grief outweighed all others.

While Ashley contemplated facing the world, her detective brain, although subdued, wasn’t dormant. She had read the case file Sal had left, and, to her surprise, it had actually held her interest. It had been one of the few moments when she hadn’t been thinking of Seb or exhausting herself trying not to. But if Ashley wanted to go back to work on Monday, she needed to be functioning, both mentally and physically. Facing the public was the only way to prove she was fit for duty.

She put her phone down and headed upstairs. It would be her second shower since hearing the dreadful news.
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A little over half an hour later, Ashley and Hector walked in silence along the clifftop towards the town centre. An offshore breeze whipped her loose hair and tasted of salt. Light-grey clouds scudded across a darker-grey backdrop, mirroring the landscape of her mood. With Hector offering her the odd smile, Ashley kept her eyes on the swelling North Sea to her right. Vast, unjudging and timeless, it was an unexpected comfort.

They climbed the stairs to the restaurant, where the pretty hostess greeted Hector like an old friend.

‘So good to see you again, Hector.’

‘Thanks, Tiffany. I appreciate your help.’

‘Don’t even think about it.’

The youngster gave Ashley what could only be described as a commiserating look, then guided them to the best table in the place. A quiet corner spot tucked right against the window.

They were handed menus.

‘Can I get you any drinks?’

‘Do you still have the Louis Jadot Bourgogne Chardonnay?’

‘We do.’

‘A bottle, please, and some sparkling water.’

Ashley waited until the woman had gone. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Did you tell her my boyfriend died?’

The young man recoiled slightly as if slapped. ‘No, of course not.’

Her mouth thinned into a hard, straight line.

Hector shifted in his seat. ‘Maybe.’

Her gaze wandered from him, and she took in the view. She could feel her heartbeat slowing. Below, small figures leaned into the wind. Some, huddled in coats, pointed at the crashing waves. Two children, clutching melting ice creams, dodged the spray. She saw a group of kids, their faces flushed with the breeze and laughter, running along the promenade, their joy a sharp contrast to the dull ache that had settled in her stomach since Wednesday.

She studied Hector.

‘Well, it was worth it. How do you know Tiffany?’

‘Just from this restaurant. Jenny and I love it here. Or at least we did.’

Ashley leaned back and scrutinised the young detective. He’d joined their department as one of the last members of the Fast Track scheme, which had been set up to swiftly train and promote promising graduates. He’d proven talented and dedicated until he’d thumped a co-worker on a drunken night out and got demoted from sergeant.

Hector had enjoyed a privileged upbringing, and, to Ashley, had an unusual view of the world. Despite being in his mid-twenties, he’d only recently lost his virginity to PC Jenny Groves. They’d seemingly spent the first half of the year well and truly under the love blanket, so Ashley wasn’t sure what he was getting at.

‘What does that mean?’

‘We’ve split up.’

A sound of sheer astonishment escaped her. ‘No way. Why?’

‘It’s a bit complicated.’

‘Seb’s died, not my brain. Spit it out.’

Hector steepled his fingers and rested his chin on them. ‘No sad talk at the dinner table. I’ll tell you on the walk home.’

Ashley prepared to argue, then accepted he was making sense. ‘Fair enough.’

Hector scanned the menu for a few seconds, then placed it back on its stand. ‘How do pan-roasted scallops with cauliflower puree and pickled golden sultanas in chervil oil sound?’

‘Like a form of punishment. What the hell is a chervil?’

‘It’s a tiny Australian marsupial, which they keep in small cages and milk for its “oil” when there’s a full moon.’

Ashley snorted. ‘Gross! What is it really?’

‘Chervil is a delicate annual herb related to parsley.’

‘Parsley oil, then.’

‘Pretty much.’

Tiffany returned and gave Hector a sample of the Chardonnay.

‘Delicious,’ he said after a taste.

Ashley was going to decline, but there was nothing like chilled white wine with fried fish and salty chips. She nodded to the waitress with the need to prove to herself she was in control.

The woman poured Ashley’s glass first, then Hector’s.

‘Are you guys ready to order?’

‘Cod for me,’ said Ashley.

‘I’ll have the sole, please.’

‘A cod and chips, and one sole meunière with King’s Lynn brown shrimp, new potatoes and samphire. Any sides or starters?’

‘Mushy peas,’ replied Ashley. ‘I’ll pass on the scallops.’

Hector shook his head. ‘Not for me, thank you.’

‘Your food will be with you soon.’

Ashley again waited for the waitress to depart. ‘Interesting choice. I wouldn’t want anything out of the River Ouse at King’s Lynn.’

‘Hilarious. So, how are you?’

She searched her feelings. ‘Shocked and confused. I know it won’t feel real until I see him.’

Hector paused with his glass at his lips.

‘You’re going to view the body?’

‘Yes, I have to say goodbye. His mum’s ringing me tomorrow. She should have more details about his repatriation.’

‘So tragic.’ Hector took a tiny sip of his drink. ‘Sal tells me you’ll probably be back on Monday. Is that wise?’

Ashley took a gulp of the cold wine, which glided down her throat. ‘Sitting in my house would be more damaging. I want to be immersed in a case. The incident on the railway is interesting.’

Hector held her gaze, a challenge behind his eyes, but then smiled.

‘Yes, it’s an odd investigation. Kettle conducted a press conference yesterday asking for assistance in finding the victim, but, without a better description, we might struggle. CSI closed the railway line for a few hours, but there was literally nothing out of the ordinary. Chip and Pin are in action today in the woods near the scene.’

Ashley smiled at the mention of the sniffer dogs. Raindrops spattered the window, drawing her attention to the world outside once more. An elderly couple, hand in hand, scurried into one of the little pavilions on the pier. She imagined them giggling, suddenly carefree, two children again, as they momentarily shielded themselves from the unexpected downpour.

Hector chattered on, filling the silence with anecdotes about work, tales from when he was on the training programme, anything and everything that wasn’t the gaping hole that had just appeared in her life. She nodded, made the appropriate noises, but her focus kept drifting back to the sea. To the endless, restless waves. To the people on the pier, seemingly so alive, so carefree.

Their meals came, and they tucked in without talking. Ashley surprised herself by nearly finishing her plate well before Hector had cleared his.

She glanced up to see him beaming at her.

‘Better than staring at the four walls?’

She managed to force a weak grin. He was right, of course. The food was mouth-watering. Flaky white cod encased in a crisp, golden batter, the chips fluffy and salty. But the taste had been slightly muted. Like hearing a favourite song through a closed door.

When they stepped outside afterwards, Ashley suggested a walk on the pier. She wanted to be assaulted by the elements. They strolled along its length and leaned against the railing at the end. With eyes scrunched shut, she let the sound of the wind, the rushing waves and the cries of the gulls wash over her. She stood perfectly still, a statue, inhaling deeply through her nose.

When she opened her eyes again, she wasn’t certain how long it had been. Hector was watching her, his usual sunny expression replaced by one of worry.

‘Ash?’ he said softly. ‘Sure you’re okay?’

She looked at him, at his young, earnest face, at his genuine concern. Something, a tiny spark, flickered within the blackness inside her. Not hope, not yet. But almost like it.

She shook her head slightly. ‘No,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper. ‘But thank you for today, Hector. For this. For dragging me out.’

‘It’ll take time.’

She stared back at the town where she had been raised. The Victorian buildings, the magnificent church rising behind them.

‘I know, and I’ll get there.’

And for the first moment since… since Seb died… she almost believed it.
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Ashley linked arms with Hector, and they wandered back down the pier towards the town.

‘Pitch and putt?’ asked Hector.

‘I don’t think I’m ready for that yet, even though watching the tip of your tongue poke out when you line up a tricky shot always cheers me up.’

‘I do not do that.’

‘You do so.’

They headed slowly along the esplanade and past North Lodge, resembling a younger version of the old couple she’d seen earlier on the pier.

‘So, Mr Cagey. What’s this about you and Jenny splitting up?’

Hector talked but didn’t look at her.

‘Last Monday, Kettle asked to see me after work.’

‘Ooh, ominous.’

‘No, it was good news. I’m being reinstated as sergeant.’

Ashley placed her arms around his waist and gave him a quick hug. ‘That’s brilliant. Congratulations.’

‘Thank you.’

Ashley was smiling properly as they carried on up to Happy Valley and the lighthouse, but she slowed as they turned right to descend the hill, then stopped. Hector also came to a halt.

Her brain had put the pieces together. It was a simple puzzle after all.

‘You’re leaving.’

‘Yes, in a month.’

‘That’s why you split up with Jenny.’

Hector nodded.

‘Which means you aren’t staying local.’

‘No, Liverpool.’

‘Wow, big city.’

‘Yes. I was trained in London, so I have some experience with the types of problems places like that have, but Liverpool has different issues from the capital. There’s gangland violence, smuggling through the docks, gun crime, you name it.’

‘I heard Liverpool was the only place in the country where the Albanians haven’t taken over the drug trade. Speaks volumes.’

‘I know, but it will be a great learning experience.’

Ashley considered his relationship. ‘Was it necessary to break up with Jenny?’

‘It’s nearly a five-hour drive.’

‘People date in different countries.’

‘We’re both young. I want to concentrate on my career. She wants to do the same. It will only be for a year or so. If there’s still something there, we could perhaps try again.’

Ashley huffed out a breath. ‘A love that’s doomed. It’s a bit like Brief Encounter. Two lovers who should be together, torn apart by commitment.’

‘What’s Brief Encounter?’

‘A film.’ She clicked her fingers. ‘We should watch it. We can cosy up on the sofa. Get a box of chocolates.’

‘Okay, deal.’ He frowned. ‘Actually, that does ring a bell. Isn’t it about aliens?’

‘That’s Close Encounters of the Third Kind.’

‘Right.’

‘Won’t you miss her?’

Hector answered a beat too slow.

‘I’ve been attempting to live in the present, which is good for the soul. People shouldn’t spend their lives worrying over something that hasn’t happened yet, nor regretting something that has. It’s damaging to your equilibrium.’

‘What the hell are you on about?’

‘I’m trying not to examine too closely what I’ve done.’

‘How’s that panning out for you?’

Hector pulled a face. ‘Yeah, not great.’

‘You’re going to love the movie. You’ll be a snivelling wreck by the end of it.’

‘Brilliant. We shall weep together.’

Ashley felt something shift inside her. Just like that, the precarious walls she’d built to protect the carefully constructed calm she was clinging to shattered. The barriers didn’t simply break. They were washed away like a tidal flood, exposing every nerve. Her legs, suddenly weak, caused her to sway.

Hector didn’t try to stop her fall. His hands gently found her shoulders to provide support, then he let her sink to her knees on the wet grass. Without a word, he sank to his knees as well and pulled her into an embrace.

The warmth of his jacket, the faint, clean scent of his laundry detergent, enveloped her as she instinctively buried her face in his shoulder. The sobs came. Deep and guttural, shuddering through her whole body, as the dam holding back her terrible sorrow finally broke.
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SUNDAY 8TH JUNE


Ashley spent the morning nervously anticipating the call from Seb’s mother. She kept her mobile phone permanently in her hand, even when she went for a walk along the clifftops to Overstrand and bought a newspaper. She wasn’t entirely sure why she felt so tense. Nothing would have changed.

To distract herself when she got home, she read the printed-out case file again and checked the news to see if the police had located the victim from the railway tracks. If they had, the details hadn’t been released.

Hector and she had cried like babies throughout Brief Encounter, but she went to bed and slept for six hours straight after he left, which was a vast improvement on the fits and starts she had been getting.

Ashley searched online for news about the restaurant shooting that killed Seb in Khartoum but found nothing.

She unearthed an article she wished she’d read before he departed, even though Seb had convinced her he would be safe.

Khartoum is grappling with an acute humanitarian crisis, a direct consequence of the ongoing conflict. This has led to widespread devastation, massive displacement, and severe disruption to vital services. The city’s economic core and government buildings have been decimated, reduced to what observers describe as burnt-out shells. Furthermore, food insecurity is common, painting a picture of an unprecedented catastrophe.

When a call finally came through on her phone, Ashley had been beating herself up for not trying harder to persuade him not to go. She was so tightly strung, she dropped her mobile, luckily onto the carpet.

It was an unknown number.

‘Ashley speaking.’

A frail voice sounded over the line. It wasn’t the same as the one that had chatted so happily at last year’s Christmas table.

‘Hello, Ashley. It’s Glenda Elias.’

‘Hi, Glenda. Thank you for ringing.’

There was a sniff and slight mewl from the other end of the line.

‘I apologise for not calling before, but I haven’t been coping at all well.’

Ashley couldn’t imagine what it was like to lose an only child.

‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’

‘And yours, dear. Everyone’s, I suppose.’

‘Have you heard any more?’

‘Yes, the Foreign Office, or whatever they’re called now, have rung me a few times. The person Seb was at the restaurant with survived unscathed, so they know exactly what happened, having had time to locate and talk to him.’

Ashley’s mouth went dry as she waited for the specific details to be revealed.

‘Okay.’

‘Seb and his friend were celebrating the conclusion of their investigation. They had a few drinks at the hotel, then headed to a local restaurant that had been recommended. They knew the town was dangerous and deliberately asked for a table at the rear of the building. Two men came past on a motorbike. The one on the back opened fire with a machine gun aimed at a couple leaving the establishment. A stray bullet hit Seb…’

Glenda’s cries tore at Ashley’s heart. She lowered herself onto the sofa while Seb’s mother tried to compose herself. That took nearly a minute.

‘It went through his eye, killing him instantly.’

Ashley recalled Seb at the first meal they’d enjoyed at Gibson’s Bistro. Open shirt, relaxed, pulling her leg with a wink.

‘Are you still there, love?’

‘Yes, yes. I was picturing him.’

‘I do that, too. I can’t imagine how we’ll ever get over it, but we will. I know my boy. Seb would have told us to continue living. He’d definitely have wanted that for a young lady like you.’

Ashley rose from her seat and paced the lounge.

‘When are they repatriating the body?’

‘He should be here by Thursday at the latest. I was wondering if you’d visit him with me on Friday morning. My husband has offered to drive me there, even though he doesn’t seem fit. He can’t bring himself to view his son like that. I must, but I don’t think I have the strength to do it on my own.’

‘Of course. I think I have to see him, and I’ll take you. Have you planned the funeral?’

‘Two weeks on Friday. I was hoping you’d say a few words.’

Ashley paused. ‘I’m not sure. I haven’t known him for very long. Perhaps one of his friends might be a better choice.’

Glenda’s voice began to crack. ‘I understand it would be hard but, judging by his letters to me, I suspect it was you who was last on his mind.’

Ashley felt her own words breaking up. ‘Can I think about it?’

‘Of course, Ashley. Don’t feel you have to. Look, I’m getting upset again, so I’m going to go.’

‘Ring me if you have any more news. I’ll be at yours on Friday. What time?’

‘Eight-thirty. Goodbye, dear.’

‘Bye.’

Ashley rested her phone on her lap. So that was it. Another wave of sorrow washed over her, but it wasn’t as debilitating as the day before. The previous afternoon with Hector had helped. She would return to work in the morning, and she would try not to think of Seb until Friday.

A small mercy, if any existed, was that he hadn’t suffered. Fate was a cruel mistress. One moment of bad luck, and a life so vigorously lived had been violently and abruptly ended, with the deceased not even being aware.

OceanofPDF.com


19


MONDAY 9TH JUNE


Ashley felt cocooned in her BMW X1 as she began her Monday morning commute to OCC in Wymondham. Even so, she forced herself to loosen her grip on the steering wheel. She reminded herself it was a drive to work, like any other.

She’d spent the last few days methodically rebuilding the walls inside her head, brick by painful brick. Keep busy. That was the mantra. Action. Focus. Anything to outrun the grief nipping at her heels, but the anxiety clawing at her throat had dissipated somewhat.

She feared there was one weapon that could breach her defences. Sympathy. A kind word or a gentle touch might shatter her resolve.

In the car park, she stepped out of her vehicle and took a deep, slow breath. The chilly morning air helped to calm her. She straightened her shoulders, a silent command to herself to keep it together, then strode inside, readying herself for the day ahead.

She’d deliberately arrived early, so the office was empty, although her boss was right behind her. Kettle wandered over to her desk when he arrived.

‘Morning, Ashley. How are you?’

‘Functioning. No talk of Seb, please, and I’ll be fine.’

‘Understood, but take it easy, okay?’

‘Will do. Any breaks over the weekend?’

‘Nope. Quite a few nutters rang the helpline, but nothing of interest, unless they were right, of course, and it wasn’t a man, but Black Shuck himself.’

Ashley smiled at the mention of the shaggy dog with burning red eyes who was said to haunt the North Norfolk coast. ‘Seems unlikely, or Shuck’s more dexterous than I imagined. By the way, thanks for sending that file over.’

‘I thought you’d be glad of the distraction.’

Ashley bobbed her head. It had been more than that. Her interest had been piqued.

‘I assume Sal and Jan obtained more detailed information than Jenny did, when they went to Sheringham station.’

‘Yes, read the latest notes and catch up.’

‘With the victim not coming forward, you’ll be thinking he might be no innocent.’

Kettle smiled. ‘Correct. Death by train is a bizarre thing to do to someone. It would have taken some planning, so while the perpetrators would likely be angry, they weren’t out of control. Saying that, it should have ended gruesomely, which would have led to life sentences for those involved.’

‘I assume we’ve looked into local criminals in the surrounding area.’

‘Yes, but it happened near Weybourne, which as you know is between Sheringham and Holt. It’s hardly gangster central.’

Ashley considered that for a moment. Weybourne had some high-end properties but also lots of bungalows. The village possessed a quiet and charming vibe with a crowd-free shingle beach, but it lacked the upmarket restaurants and artisan bakeries the more affluent locations had. Holt in particular was an exclusive location, but it had rougher areas, as did the seaside town of Sheringham.

‘What did Uniform and CID have to say?’

‘The details of the fleeing man didn’t ring any bells, although the description was vague. Only the train driver got a decent view through the steam, and his glasses were dirty from the smoke.’

‘I see. A mystery.’

Kettle tapped a finger on her desk. ‘Just what’s needed.’

Ashley grinned as he walked away, then booted up her computer and read Sal’s report. Her email inbox was bulging, so she set to tackling that. As her team arrived, she cut them off at the pass when they headed towards her with pitying expressions, by sharply telling them there would be a meeting at ten.

At nine, Ashley was rising from her chair to make a coffee when her phone rang. It was the forensic pathologist, Michelle Ma Yun. Ashley had become close to Michelle after the Cromer beach case until she’d started dating Scott, an almost flame of Ashley’s, but they’d split up due to Scott not wanting children. The two women had rekindled their friendship with vigour since then.

‘Hi, Michelle. Sorry for not replying to the messages you sent, but I’m okay. Although I am having a no-mentioning-Seb week to keep me sane.’

‘Understood, Ash. I think you’ll appreciate this distraction, then.’

Ashley wasn’t sure what she was referring to, then it clicked: the post-mortem on the old man, Terry Hardy, who died on the train.

‘You’ve found something.’

‘We started the initial examination, and I thought I’d stop and let you know what I’ve already seen. You recall me explaining bruising comes out on dead bodies like the living?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Well, I was checking the deceased under a magnifying glass and petechiae have formed on the face and conjunctiva.’

‘Non-medical person here, Mich!’

‘Petechiae are tiny, pinpoint-sized brown, red, or purple spots. They’re caused by bleeding from small blood vessels, the capillaries, just under the skin.’

‘Okay.’

‘There are loads of reasons why they might form. Coughing, vomiting, crying, various medications, trauma or low platelet counts.’

‘Conjunctiva?’

‘Whites of the eyes.’

‘So why is their presence a concern?’

‘Petechiae are a common finding in asphyxial deaths.’

‘Strangulation?’

‘Yes, but in this case, I think we’re dealing with smothering.’
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Ashley shifted the phone to her other hand so she could write. She concentrated hard.

‘I’d like to hear the process. Layman’s terms, please, Michelle.’

‘I’ll explain as simply as I can. When breathing is obstructed, perhaps by something pressed over the nose and mouth, pressure builds in the chest and lungs. This pressure prevents blood from freely draining from the head and face through the veins. However, the heart continues to pump arterial blood upwards, causing even more compression. The tiny capillaries and smaller veins, especially in places with less connective tissue support like the eyes and eyelids, can’t tolerate this increase. They rupture, resulting in small haemorrhages, which appear as petechiae.’

‘Which indicates suffocation.’

‘Correct, but petechiae aren’t guaranteed in every case, and their absence also doesn’t rule out smothering. Petechiae formation is influenced by the length of the struggle, underlying health and how the suffocation was done.’

Ashley rested her pen on her chin. ‘Terry was of advanced age. He wouldn’t have put up much of a fight, and he’ll likely have a list of ailments a mile long.’

‘You’d be surprised how healthy some ninety-year-olds are, but, in this case, you’re right. I’ve read his medical notes. His comorbidities were legion.’

‘Does that mean extensive?’

Michelle chuckled. ‘Yes, he would have been extremely frail. As mentioned, Terry had these burst vessels on his face. There aren’t any marks on his neck that would indicate manual strangulation.’

‘Meaning smothering is possible.’

‘There’s another complication. Severe coughing or vomiting may cause petechiae formation.’

‘Do people of that age have really violent coughs or sneezes?’

‘Yes, they’re involuntary reflexes. At his advanced years, his muscles would have atrophied, but there can still be considerable force.’

Ashley sighed. ‘Right.’

‘I know all this isn’t definitive, but there are other checks to confirm or weaken my suspicions. He died on the train, so he must have gone through the station. Was he coughing? Did he look ill? Was he moving normally?’

‘Understood.’

‘When I probe further, I might find subtle bruises and abrasions around his mouth, or neck trauma. There will probably be fluid in his lungs, and other organs may be engorged, but those factors are also inconclusive.’

‘Would any of this stand up in court?’

‘Smothering is notoriously difficult to prove. These details would assist only as corroborating evidence. I’ll continue with the PM, see what we find, and share my final conclusions with you first thing tomorrow.’

Ashley scratched her head. ‘What exactly are you implying?’

‘In a nutshell, I’d be very suspicious.’
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Ashley made a coffee while she weighed up Michelle’s words. Who would murder a ninety-year-old who sounded as if he already had one foot in the grave? Why would they do it somewhere so publicly with a risk of getting caught? How would they know he was going to catch that train? It seemed unlikely to be a random attack or an incident stemming from an argument that day.

Michelle’s suspicions also created a new problem. Telling close relatives their family member might have been murdered was far from ideal. She checked to see who the responding officer had been. It was Jenny again, which wasn’t out of the ordinary if she covered that area of the county. She would have contacted the closest relative. Ashley returned to her desk and picked up her phone.

Jenny answered after a few rings.

‘Morning, Ashley.’

The audio was poor, with the PC sounding as if she was near a busy road.

‘Hi, Jenny. Can you talk?’

‘I’m at a carwash on the way to OCC to drop a present off, but I’m struggling to hear you.’

‘I had some questions about the incidents on the railway.’

‘Sorry, what was that?’

‘How far away are you?’

‘Twenty minutes.’

‘Could you come straight to my office when you arrive?’

‘Sure.’

Ashley smiled. Jenny used to work in the control room and had been inspired by the officers she spoke with to become one herself.

She arrived in tight blue jeans and a cropped leather jacket, looking fresh-faced, just as the team were getting up to head to the meeting. Ashley shook her hand.

‘Hi, Jenny, seeing an old colleague?’

‘Yes, I’ve got a day of clothes shopping planned in the city, so I thought I’d give someone their gift first and say happy birthday.’

‘I don’t suppose you can stay for the start of a meeting? Fifteen minutes, tops.’

‘Yeah, I guess so. What’s it about?’

‘Trains!’

By the time Emma, Barry, Sal, Morgan, Zelda, Hector and Jan joined Ashley and Jenny in the room, DCI Kettle had also arrived. Ashley brought up the subject of the dead body found in the carriage, then summed up the incident on the track and the lack of progress that had been made. She revealed what Michelle had discovered at the beginning of the post-mortem.

Jan spoke aloud what everyone was thinking.

‘There’s definitely something fishy going on.’

‘Jenny. Can you first talk us through your involvement with Terry Hardy’s passing?’

‘Sure. I was called out to Sheringham station once the NNR train reached the end of the line. A guard had been doing a final sweep of the carriages when she found Mr Hardy dead in his seat. He was still exactly where she’d found him when I got there.’

‘How did he appear?’

‘Serene. He was sitting with his cane between his legs, one hand resting on the handle. I’d almost say he had a smile on his face. He just looked like he’d expired.’

‘There were no signs of a struggle?’

‘Not at all. The guard said she’d walked past him with her clicker when they left Holt and again after departing Weybourne. Terry was in the same position then, which she had assumed was him resting.’

‘Meaning he could have been dead when she first counted him?’

‘Yes. I called for advice because the train was in service for the rest of the day. My sergeant told me to process it as a natural death and have the body removed.’

‘Did you contact the next of kin?’

A concerned expression came over Jenny’s face, then she blushed.

‘It’s okay,’ said Ashley. ‘Tell us what happened.’

‘The unusual thing was, when I searched in his jacket pockets for some ID, all I discovered was an unsealed envelope with the name and address of a firm of solicitors in Sheringham on the front. There was a time on the back. Twelve o’clock.’

‘Perhaps he had a meeting with them at midday.’

‘That was my guess. I decided to open the envelope and found his last will and testament.’

Ashley waved her hand to silence the comments from the others.

‘Carry on.’

‘Obviously, I didn’t read it, but there was also a letter stating that if he were to die, inform his legal representatives, Hayes & Storr solicitors, without delay. I knew their business was about a minute walk away, and that Blyth & Sons Funeral Services would collect the body. That firm is close by, too. I rang the director at the funeral parlour, Hayley Pegg, and she sent a private ambulance immediately, then I headed to the solicitors. They were familiar with Mr Hardy. He’d told them he was ill and wanted to put his affairs in order. They’d seen him the previous week.’

‘Did he have an appointment at twelve?’

‘No. Maybe it was a note for himself to visit them at that time.’

Jenny had relaxed now she was talking and came across as confident and capable.

Ashley carried on with her questions.

‘Could Hayes & Storr tell you anything helpful?’

‘I asked about the next of kin. Mr Hardy had told them nobody was to be informed if he died. He had provided them with clear instructions. If anyone asked about the funeral, they could find the information in the local press.’

Ashley’s lip curled.

‘Odd, although I suppose at his age he could be estranged from family, and he could easily have outlived all his friends.’

Jenny was nodding, but her eyes were wide.

‘That’s what I thought, but Terry had lied to the solicitors. When Blyth & Sons arrived to take his body to the mortuary, I got talking to them and brought up how long funerals were taking. They said it wouldn’t matter in Terry’s case, because the notification he had requested in the newspaper would say there wasn’t going to be one.’
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Ashley looked around the room and waited for comments.

‘Maybe he was lonely and knew he was dying,’ said Morgan.

‘Perhaps,’ replied Ashley. ‘Michelle mentioned he had multiple medical conditions, but he hadn’t seen his GP for a few months.’

‘Some people just give up and let go,’ said Zelda. ‘It’s possible relaxing on one last ride was enough for him to slip away.’

Jenny shrugged. ‘Blyth & Sons had instructions to cremate him immediately, but obviously the post-mortem needs doing first now. I think Terry was known to the station staff.’

Ashley turned to the young woman with interest. ‘Did they say that?’

‘Not in as many words.’

Sal raised his hand. ‘The RO at Sheringham said he was quite the character.’

Jenny rubbed the nape of her neck. ‘That’s odd. The person in charge of the train, Simone, didn’t seem upset.’

Ashley sensed more imbalance in the story. ‘Usually a public death shocks people, whatever the age of the deceased, so why wouldn’t she be shaken by finding him dead?’

‘There has to be an experienced guard on each journey for safety, so perhaps she was in work mode. She told me she’s on duty today and tomorrow this week, so you could ask her.’

A quiet room meant nobody had any other opinion or one they were willing to express.

‘Sounds like it might be hard to make any concrete conclusions from the PM,’ said Kettle. ‘How do you want to play this, Ashley?’

‘I’ve been having a think about the guy tied to the tracks. He might be a criminal, or at least someone who is related to one. I know we’ve asked Uniform about his description, but most response officers are in their twenties. The report said the man who freed himself was well into middle age. How old did the train driver reckon, Jenny?’

‘Around sixty.’

‘Perhaps this guy’s description didn’t ring any bells with Uniform because he was involved in trouble before they started their careers.’

A subtle jut of Kettle’s jaw signified his agreement.

‘Was Simone the guard that day?’

‘No,’ replied Jenny. ‘A bloke whose name I forget. It’ll be in my notes, but he didn’t see anything anyway, so I spoke only briefly to the driver and his grandson.’

Ashley smiled. ‘Okay. Who will be able to give us the heads-up on local criminals?’

Barry clicked his fingers. ‘Sergeant Frank Levine.’

‘He’s retired,’ said Jenny.

‘Yes,’ replied Barry. ‘But I reckon there are at least one or two marbles still rolling around. He works mornings, eight until twelve, at the farm shop that Jarrolds took over.’

‘The one at Letheringsett, just outside Holt?’ asked Morgan.

‘That’s the one. I’ll pay him a visit before he finishes today. If anyone has a clue who this guy with the thick hair is, it will be Frank. He can also give me the ins and outs of the criminal community, because that area of Norfolk isn’t my type of place.’

‘Too pleasant for you?’ asked Sal.

‘It’s full of pensioners. I’m too young and chic.’

Sal put a finger in his ear. ‘Did he say cheap?’

Barry ignored him.

‘I haven’t seen Frank since a booze-soaked retirement party at his local. He texted me about his new job, saying he wasn’t ready for the scrapheap yet, but his days of chasing after criminals were over after his experience at the start of the Fakenham Races case.’

Ashley dipped her head at him.

‘Speaking to Frank sounds worthwhile. I’ll head to see Simone at Sheringham station.’

‘Okay,’ said Kettle. ‘Good idea. I don’t want to throw too many resources at this yet, seeing as it might be nothing much. Ashley, take Detective Sergeant Hector Fade with you, because he’ll be leaving us soon.’

A collective, audible intake of breath swept through the room as sergeant sank in, followed by a sudden, stunned silence, then smiles.

Hector gave a sharp chin-jerk. ‘Guilty, I’m afraid.’

Emma reached over and squeezed his arm. ‘Good for you. Shouldn’t have been demoted in the first place.’

‘We’ll miss you, boy,’ said Sal. ‘Where are you heading?’

‘To be confirmed but likely Liverpool.’

‘Ooh,’ said Barry. ‘They’ll love you up there. Fit right in.’

Hector gave him a slight scowl but didn’t rise to the bait.

Kettle stood, which got everyone’s attention.

‘Let’s see how Ashley gets on today. Unless we can locate the guy who ran away, all we have is an inconclusive death of an old man and the case will go on the back burner. Barry will be in the vicinity if any assistance is needed.’

Ashley nodded at Kettle, but her detective senses were tingling. She checked the expressions of her team and could tell she wasn’t the only one.
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It was about an hour from Wymondham to Letheringsett, so DC Barry Hooper sent Frank a message asking him if he was at work today. A few seconds later, he got a one-word reply confirming he was. Barry went to book a pool car and set off.

He’d had a challenging six months since Christmas.

Barry normally didn’t bother too much if a relationship ended, but his brief dalliance with Ashley had left a blemish on his heart. He regretted his behaviour and hoped to win her back with excessive Christmas presents, but she was smitten with Seb and spent the holiday with him. Then Barry’s nan died, and he was forced to examine his life.

He briefly pondered whether what was happening to him was what occurred to most men who played the field. Eventually, they got tired of the chase. Perhaps they wanted to build something special. Maybe they became lonely.

Barry put the radio on and, after some station hopping, found a Bon Jovi song, ‘Living on a Prayer’. He pumped up the volume and sang along. Although Ashley was single now, her shock meant she would need time, so he’d have to wait a few weeks before making his next move.

Jarrolds was a family firm that had been operating in Norfolk since the 1700s. They had a large department store in Norwich as well as a smaller, book-focussed shop in Cromer. The farm business was a new acquisition, but Barry hadn’t visited the place when it was called Back to the Garden, either. His view was that he’d risk a few pesticides if the vegetables and fruit were half the price.

Fifty-five minutes later, he pulled into the spacious car park and ambled inside. Frank was restocking one of the baskets containing beef tomatoes. Barry checked the price label.

‘Jeez. Two quid each. Has the world gone mad?’

‘Morning, Barry. I got a puncture yesterday, and I have toothache today. Bad news usually comes in threes, so I was half expecting you.’

‘Pity retirement hasn’t improved your sense of humour. You finish at twelve?’

‘My boss said I could leave after putting these out. I take it you’re here for advice. Used to be free, but I charge a consultancy fee now I’ve left.’

‘I’ll buy you a coffee.’

Frank pointed to the café sign. ‘Flat white and a slice of carrot cake. That’s the price. I’ll see you in the garden.’

Barry managed to smile while paying for the cake, which alone was five quid, then found a sheltered table out of earshot of anyone else. Frank reappeared without his apron. He seemed plumper since when he’d been in uniform, but healthier.

‘You look good, Frank. Shame I’ve still got another fifteen years to do.’

‘You’ll never make it.’

‘That’s motivating.’

Frank placed a brown carrier bag next to Barry’s coffee. ‘For you.’

Barry peered inside and smirked. ‘The world’s most expensive tomato. You shouldn’t have.’

‘One large bite is the equivalent of a month bathing in the fountain of youth. I’m guessing you’re here about the incidents on the railway.’

‘You’ve heard about them, then?’

‘I’ve been avoiding the news since I retired, especially local stuff. It still gets my brain racing and my heart pumping, even though it’s nothing to do with me these days. But I overheard people in the shop chatting about the near miss on the tracks. Wealthy folk enjoy the drama, makes them appreciate their comfy lives that bit more.’

Barry gave Frank the pertinent details of Terry’s passing and a description of what had happened to the man who’d cheated death. He also ran through the train driver’s statement and mentioned their suspicions about the victim not coming forward.

Frank took a sip of coffee.

‘I should have charged you two pieces of cake. The missing bloke sounds like Luke Dillon.’

‘Never heard of him. Why do you say that?’

‘Look, I’m not certain, but how many sixty-year-olds do you meet with thick brown hair? He also has a limp from a car accident when he was young.’

‘He’s local?’

‘Down the road in Holt.’

‘How come you recognised him but neither CID nor Uniform did?’

‘Unlike in the famous poem, age does weary most of us, and that includes the criminally inclined. Luke was involved in a gang as a teenager and into his twenties. Then he suffered from addiction issues, mental health problems, and he dropped off the scene.’

‘So, there are, or at least were, criminal organisations in Holt.’

Frank chuckled. ‘Nothing quite so grand. More like a greasy chip-shop crew to begin with. You know the type. Young men engaged in petty theft, stolen cars, goods off the back of lorries, low-level drug dealing, while foolishly goading each other into more daft and dangerous deeds. Usual pattern. His group got involved in more serious stuff and received a long sentence, one that Dillon never fancied repeating.’

‘Why is he still on your radar if all this was decades ago?’

‘In a way, he was unlucky about seven years ago. A codger, who could barely see past his bumper, turned across the bypass one Sunday morning in front of him. He wrote Dillon’s banger off. I’d just left a punch-up in Aldborough, which meant I arrived quickly. Dillon exacerbated an old leg injury, but I arrived at the same time as the ambulance and got a whiff of his breath.’

‘Drinking first thing?’

‘Well, he was miles over the limit, but I believed him when he said it was from the night before. That’s simply how much the guy drank. Told me he had been dropping someone off as a favour for a mate.’

‘Not like you to be sympathetic with a drink-driving scumbag.’

‘It had only been a few months since I’d seen him sparko near The Tannery in Holt.’

‘What’s that?’

‘A leather store. My missus was laying heavy hints about her birthday.’

‘By taking you into the shop and pointing at what she wanted?’

‘You got it. When we came outside and turned left, he was lying on the pavement. I had to check him even though I suspected he was off his face, but he didn’t smell of drink. He had a massive shiner, so someone had seriously cracked him. Dillon was dazed, mentioned something about his wallet. I told him to report it, but he changed his mind. Said perhaps he’d left it at home.’

‘His mind or his wallet?’

‘Both, I should think. Anyway, he just loped away.’

Barry paused mid-sip.

‘That’s the word the train driver used. Loped.’

‘Luke broke a leg in his late teens. Horrible injury. Compound fracture. One of his idiot pals was driving too fast and rolled the car. Lucky they weren’t all killed. The second accident did more damage to his mobility.’

‘Sounds as though he’s had a colourful past. Do you know where he lives?’

‘No, but I reckon he’ll still be local. The heavy stretch he served was for a series of burglaries. I think he tried to turn things around numerous times afterwards but never quite managed to. There’s one main reason for that. He’s hung about with Jacob Hardy all his life.’

Barry hadn’t heard of a Jacob Hardy, but Frank had a knowing glint in his eyes. Barry had only a few recent incidents to filter through his head and immediately made the connection.

‘The old man who died on the train was called Terry Hardy.’

‘Yes. Father and son.’
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Ashley and Hector drove to Sheringham station and walked onto the platform a few minutes after midday. The sun was trying its best to make an appearance. Shiny carriages were filling up with passengers. Ashley smiled as Hector took in the atmosphere of happy faces amid an excited sense of urgency. The train would be leaving soon. As if to confirm that, the driver sounded the whistle, causing stragglers to rush forward.

Ashley asked one of the station staff if Simone was around. He pointed at a woman in period uniform at the end of the platform next to a diesel engine, which Ashley assumed would be pulling the carriages to Holt. Having read Jan’s notes, she glanced at the other end where a black steam engine was coupled.

Ashley marched towards the guard.

‘Hi. Simone, is it? I’m DI Ashley Knight. Is there any chance I can ask a few questions?’

‘It’s not a great time. This is the 12:05 service, and I’ll be shutting the doors in one minute.’

‘When will you be back?’

The woman coolly regarded them both. ‘I’ve spoken to the police already. There’s nothing to add.’

Ashley kept her face expressionless. ‘I’m in charge of the case, so I’ll have to be the judge of that. After all, a man has died, and the cause isn’t clear. This also occurred on the same line someone was nearly killed on.’

Simone’s focus shifted from Ashley to Hector and back again. ‘I take it that means you believe Terry was murdered. On my train. Which makes me a possible witness or even a suspect.’

‘As I said, we have some questions.’

The driver leaned out of the window of the diesel loco. ‘I’m ready to go.’

Simone still had her eyes on Ashley. ‘Will you join us for a ride? I can explain the procedures I follow, even show you the type of compartment he was in. There’ll be no charge.’

Ashley smiled at the first hint of personality from the woman. ‘I assume we could return straight away.’

‘Yes, the train leaves about half an hour after arrival. Walk with me to the guard’s carriage, then when we’re under way, you can tag along as I take a headcount. I’ll point out where the man was tied to the track.’

Hector leaned into the conversation. ‘Sounds like a great idea.’

The guard gestured for them to follow. She tipped her head back.

‘All aboard!’

As Simone walked the length of the train with the officers in tow, she shut each carriage door as she passed it, only pausing once to allow a breathless young couple to clamber in. Ashley noticed quite a few pre-school children, who she guessed were with their grandparents. Two kids were staring out of the window at her, faces alive with anticipation, and the grandmother laughing. Ashley had a sudden pang, knowing it was an experience she would never have.

She pushed her inner thoughts away and stepped up into the guard’s van at the other end of the train when directed.

‘Everything all right?’ asked Hector, studying her face. ‘Not travel sick?’

‘No, this place just brings back memories and feelings.’

‘That’s understandable. Well, it’s a lovely thing to have on your doorstep. Although it is something else that you’ve been keeping to yourself. First you kept Hillside Shire Horse Sanctuary from me, and now this. Are you hiding the best bits of Norfolk?’

‘Yeah, I’d hate for you to love it here so much you’d stay.’

Before Hector could reply, another whistle sounded and Simone climbed aboard. She gestured to a handrail next to two bicycles.

‘Hang on until you get a feel for the swaying motion. I’ve got paperwork to do, then I’ll grab the clicker to count the passengers.’

It was a different sensation from a steam engine pulling away. Ashley could sense a sustained, throaty hum through the floor of the carriage as the wheels slowly began to turn, grinding against the rails with a metallic squeal, gradually gaining traction.

Ashley’s phone buzzed.

‘Yes, Barry.’

She listened while he updated her about the likely identification of the man on the track.

‘Excellent work. Do you have an address?’

‘Coronation Road, which is off Hempstead Road.’

‘Okay. We’ve caught the train to Holt, so drive over and meet us at the station.’

‘What are you doing on there?’

‘Getting the low-down.’

‘Okay, look, there’s more. This Dillon guy was big pals with Jacob Hardy. He’s the son of Terry Hardy, the guy who died on the train. Terry lived just off Coronation Road. Frank was sure Jacob’s place was nearby, and it is.’

Ashley nodded as the connections became clear. Uncovering the hidden links between the individuals in a case was one of the most important aspects, especially since people so often denied knowing each other when questioned.

‘Great work. We’ll pay this Luke a visit, then Jacob. I’ll see you in twenty minutes.’

Hector had been straining to catch their conversation, but the train’s creaking and clunking and the rhythmic clatter of wheel assemblies on the track had made it hard.

‘What is it?’ he asked, leaning closer.

‘You’re a lucky boy,’ she replied with a small quirk to her lips. ‘Looks like you’ve got an interesting investigation before you leave.’

Hector grinned back, but Ashley’s thoughts were, like the train, racing ahead, forging their own chilling predictions. This ‘interesting’ case had already provided one body. She suspected there would be more.
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Ashley was returning her phone to her pocket when Simone reappeared, clicker in hand.

‘I’ll speak loudly, so you can hear me over the clickety-clack of the line.’

‘What causes that noise?’ asked Hector.

‘It’s caused by the small gaps between the sections of jointed rail when the train passes over them. Modern lines have continuous welding for a quieter ride. That also does away with the slight vertical and lateral movement you’re feeling, but traditional rails are deliberately used on heritage railways. This specific sound, along with the gentle rocking motion, is what makes the journey feel so nostalgic and memorable.’

They followed her to the first carriage, both peering into the individual compartments after Simone had counted the occupants. The compartments were small, providing an enclosed space, which would allow private conversations, or even simply a haven away from the hoi polloi in a world that could seem too busy.

‘This section is the most popular with our passengers. It reminds people of a simpler, more elegant way of travel, a time when catching the train was an experience, not just a method of getting around. Follow me.’

At the fourth compartment, she stopped and slid open the door.

‘Come in. This one’s empty, which is unusual.’

Ashley and Hector stepped inside. Ashley noticed the wooden panelling, brass fittings and distinctive upholstery. Up close, there was wear and tear, but she could imagine Terry Hardy sitting in a corner enjoying the gentle swaying of the train.

‘How did Terry get one to himself?’

‘For years, he used to tell people the other seats were taken. Lately, he sometimes shouted at anyone who tried to go in.’

Hector folded his arms. ‘And you allow that sort of behaviour?’

Simone glanced out of the window. When she turned back, her face was hard to read.

‘I tended to turn a blind eye. If the train was full, I’d usher people in and stare him down, but he was a poorly man. His mind seemed troubled. I suppose I didn’t want the aggravation.’ The woman waged an internal war before adding, ‘He could be aggressive.’

Ashley had found her opening. ‘Is that why you weren’t fond of him?’

Simone was a couple of beats too slow in answering. ‘I tried to be understanding. He might have been in pain, and I think the beginnings of dementia were present. He’d been an ardent supporter of the line ever since it first opened back in the seventies. When the NNR bought the overgrown track bed to Kelling Heath, he was one of the volunteers who helped clear the heavy undergrowth before they re-laid the track. Terry had earned some credit to counter his later behaviour.’

Ashley nodded, although there was something else behind Simone’s impassive expression.

The guard stepped outside the compartment.

‘Come on. I need to finish the count before we reach Weybourne.’

Ashley and Hector walked slower than Simone through the rest of the train. Despite it being open seating, the style, materials, and even the smell created an atmosphere that tugged at the memory of nameless films. The public would also have lived important moments of their lives in these carriages, enjoying their own tales of romance, adventure in peacetime, or perhaps periods of war.

When they reached the last carriage, which held a shuttered drinks bar, Simone was waiting for them.

‘Thank you,’ said Hector. ‘I’ve enjoyed the ride. Very special.’

Simone cracked a genuine smile. ‘Most people who visit return.’

‘No doubt I’ll be one of them.’

Being in the carriage behind the powerful, humming diesel engine, Ashley heard the drop in pitch and the squeak of gently applied brakes.

Simone pointed out of the window.

‘We’re passing the point where they told me the man scrambled off the track. Weybourne station is up ahead. We’ll be there for a few minutes, then on to Holt.’

Hector braced himself against the bar as the train slowed further, then began to coast. They trundled on and the platform came into view. He bent down to peer out of the window.

‘Won’t Kelling Heath Park be next?’

‘We’ll pass through there, but it’s a halt, which means the driver only stops if it has been requested. The platform is small and unmanned. We mostly call there on the journey from Holt down to Sheringham, otherwise the steam trains would have to put in a lot of effort to get up the hill from a complete standstill.’

Simone got off the train at Weybourne. Hector and Ashley decided to have a quick wander. They could see how the line curved as it left the station to stretch towards Sheringham, so the driver wouldn’t notice as quickly if anything had been placed on the tracks further around the bend.

Hector spotted the small café. ‘Have I got time to get us a scone?’

‘No.’ She laughed as he pouted. ‘Maybe you can have one in Holt if you’re a good boy. Right, Simone will be with us soon. Did you feel she was holding something back?’

Hector rubbed his chin. ‘Yes. But just that as opposed to her lying.’

‘I’m going to tell Simone the name of the guy we think was tied up.’

The three of them stepped aboard when Simone returned.

‘Everything in order?’ asked Hector.

‘Yes, I have to do the count again. Anything else you’d like to ask me before I go?’

‘Just one thing. How did you miss that Terry had died?’

‘As I told the policewoman, he was kind of wedged in the corner of the compartment.’

‘And there was nobody suspicious on the train?’

‘Define suspicious?’

‘People appearing shifty, or a group of men you didn’t recognise. Someone leaving the carriage in a rush, or a person who moved from that end of the train to the other for no apparent reason.’

Ashley felt the other woman’s answer was a little quick.

‘Sorry, I can’t recall anyone.’

Ashley took over the questioning. ‘The guy who survived being on the track. We have an idea who it is.’

Simone appeared genuinely intrigued. ‘Oh, yes?’

‘Luke Dillon.’

This time there was no pretence in Simone’s response. She scowled.

‘Interesting.’

That wasn’t what Ashley had expected to hear.

‘You clearly know him.’

‘Yes, of course. He went to the same senior school I did. Sheringham. Same year. A bit of a sad character, unemployed, drugs, drink, but he genuinely has a deep affection for the North Norfolk Railway. Tickets aren’t cheap, though, if you’re on benefits. Recently he’s tried to sneak on without a ticket.’

Ashley was struggling to get a feel for the woman in front of her, but it was clear she had let the failure to pay slide. That said something about Dillon, too. She clearly held him in a more positive light than she had Terry Hardy.

A small frown appeared on Simone’s face. Half distractedly, she began to walk down the carriage. She glanced back and waved the clicker at them.

‘I need to get going.’

Ashley guessed Simone still wasn’t telling them everything.

‘Are there any other details we should be aware of that might help our investigation?’

Simone nibbled her bottom lip, then nodded. ‘You know, for a long, long time, until a few years ago, Dillon used to ride these trains once a month, or close to it.’

Ashley had opened her mouth to ask if she had let him on for free all those times when Hector cut in.

‘I don’t suppose he was acquainted with Terry Hardy?’

Simone laughed. ‘Acquainted? That’s what I was getting to. For decades, Terry often paid for Dillon’s ticket, and his odd friend’s fare as well.’

Hector scratched his head. ‘Paid for two others for all that time?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why would he do that?’

‘Ask his son, Jacob Hardy.’

‘And what do you mean by “odd”?’

‘Ignore me, I’m just being mean. To be fair to Terry, over the years, he’s treated various waifs and strays to a day out on the railway.’

With that, she was gone.

Ashley and Hector left the guard’s van and took a seat at a table in the next open carriage. They both stared at the passing greenery, deep in thought, until the train braked for Holt.

Hector deliberately got up first and moved to the door, smiling as he opened the window, reached down, and turned the handle. He stepped down, then peered up at Ashley.

‘“Could you really say goodbye? Never see me again?”’

She grinned at the quote from Brief Encounter.

‘Yup!’ she said, hopping down and strolling past him as he held the door open for her. ‘Easily.’

At the ticket office next to the way out, something made Ashley stop and look back. A charming scene greeted her: the freshly painted buildings, the station staff in their uniforms, and the smiling people meandering towards the exit. But as the latest arrivals dispersed and new passengers alighted, Simone remained, a lone, still figure on the platform.

She stared at Ashley but, once again, her face was an unreadable mask.
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Ashley recognised the pool car parked near the station entrance. Hector took a seat in the back, so Ashley got in next to Barry.

He gave her a quick look.

‘Seems as if things are hotting up. I’ve done a drive-by of Luke Dillon and Jacob Hardy’s properties.’

‘Sounds like you sprayed them with machine-gun bullets,’ she replied.

‘No, although these laser beams are similar to Superman’s.’

Barry pointed to his eyes, while Hector groaned behind him.

‘The houses were as you’d expect. Dillon’s place was clean enough, but unloved. Gravel front garden. No car. Fellow on a bench outside the building staring blankly into the distance.’

‘Not Dillon himself?’ asked Hector.

‘No, this bloke was big and bald. I suppose Dillon could have shaved his head, but that was the only person in sight.’

Ashley recalled Simone’s comments about Dillon having an odd friend.

‘Who do the council records say lives there?’

‘Just Dillon, but the place could have been converted into two dwellings.’

‘And Jacob’s property?’

‘Much bigger residence with a larger front garden. Two cars parked up. Decent models, but old and knackered. Both were rusting. Litter, dirty windows, numerous deckchairs, and a battered barbecue. You know the type.’

Ashley suspected most people in Britain did. They would be the neighbours from hell.

‘Anyone around?’

‘Nope.’

‘Let’s pay Dillon’s property a visit, then.’

Barry lowered his sunglasses and drove out of the car park. He turned right and floored the accelerator to get in front of a towed caravan. A few minutes later, he indicated left onto Hempstead Road.

‘How do you want to play this, boss?’

Ashley realised it was a good point. If Dillon had wanted to talk to the police, he’d have been in touch. She supposed it was possible he had gone to ground and not watched the news. How he’d react when they turned up was anyone’s guess.

‘There are three of us. We should be fine, but better safe than sorry. Hector, call Control and give them an update.’

‘Will do.’

Barry pulled in for his colleague to make the call.

Hector glanced around the houses surrounding them as he took his phone out of his pocket. ‘So, this is the rougher part of Holt?’

Barry chuckled. ‘That’s what Frank said.’

Ashley smiled. ‘It’s nicer than where I live.’

Barry nodded grimly. ‘Yeah, I don’t think Holt does nasty.’

She laughed and playfully punched his leg. ‘Well, the rest of the town is really nice. I came for a day’s shopping with Michelle in December. There was a leather store that had an incredible hand-stitched bag, but it was two-hundred pounds. It was neither a handbag nor a purse, probably only fit for keeping a can of Mace inside, so I left the shop, but I regretted the decision afterwards and still do.’

Hector poked his head between the two front seats. ‘Because you got a can of Mace for Christmas?’

‘No, silly. Things don’t need a purpose if they give you pleasure.’

Hector’s head retreated. ‘Are you talking about sex?’

She huffed out a breath. ‘I’m referring to Barry. He’s so pretty, I just love having him around.’

Barry’s eyes narrowed, but his mind couldn’t quite get a grip on the insult.

‘Was the shop The Tannery?’

Ashley frowned. ‘You seem to know a lot for a man who’s never been to Holt.’

‘Frank mentioned the place. That’s all. Dillon got into a fight or something nearby.’

‘Barry, I assume Frank didn’t tell you Dillon’s a 5th dan black belt.’

‘Don’t worry. He’s sixtyish, and he’s hurt his leg. Even Hector could probably handle him.’

Hector was talking on the connected call, though he still gave Barry a withering look.

Ashley considered the fact she hadn’t heard of the people involved in the case before. She shifted in her seat to glance at Barry.

‘How come you weren’t aware of Dillon or the others prior to all this?’

‘You know what it’s like in Uniform. I spent most of my time working in Norwich, not out here where it’s quiet. Holt isn’t the kind of place I visit on my day off, either. Even Frank, who worked out of King’s Lynn, hadn’t had any contact with the Hardys lately.’

‘I assume you checked the PNC to see if anyone else has had recent dealings with Dillon or Jacob.’

‘Of course, while I was kicking my heels waiting for you two to finish your train jolly.’

‘And?’

‘Like Frank said. A couple of drink-driving convictions for Luke Dillon. Nothing at all for fifteen years for Jacob Hardy, when he had a short custodial stay for battery. I called Sal to do a more detailed look into both of their histories, because even though they have long records, most of it is ancient. There’s certainly no intel indicating they’re into any heavy stuff.’

Decades ago, local police would have had their fingers on the pulse of who was up to what in their communities, but the officers were spread too thin nowadays. Nevertheless, people like Frank would usually still have heard rumours and, in this instance, he knew nothing.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘We’re going in a little blind, so let’s take it easy. Especially you, Clark Kent.’

After Hector had updated Control, Barry pulled away. A minute later, he indicated right and parked outside a gravel-fronted house that matched his earlier description of Dillon’s property exactly. A bald man was still sitting on a long bench with flaking paint. He paid them no attention even after they got out of their vehicle and approached him.

Ashley took the lead.

‘Hi, we’re looking for Luke Dillon. Is he here?’

The guy blinked at the mention of the name, but didn’t reply, nor look up at her.

‘Sir, do you live here?’

Again, no response.

Barry stepped forward, withdrew his warrant card, and placed it in the man’s line of vision.

‘DC Barry Hooper. What’s your name, sir?’

This time the person’s gaze moved from Barry’s ID to his face. The sun had come out in all its glory, bathing the person before them in sunshine. He wore baggy, dirty, grey tracksuit bottoms, and a very loose, thick, long-sleeved T-shirt, which also could have done with a wash. Both garments made it difficult to assess whether he was fit, thin or strong.

Ashley glanced past him and noticed there were two identical house numbers at the end of the wall, but one of them had an A after it. She turned to the other officers.

‘Keep an eye here.’

She strode down the left-hand side of the building and knocked. She waited thirty seconds, then rapped again. Nothing.

There was a gate to the rear, which was locked, but the state of the rotten wood suggested it hadn’t been used for some time. Both windows that she could see had the curtains pulled. She returned to the front.

‘Anything?’ asked Hector.

‘Nope. Has our chatty friend opened up?’

‘Not a word.’

‘Okay, let’s try the other property we’re interested in.’

Ashley had taken two steps towards their vehicle when a man with thick brown hair walked around next door’s hedge and almost bumped into her. She gave him a warm smile.

‘Afternoon, Mr Dillon.’

His bloodshot eyes scrutinised her face. Then, with a strangled gasp, he lurched backwards, spun on his heels and bolted down the road in a lopsided, limping dash.
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Ashley turned to give instructions just as Barry hurtled past her.

He yelled after the fleeing figure, ‘Stop, Police!’

She set off in pursuit, shouting out over her shoulder, ‘Keep an eye on things here, Hector.’

Ashley had substantial flat shoes on, which made running easy. Barry had swiftly closed the gap on Dillon and assumed a casual pace about ten metres back. She easily caught up with him.

Sometimes in a chase, the better choice wasn’t to bring the quarry down. Those who bolted from the police usually had something to hide, and criminals weren’t exactly known for their commitment to exercise. Dillon, predictably, fitted that mould perfectly.

When in uniform, she once pursued a bail absconder who’d pulled a knife on her. Ashley’s partner had worked out the distance afterwards. She’d tailed him for two miles, staying back far enough to give the illusion of escape, but never letting him out of her sight. He’d been so exhausted when she’d finally tripped him up, he’d let go of his weapon and allowed her to apply handcuffs without complaint.

Dillon wouldn’t make half a mile, but Ashley could tell he ran with purpose. Every few seconds, he risked a glance behind, his breath hitching audibly in ragged gasps. The limp that had started as a nuisance now twisted his body with each painful step, yet he forced himself onwards.

His footsteps became heavy as he stumbled and lurched, but he never quite fell. As he crossed the road, a trainer slipped free, leaving his bare foot slapping against the tarmac. Still, he persisted, driven by a desperate desire, as if a known haven were metres away. Somewhere he would instantly be safe from the terrible prospect of being captured.

Barry sped up. ‘He’s heading to Jacob Hardy’s place.’

To his credit, Dillon veered at speed to the left as Barry’s hand reached for his arm, and hurdled a low garden wall, knocking a loose brick off the top layer.

Ashley clocked the two broken-down vehicles and the barbecue as Barry performed the same feat. Dillon staggered through the detritus, then hammered on the dirty PVC front door. When nobody immediately answered, he turned around, hands raised, eyes bulging, back pressed against the door, as though a hungry lion had been hunting him.

Barry stopped three metres from him. ‘Hey, Luke. Calm down. We just want a word with you.’

The door abruptly opened behind Dillon, and he dropped backwards over the threshold and onto the floor. Ashley brought herself to a stop next to Barry. The person who had appeared displayed a face hardened by hostility. It seemed the ferocious beast had been inside the property, not chasing Dillon.

‘What the fuck is going on here?’ snarled the woman, her aggressive demeanour jarring with obviously good-quality attire and voluminous blonde hair. She took a step forward, meaty arms braced at her side.

Barry presented his warrant card like a cross to a vampire. ‘Police!’

The intimidating lady stared at his ID, then looked at Ashley, her gaze now flinty and suspicious. ‘You got here quick.’

‘Pardon?’ said Ashley. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Did Jacob ring you?’

The officers shook their heads.

‘Oh, maybe I misheard him. Ignore me.’

‘That’s okay, but tell me what you were thinking.’

‘Honestly, don’t worry about it.’

A gasping Dillon scrambled to his feet. ‘Tyra, they’re after me.’

With a disdainful glare across at him, she seized the shorter man by his right biceps. ‘Why the hell did you come here?’

‘To talk to Jacob.’

‘He won’t be back until late tonight.’

She grinned at Dillon. With a gold incisor tooth glinting in the light, she manhandled him out of her house and shoved him towards the police. Dillon stumbled to his knees and appeared at risk of pitching onto his face, but Barry held his shoulders, then helped him up.

‘So, piss off. All of you. If you’re desperate to speak to Jacob, come back tomorrow morning.’

The door slammed shut.

Barry held Dillon’s elbow.

‘Don’t worry. We still want to be friends with you, Luke. Let’s return to yours.’

Dillon tipped his head back and shouted, ‘My lips are sealed. I’m saying nothing. You can’t make me. I’ve not done anything wrong. I’m the victim.’

That final effort, no doubt for Tyra’s benefit, appeared to exhaust his last reserves. He managed to shake Barry’s grip off but allowed himself to be escorted to his house. When they arrived, Hector had taken a seat next to the silent man.

‘Has he talked?’ asked Barry.

‘Nope. It’s oddly relaxing.’

Dillon had been walking past them both but stopped. ‘He doesn’t have to talk to you, does he?’

Hector shook his head. ‘I suppose not.’

‘Well, then, leave him alone.’

Ashley half expected Dillon to nip behind his front door and slam it shut, but he left it wide open. She cautiously followed him inside. The layout was simple. Most of the internal doors were open, so she could see a basic kitchen and a lounge with a three-piece sofa surrounding a big LCD TV. She assumed the closed door led to his bedroom. Nothing appeared new, but neither did the furniture seem in poor repair.

Dillon entered the kitchen, filled a large glass with water from the tap, then trudged to one of the armchairs. He gulped the liquid down noisily, then seemed to recall he wasn’t on his own. His voice was quiet.

‘Help yourself if you’re thirsty.’

Ashley was, but she’d give it a miss. Barry had followed her inside, so they stepped into the lounge and sat on the sofa. Hector would still be with his new chum outside.

Barry took his notebook out, leaving the talking to Ashley.

‘You know why we’re here, Luke.’

‘It’s Dillon. I suspect even my mum called me Dillon before she left.’

‘When was that?’

‘Some time around 1978.’

‘Sorry to hear that.’

He stretched his neck, then stared back down at the carpet. Ashley watched him massage his knee and wince in pain. The man’s eyes were rheumy. Ashley recalled he’d had a tough time lately, but she wanted him to relax.

‘Is the guy outside a friend of yours?’

Dillon pointed at the ceiling.

‘Lives in flat A.’

‘Does he have a name?’

‘I assume so.’

Ashley sensed Barry smiling next to her and got down to the matter at hand.

‘We wanted to talk to you about the incident on the railway.’

The man leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. ‘I guessed you would.’

Ashley pressed for confirmation. ‘You almost died.’

Hooded eyes studied them carefully, but he seemed too exhausted by the chase to deceive them.

‘Yes.’

‘Why didn’t you report what happened?’

‘I can’t recall much. My memories are all mixed up or non-existent.’

‘Why don’t you tell us what you remember?’

‘I’d prefer to forget about it.’

Ashley needed him to talk. ‘You see, Dillon, tying you up was a terrible thing to do to a person. I’m worried other people are in danger. We need to hear the specifics.’

To her surprise, Dillon hauled himself out of his chair and walked to the back window. Ashley also got to her feet. Even through the murky glass, she could deduce that gardening was low on his priority list.

‘Perhaps start from when you scrambled from the tracks.’

He spoke loudly enough for them to be able to listen, but he continued to stare outside. ‘I’ll tell you everything I know, which isn’t much, after I’ve spoken to Jacob. That’s it. Now please leave.’

Ashley exchanged a look with Barry, who shrugged. They couldn’t force him to talk, and trying too hard might have him clamming up for good.

Barry got to his feet as well. ‘How about Ashley and I return tomorrow morning, then, mate? Ten o’clock. Talk to us then.’

Dillon slowly turned around. ‘Yeah, okay.’

‘You will be here?’

He limped to the front door, flung it open, then waited.

‘Of course. Where else would I be?’

Barry stepped outside, but Ashley paused at the entrance. ‘Terry Hardy’s news must have come as a shock. I hear you and he were close.’

Dillon’s brow furrowed. ‘What about Terry?’

‘He died on Tuesday. Didn’t you know?’

A panicked expression filled Dillon’s face. ‘Was it natural causes?’

‘We’re not sure. He was found dead on the train.’

Dillon bit his bottom lip, eyes darting from side to side. ‘Bloody hell. Look, go, please. I’ll see you in the morning.’

When the door had been firmly shut behind her, Ashley ran a hand through her hair. Now that she’d met the person who had almost been killed, seen Dillon’s face and heard him talk, the incident in the carriage felt much more real. She imagined Terry trapped in the compartment, no chance of escape, as his attacker closed in.

Bloody hell, indeed.
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They collected Hector and returned to Barry’s car. He turned on the ignition.

‘Where to, boss?’

Ashley’s brain was trying to process the scant information they’d received. She peered in the back at Hector.

‘Did you ask the quiet guy his name?’

‘Of course. I made multiple attempts at conversation. The weather, the trains, how long he’d lived there. He ignored me and basked in the sun like a lizard.’

Barry tutted. ‘That’s all we need, a silent psycho to complicate things.’

Ashley hadn’t got any sense of anger or volatility from the guy on the bench.

‘Hector. Did he get irritated by your questions or just your presence?’

‘Neither. It was a little unnerving, as if I were observing from a different dimension. Still, I don’t believe he saw me as a threat.’

Barry put the car in gear and pulled away. ‘He was probably calmly planning how to snap your neck like a twig.’

Ashley fastened her seat belt. ‘Okay, take us back to Sheringham. We’ll collect our vehicle, then return to OCC. I want a deep dive into the backgrounds of both men involved in the incidents on the NNR, but also those who appear to be caught up in its wake.’

Barry nodded as he drove. ‘Too right. There’s been way too much shady behaviour, and what was that angry woman going on about? She was half expecting us.’

Ashley recalled the imposing lady who’d opened the door at Jacob’s. ‘Yes, that is peculiar. I’ll get the guys to check out all four addresses: Dillon’s, the bloke from Flat A, Terry Hardy’s and Jacob Hardy’s. Find out who’s registered at each property and try to unlock these intermingled relationships, both now and historically. I want to know everyone like they were my own family by the time I come back here tomorrow.’

Barry glanced over at her. ‘We’ll need to prepare carefully for our first conversation with this Jacob character, in the hope that he talks to us. It might be a one-shot thing.’

Ashley’s mind kept drawing her to the link between the two people who had been directly attacked.

‘Terry and Dillon. Interesting how they used to go on the trains together and, assuming Terry was killed, they were the ones in the line of fire. Simone said Terry paid for Dillon’s ticket, too.’

‘And his odd friend’s fare,’ said Hector. ‘That guy has to be the quiet neighbour, even though he didn’t flinch when I mentioned it.’

Ashley recalled the evasive comment from Dillon about the name of the man sitting outside. ‘Yes, Dillon seemed to be sticking up for a mate. Thinking about the two men targeted, they seem an unlikely pair. Was the attack on them personal, or was it a message intended for someone else?’

Barry turned right onto the bypass and headed for the coast. ‘Hmm, both appear loners. Not the type of people to be missed. Frank told me Dillon was a low-level crook years ago, and it sounded like Terry was the father of a wrong’un and nothing more.’

Hector had been quiet, but now he leaned forward. ‘So, Jacob is the connection, then. That’s presuming the link isn’t running straight through that woman, who’s probably his charming wife.’

‘Yes,’ said Ashley. ‘Jacob’s criminal record might be old, but it doesn’t mean he’s been inactive. Who knows what he’s up to out here in a peaceful town, maybe with gophers doing his dirty work?’

They drove in silence until Barry took the left turning for Sheringham. He’d obviously been thinking.

‘It would have to be a pretty serious business for someone to go to these lengths as punishment or to send a warning.’

Hector leaned forward again. ‘I was wondering the same thing, and for them to have got to Terry on the train without anyone seeing them makes me think they knew his routine.’

Ashley remembered the guard. ‘Strangely, it was Terry who Simone seemed to dislike, rather than Dillon, and there was no mention of Jacob. She didn’t appear the law-breaking type at all, more a stickler for the rules, so I doubt she’s involved. But is there a historic angle at play?’

‘Frank hinted at that,’ said Barry.

‘Small towns have insidious natures,’ stated Hector.

Barry groaned. ‘More long words from Back Track. I assume by that you mean everyone knows everyone else’s business, secrets spread and the gossip also gets warped. They’re fish bowls.’

‘Yes, Barry. That’s why I used two words instead of thirty. By the way, it’s Back on Track from here on, seeing as I now outrank you.’

Ashley didn’t hide her grin. Having worked in Sheffield, she knew Hector would need a backbone to be successful in any northern city, let alone Liverpool, where working-class coppers did not suffer fools gladly. It would be vastly different from London and a far cry from Norfolk, but if he survived, the world would be his oyster.

‘It’s a good point, Hector. A visit to Holt would help. We can have a chat with people at the local shops, cafés, restaurants and, perhaps most importantly, the town’s pubs to get the low-down. See if those we’re interested in have been upsetting anyone. Old folk might know of them from more bygone days or even from school.’

When they arrived in Sheringham, Ashley and Hector got back in their car and set off. The journey back to OCC passed quickly as they discussed the case. When they reached the office, she took her team into a meeting room and gave them a quick update, followed by the instructions she wanted them to act on that afternoon.

She looked at Sal. ‘Barry said you were checking Dillon’s and the Hardys’ criminal records.’

‘Yes, I spent this morning collating the information. All Terry Hardy had was minor driving convictions, SP30, CU30, CU10, TS10, and the worst was a CD20. The last one being thirty-five years ago.’

Ashley considered the list. Speeding, bald tyre, faulty brake light, jumping a traffic light, and finally driving without reasonable consideration for other road users. When she’d worked Traffic, her old sergeant had called them ‘angry man offences’. A mixture of impatience, thinking their time was more important than others’ or the rules didn’t apply to them.

‘Thank you. They all fit the picture we’re beginning to build of grumpy Terry, but it’s odd they all stopped so long ago.’

‘Perhaps he became a Buddhist and found peace,’ said Morgan.

‘It could have been a difficult period in his life,’ replied Zelda.

Ashley nodded respectfully to her. ‘Excellent. If Jacob’s sixty, he’d have been in his late teens or early twenties back then. Maybe Terry’s wayward son stressed him out.’

Sal rubbed his hands together. ‘He certainly would have. Jacob was a busy lad in his youth: offences against the person, property damage, drugs, and dishonesty. He had a string of short custodial stretches, mostly at HMP Norwich, until a twelve-year sentence for conspiracy to commit burglary thirty-five years ago.’

Ashley grinned at him. ‘That fits. It seems Dad wasn’t so stressed with his son inside. Anything since then?’

‘Nothing much of note. A few common assaults, plenty of handling stolen goods, possession of counterfeit items. The last conviction was for battery, which was fifteen years back.’

‘And Luke Dillon?’

‘He has equally horrendous and extensive form. Shoplifting, theft, driving with excess alcohol, taking without consent, no insurance, possession of controlled drugs, multiple handling stolen goods, but little violence. His record is vast, although it becomes mostly acquisitive crime as he gets older. It stopped around ten years back until a final DR10 around seven years ago.’

Barry chirped up. ‘That last one will be the drink-driving conviction Frank told me about, the incident where he arrested Dillon after he’d finally got his act together. It was after a collision with an elderly driver, which wasn’t Dillon’s fault.’

Sal prodded a finger at the printout in front of him.

‘That’s not the only thing that matches. Many of the offence codes and dates are the same for Jacob and Dillon. Perhaps importantly, thirty-five years ago, Dillon received a seven-year sentence for conspiracy to commit domestic burglary.’

Ashley smiled.

Dillon and Jacob had gone down together.
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After Ashley set the team to work, she pondered Dillon’s criminal record. It was a familiar pattern: young man, full of blood and fire, years of offences while in and out of prison, a struggle with drug addiction, and often homelessness. For most, that lifestyle led to a premature death, but for a few, a lengthy sentence was the wake-up call to finally get clean before their bodies wore out.

Ashley had the team meet again at five-thirty to discuss the afternoon’s findings, with DCI Kettle also invited. Ashley stood at the front of the room when she realised who was missing.

‘Anyone know what’s keeping Ems?’

‘You’re familiar with how thorough she is,’ said Zelda with a smile. ‘She was going through historic council records to see who’d lived at the premises you asked her to investigate. DVLA checks, too.’

‘Are you talking about Jacob Hardy’s place?’

‘Yes. Current residents are the man himself, Tyra Hardy and Damon Hardy.’

‘Tyra being the charming lady we met earlier.’

‘Yes. Jacob’s sixty, she’s fifty-eight and Damon is eighteen in a few days.’

‘I assume he’s their son.’

Sal interjected. ‘Yes. We did a digital platform search. Well, Zelda did. It looks as if he’s their little prince. Swaggering all over social media, flash clothes, nice holidays, pretty girls, but with pimples and an age-inappropriate car.’

Ashley smiled. ‘Sounds like Barry. What vehicle has Damon got?’

Sal gestured for Morgan, a man obsessed with cars, to take over.

‘Brand new Cupra Formentor. Sporty styling, engaging driving, with a distinctive and aggressive look. It stands out in the crowded crossover market, especially since the design had a facelift last April, providing a shark-nose front end and redesigned lighting. I would say a compelling blend of style, practicality⁠—’

Kettle cleared his throat. ‘The price tag will do.’

‘With the best trim and spec, maybe forty large.’

Ashley whistled. It was a lot of money, and the insurance for a seventeen-year-old would be a huge chunk as well.

‘That’s interesting. The two cars parked on the drive were knackered. Yet, the son has a bloody nice motor for a kid.’

Jan waved a hand. ‘I looked into the details of the serious crime Jacob and Dillon had been involved in.’

‘The conspiracy to commit domestic burglary?’

‘Yes. I read old newspaper articles as well as checked our records. They were nasty offences involving the targeting of the large homes of wealthy individuals around Holt and the surrounding villages, who had expensive campervans or towed caravans. One of the crew posed as a gardener doing odd jobs. They were patient and waited for the owners to go on holiday. It was clever because they didn’t work for any of the victims, just their neighbours. The homeowners often failed to realise they’d been burgled until they returned from their travels, weeks or even months later. They would then discover their houses had been cleaned out.’

Ashley shook her head in disgust. ‘So cynical. The thieves had as long as they liked to remove all the most sellable items and move them on before the police had a chance to catch them in the act. Surely, they had to suspect Jacob Hardy if he had form.’

‘Yes, he was questioned and raided multiple times, but, no doubt for the reasons you’ve stated, nothing was found. Back then, DNA and CCTV weren’t what they are now, and alarms were uncommon. The gang eventually got caught red-handed when a campervan blew a tyre a day into a family’s trip. The owners returned home to discover the men responsible, Hardy, Dillon and Spencer, loading their antique furniture into a Ford Transit on their drive.’

Ashley noted the new name. ‘Who is this Spencer character?’

Barry did a drumroll on the table with his hands. ‘The council tax records state Flat A, the one above Luke Dillon, is solely occupied by a Mr Ian Spencer.’
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Ashley groaned.

‘No wonder he didn’t want to talk to us.’

Kettle clapped his hands twice. ‘Excellent work, but what does all this mean for our investigation?’

Ashley turned to the whiteboard next to her. She wrote Terry’s name at the top, then a line down to Jacob and Tyra, and another down to Damon. Off Jacob’s name, she drew lines to Spencer and Dillon.

‘Possibly nothing,’ she admitted. ‘Maybe everything.’

‘Explain,’ said Kettle.

‘Jacob, Dillon and, I’m assuming, Spencer were notorious criminals long ago. Perhaps this is some kind of revenge crime for offences they committed back then.’

Her boss nodded. ‘I’m certainly beginning to understand why someone might want to murder Luke Dillon, but the old man was ninety and, apart from driving offences, had no previous. Is he even on any of the databases as a suspect who was interviewed?’

Jan shook his head. ‘I’ve not found anything. Obviously, record-keeping for investigations back then was poor, and what records did exist have likely been lost.’

‘So, why kill the grandfather, then, if he was clean?’ asked Zelda.

Barry had clearly thought about that angle.

‘Look at the rap sheets these Charlies have. Idiot crimes. The majority of it is about as far from being Ocean’s Eleven as you can get. That’s a contrast to when they planned these holiday burglaries, which displayed more cunning. It’s possible they robbed the wrong people, for example other criminals.’

Ashley considered the not-so-chatty guy from Flat A. ‘I assume I’d be right in guessing that Spencer’s history is almost identical to Dillon’s and Jacob’s.’

‘Yes,’ replied Jan. ‘His and Dillon’s are virtually an exact match, even down to the conspiracy sentence of seven years. What’s your point, Barry?’

‘Perhaps Terry was the brains, and these chumps were the brawn. He always covered his ass, with them taking the fall if necessary.’

Hector hadn’t contributed to the meeting so far, but he raised a decisive finger, waiting for a gap in the chatter. ‘That makes sense. They all live in Holt now. Even though it’s the cheaper side of town, the properties are by no means cheap. If they got away with this burglary scheme for years, they could have made millions. Perhaps Terry was bright enough not to flaunt his wealth. Didn’t you say Jacob’s tariff was twelve years?’

‘That’s right,’ Ashley confirmed.

‘Whereas the other two received seven, suggesting they were grunts. Jacob likely had a leading role, so maybe the police found evidence of movement of goods by him and increased financial gain, which are serious aggravating factors, resulting in his longer sentence.’

Zelda smiled. ‘Right. So, Terry was the mob boss, if you like, Jacob his lieutenant, and Dillon and Spencer the foot soldiers.’

‘I’ll look into the sentencing notes,’ replied Jan. ‘The offence was even before Frank’s time.’

‘Jacob, Dillon and Spencer are the same age as well,’ said Morgan. ‘Probably school friends.’

Ashley had been absorbing all the information. ‘Three friends from school, offending while they were still children, leading to loyalty, misplaced or otherwise. Although, perhaps there’s anger or resentment for past grievances, or even them blaming each other for that significant spell inside.’

‘Jacob paid the biggest penalty,’ said Sal. ‘I checked their release dates. Both the underlings served exactly two-thirds of their sentences. Jacob, on the other hand, completed his whole tariff behind bars.’

Ashley rubbed her temples as she thought. ‘Don’t you think Terry was more likely a regular bloke? Even the kingpins end up with a bit of previous if they’re up to no good, and his slate is clean. This Jacob sounds an angry and violent man, who probably stressed his father until he went down for twelve long years. Serving a considerable spell seems to have cured the trio of committing further serious criminal acts.’

Barry’s face lit up.

‘Or Jacob picked up some helpful advice during his time behind bars and is better at avoiding getting nicked.’

‘I doubt it,’ said Sal. ‘Twelve years is a huge period to be out of the game. Life moves on. Techniques move on. Investigation methods improve. He’d have been a dinosaur when he got out. I reckon the reason he didn’t offend any more was because he was rich from those burglaries. Whether that was from his dad being the lynchpin, or Jacob himself being the ringleader. It’s possible he stashed all his cash and has been living off the proceeds.’

‘Good debating, guys,’ said Ashley. ‘Here’s what I’m thinking. Let’s stay in the office for a few hours and see what more we can find out. Delve into every angle. We’ll go and speak to these three individuals tomorrow, but there are factors we need to keep at the forefront of our minds.’

Ashley glanced at Kettle, who bobbed his head, clearly guessing what she was getting at, and in agreement.

Ashley continued. ‘Spencer has already ignored us. Dillon brushed us off. I suspect Jacob isn’t going to be any more welcoming and is likely still a volatile man.’

Kettle spoke for the first time. ‘That’s the nuclear possibility. Perhaps Jacob killed his own father, blaming him and Dillon for his twelve years behind bars.’

Morgan shook his head. ‘What? And waited twenty-three years after he got out to take his revenge? Jacob’s record shows a complete lack of control, not an iron will.’

Ashley peered appreciatively at her team. They were all engaged.

‘Twelve years behind bars can make a man bitter. Wounds and wrongs fester. The important point is that we might only get one good crack at these guys because, remember, they are the victims at this moment. Sure, they’ve broken the law, but they’ve served their time. Paid their prices to society.’

‘Let’s not forget that,’ said Kettle. ‘According to our legal system, these men have balanced the scales for their transgressions. Meaning, Barry, they are to be treated with respect and cordiality. Preparation will be key in everyone’s interactions tomorrow. We’ll need to use a softer, more persuasive approach with them.’

Barry grimaced. Kettle pointed at him.

‘That’s why you won’t be interviewing Jacob.’

A flash of annoyance swept across Barry’s face.

‘Don’t worry, Barry,’ continued the chief inspector with a grim smile. ‘I have a feeling we’ll be done with being nice soon enough.’
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The team had all risen from their seats to leave the room when DS Emma Stones came barging in. She blocked the doorway.

‘You’re going to want to hear this!’

Emma waited until everyone was seated again. She walked to the whiteboard and picked up a pen. She drew another line next to the one leading to Damon, Jacob’s seventeen-year-old son. She wrote one word. Caleb.

‘Ah,’ said Sal. ‘Another brother, who used to live in the family home but no longer does.’

‘Yes.’

‘I assume he’s older,’ said Jan.

‘Twenty-four.’

Barry groaned. ‘Names like Caleb always make me think of mobs, pitchforks and burnings.’

The joke broke the tension, although Hector was frowning.

‘Actually, Caleb happened to be a good guy in the Old Testament. He was one of the twelve spies Moses sent to scout the land of Canaan. His unwavering faith in God meant that he and Joshua were the only two men from their generation who left Egypt and were allowed to enter the Promised Land.’

Ashley’s eyebrows shot up at Hector’s knowledge. She marvelled again at the type of education he’d received.

‘Come on, Ems. Spit it out. Where does Caleb live, assuming it’s not heaven?’

‘That’s the thing. We don’t know where he is, and I think we need to.’

Ashley immediately guessed the problem. ‘He’s been in prison.’

‘Correct. He served seven years for a section eighteen. Gabriella’s doing a quick search on the PNC for details and is checking p-NOMIS for his prison record.’

It was common knowledge among the team that a young offender, someone under eighteen, would only receive a long sentence for wounding with intent if it was incredibly serious. PNC stood for Police National Computer, and p-NOMIS was the computer system for UK jails.

‘Emma, why doesn’t anyone know where he is? Surely Probation would have his address for him to be released on licence.’

Emma paused for dramatic effect.

‘He served his full sentence.’

Barry summed it up in one word. ‘Shit.’

Everyone in the room knew that if Caleb had served his full sentence, he wouldn’t need to provide a forwarding address. There would be no restrictions on what he could do. The only reason for not being released early was if his behaviour in jail was appalling.

The door opened as Ashley tutted with frustration.

‘How come nobody knew about him?’ she demanded, her voice cutting through the tense silence.

An incredibly attractive redhead, whom Barry had once nicknamed Gingerpuss, breezed in. Her gaze swept over the group, a smile playing on her lips.

‘I can have a stab at giving you an answer,’ she said, her voice smooth and confident. ‘Although that’s a rotten choice of words in the circumstances.’

Gabriella had faced a tough time caring for poorly parents over the last couple of years, but, after their passing, she had settled back in as admin manager. Hector had managed one date with her, but that was it. Barry had experienced no luck at all.

She took a seat.

‘Okay. Caleb was arrested a long way from here, in Darlington, where he was living. He was remanded, later receiving his sentence for cutting the hand off a drug dealer.’

‘Brutal,’ said Emma.

‘It gets worse. He was already known to the authorities, with a juvenile record going back to when he was eleven. They sent him to Deerbolt prison this time, which is a youth nick in County Durham, but he only served just over twelve months before being starred up.’

There were more groans. Starred up was what happened to eighteen to twenty-one-year-olds who showed extremely violent, disruptive or unmanageable behaviour within a young offender institution. Their conduct posed too great a challenge or threat to the security and management of the juvenile estate, and they were moved to the stricter conditions of an adult prison to serve out their time.

‘He seems to have spent most of his sentence in the male separation unit at HMP Frankland. He was released on licence once, after five years, but only made it as far as the city centre, where he was involved in a drunken brawl and was immediately recalled to the same jail.’

‘Brilliant,’ said Barry. ‘They probably hadn’t cleared his old cell and simply stuck him back in there.’

‘Most likely,’ replied Gabriella. ‘Seven months before the end of his sentence, he was sent to HMP Kirklevington Grange, an open prison, where he absconded after two weeks and was picked up in Yarm, which confirms he’s not a sensible man.’

‘To be fair, that’s a great town for a night out,’ said Barry while Emma checked her notes. ‘The Keys Nightclub is top-notch.’

Gabriella had more to say.

‘The final alarming component of this worrying tale is that Caleb was released a week ago, the day before his grandfather died in that carriage.’

The seconds drew out as the team sat in contemplative silence until Kettle broke the spell.

‘Food for thought. I would guess that, even though he finished his term, an offence like that might mean he was under special supervision, especially if he had previous violent offences. Speak to the MOSOVO unit in the north-east.’

Ashley had been listing tasks on her notepad. She added talking to the Management of Sexual or Violent Offender team. Normally criminals like Caleb would be released to an Approved Premises at the end of their term of imprisonment. APs were a structured, supervised residential setting to manage residents’ risk in the community and support their rehabilitation. Even without being forced to reside at one, Caleb should be required to have a weekly check-in with a MOSOVO officer.

Ashley accepted Caleb wouldn’t have been on their radar living over two-hundred miles away, but she was still troubled.

‘You’d have thought MOSOVO would have contacted us by now if he’s gone missing. Surely, they’d have guessed he’d return to his roots.’

‘Yeah, to kill them,’ said Barry.

‘Let’s not jump the gun, people,’ said Kettle. ‘The only crime we can be confident Caleb might have committed is failing to show for his MOSOVO appointment. It’s possible he didn’t tell anyone he was coming back because he didn’t plan to stay. Maybe he has a grudge with his family and has come back to punish them, but he could simply be on the booze and chasing ladies after years of abstinence.’

Ashley smiled, but then she had a thought.

‘MOSOVO would have been in touch with the parents to locate him, so maybe that was what Tyra was referring to when she guessed we were at her door for something else. I assume she tried to cover that fact up by telling us a story about Jacob. Perhaps Caleb’s parents don’t have a clue where he is either.’

Kettle’s gaze held hers, conveying a swift, silent message: this case was now a priority.

Ashley distributed the assignments for the rest of the evening and the following morning. The team left the room with purpose. All of them understood that, whatever was going on here, the stakes had been dramatically raised.
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TUESDAY 10TH JUNE


Ashley’s alarm went off at five the next morning and she was soon driving to OCC. There hadn’t been any further dramatic breakthroughs the previous evening, but she wanted to run through the interview techniques with those who would be taking them. As Kettle had realised, their approach would need to be delicate to elicit information from a set of people who were liable to be cagey at best, hostile at worst.

All her team were in by seven, even though she hadn’t specified a time. At eight, an email arrived from Michelle with the results of the post-mortem.

Hi, Ashley. No smoking gun from the completed tests and analysis, but I’d testify in court that my professional opinion would lead me to suspect Terry Hardy was smothered to death.

With murder being all but confirmed, Kettle would provide Ashley with all the resources she needed.

At eight-thirty, she gathered her people in a meeting room with Kettle again in attendance.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Given that Terry was likely killed, this changes some aspects of the investigation. We need to re-question the station staff. There isn’t CCTV at the stations or on the trains, but there may be some close properties with security as well as council or traffic cameras nearby. Morgan and Zelda, that’s your role for today.’

‘Which stations?’

‘Visit all three. Holt, Weybourne and Sheringham. Someone could have been careless and got themselves seen.’

Barry stopped twirling his pen.

‘That’s a wild goose chase. Holt and Weybourne stations are on the outskirts, away from built-up areas, and, since the staff are volunteers, most of those working during the period in question won’t be around today.’

‘Your positivity is more uplifting than a strong coffee, Barry, but I agree. Their visits might be thankless. The issue we have is that we don’t have any suspects. All we have is the other victim, namely Dillon, and Spencer and the Hardys as a connection to the deceased. That they were criminals in the past makes me suspicious of them now, but it’s more probable someone is getting at the family, or the old gang.’

Barry smiled. ‘Your point?’

‘We need to know everything about everyone and everywhere. Fruitless assignments and dead ends will occur. That’s the job. Most of us will have plenty of driving coming up, so try not to sit there in the passenger seat enjoying the rolling Norfolk countryside. Do your research. Consider the case.’

Barry nodded but was obviously in a mischievous mood. ‘What about ice creams?’

‘I don’t care what people eat while they’re making calls, checking social media, preparing for interviews, searching the web and doing background checks. If any of the individuals we’re interested in has a car, I want their registrations. Gabriella, if you can process them for me. Get the details in ANPR. Find out where those vehicles have been. Sir? Once we identify useful CCTV cameras, we’ll need more resources to trawl through the feeds.’

‘I’ll arrange that. This son, Caleb, sounds like he’s our main concern.’

‘Very much so. I’ll contact both Probation and MOSOVO while Hector’s driving. Caleb needs to be located as a priority, even if it’s to rule him out of killing his own grandfather and almost having one of his dad’s mates sliced up on the track. He’s clearly an angry, violent, impulsive young man. I would guess he takes after his father, who also served the entirety of a long sentence, so care should be taken when we meet Jacob today.’

Gabriella had been poised to ask a question.

‘Facial recognition technology is moving at pace. If you can get nearby CCTV and provide me with people of interest, I can also use Retrospective Facial Recognition.’

‘Refresh everyone, please,’ said Kettle.

‘RFR is useful after an event. We’ll have a custody photograph for Caleb if he absconded from the prison recently, but I need up-to-date pictures of the others. Then I’ll be able to check them against the footage you obtain.’

Kettle smiled at her. ‘The bigger forces are having a lot of success with this. It has a great feature, if you’ll explain, Gabriella.’

‘If we find someone of interest who is unknown to us, the software creates a unique mathematical representation of their face, otherwise called a biometric template. This template is then compared against known faces in the Police National Database, which contains mugshots taken when people are arrested. For example, if Caleb made friends inside and they were involved in this, the technology can swiftly assist in identifying them.’

‘Excellent,’ said Ashley. ‘So, p-NOMIS will have a recent mugshot of Caleb. Social media could help for Dillon, Spencer and Jacob. Jacob’s other son, Damon, might be around if he’s about to finish his A levels. See if he’s cut from the same cloth as Caleb.’

Ashley checked her list.

‘Emma and Sal, you will be one of the pairs heading to the properties. Drive in convoy with Barry and Jan. You talk to Dillon, while Barry and Jan attempt to get Spencer talking. Jan, he might respond to your stoic techniques – failing that, Barry can rile him up. Then move on to your other tasks.’

‘Understood,’ replied Jan.

‘Emma and Sal. Yours is the most important responsibility today. Prise as much information as possible from Dillon. I reckon he’ll suspect who might have tried to kill him, or at least why he was targeted. Check his friendship status with Jacob and Spencer, visit their school days and their crime sprees, and find out what he does with his time now. See if that long prison sentence was a trigger to their falling out.’

Emma grinned. ‘I’ll be persuasive. I’m interested in how he got to the railway track. Was he carried? How did he feel when he woke up? Who did he discuss it with if not us?’

Ashley nodded. At six feet and twenty stone, Emma had a remarkable success rate at getting men to talk. Particularly ones who weren’t comfortable around the opposite sex.

‘What you learn from Dillon will dictate how you speak to Jacob afterwards. Now, that could be a lively conversation. Especially if he’s distraught with his oldest son having gone missing.’

‘Jacob might be concerned he’s going to get taken out next,’ said Jan.

‘Yes, or he might have Caleb hiding in his loft. Jacob’s got loads of previous, so I doubt he’ll be fazed by questions from us, but this concerns his family. Emotions will be running high. So, Barry and Jan, after you’ve spoken to Spencer, hang around the vicinity, in case Jacob gets overheated.’

Kettle slowly drummed on the desk. ‘If this Caleb is there, you may be outmatched, but it’s important you remember that we don’t have evidence any of these people are responsible, so go lightly. If Jacob is worried about his son, tell him we are doing everything in our power to find him, and we’ll be in touch the moment we have his location or any information regarding his whereabouts.’

‘Even though we won’t,’ said Barry.

Kettle allowed half a smile to appear. ‘You know what? I’m intrigued to hear what they all have to say. It’s an unusual series of events.’

‘Yes,’ said Ashley. ‘Which means we’ll need to focus today and communicate with each other. Any news, use the shared WhatsApp group and keep everyone informed. Barry and Jan, help Morgan and Zelda after Emma and Sal have finished talking to Jacob and his wife. Sal, after your interviews, return to OCC, write them up, liaise with Gabriella, and run the show back here. Until Caleb is found, this will be a fluid operation.’

‘After you’ve thrown me into the lion’s den?’ asked Sal.

Sal, well in his fifties and not much over five feet tall, posed no physical threat, which often fooled men who relied on theirs.

Ashley playfully nudged him with her elbow. ‘You know that’s your forte.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll take these men’s measures.’

‘Hector and I will be in Holt if anything kicks off. This gang business is old news, but it’s a small town the inhabitants are proud of. We’re going to head to the centre, make inquiries, find some pensioners who remember Terry, and some younger people who know Jacob. It sounds like the boys created havoc in their youths. They won’t have been forgotten.’

Ashley stared around the room. She didn’t need motivational words. Her gaze met a series of focussed expressions.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Game on.’
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Ashley and Hector departed at nine, with Ashley immediately calling the telephone number Gabriella had provided.

A male voice answered. ‘Good morning, MOSOVO, DS Kilbride speaking.’

‘Morning. DI Ashley Knight, Major Investigation Team, Norfolk Constabulary.’

There was a brief pause. ‘Ah. I can guess who you’re ringing about. Caleb Hardy.’

‘That’s the one.’

‘Have you found him?’

Ashley’s heart sank briefly. ‘I was hoping you wouldn’t ask that. No, but he could be connected to a couple of distressing criminal incidents in our neck of the woods.’

‘Distressing and Caleb go together.’

‘Do you know him well?’

‘No, not really. When he was sent to jail, he was a minor, just seventeen, so he wasn’t placed under any orders at that point. You’ll be aware that sentencing children can be a grey area. Mr Hardy’s later behaviour inside was so bad, he was charged and had to attend court for an offence he committed in his cell. He was attacked, but Caleb had fashioned a shank. The other guy will regret deciding to challenge him for the rest of his life.’

Ashley knew most prison incidents were dealt with by one of the directors of the jail, or a visiting judge. Only the most serious cases went external.

‘What was the upshot of that?’

‘A wise judge heard the case. Caleb was found innocent of grievous bodily harm, but guilty of possession of an offensive weapon under the Prison Act 1952. Instead of being given more time, he was made subject to an SVRO.’

A flicker of clarity crossed Ashley’s face.

‘A Serious Violence Reduction Order. That’s clever. So, when Caleb got out, he would need to keep his nose clean and have reporting requirements. How long was the order for?’

‘Two years. It was only put in place shortly before he was released, so the file might not have been updated yet. The prison might not have known about it, but Caleb would have received correspondence. He left a week yesterday and was to sign in at Darlington police station by last Friday at the latest.’

‘Meaning he’s breached the order already. I suppose it’s only been a few days, so a judge may not necessarily jail him if he’s found quickly or he shows up.’

‘Perhaps not for a first breach, but the people under these orders are, by definition, dangerous individuals. Second chances are rare, so it would depend on what he’s done and where he’s been.’

‘How far have you got with looking for him?’

‘We have no idea where he is at this point. Uniform visited his previous addresses and known haunts up here. I checked with Norfolk Probation, and a BOLO was put out on him, but he’s seemingly vanished.’

‘The jail provided him with a travel warrant to here. Why weren’t we told about his arrival?’

‘He told the prison late that he wanted to travel to Norfolk, and it was only for a visit, not to stay. Seeing as he’s disappeared, it’s fair to say he played the system to stop us linking him up with you guys.’

Ashley gave him the details of their investigation and Kilbride remained silent for a short while.

‘They’re certainly ruthless crimes, which fit his profile. Attacking your own elderly grandfather and one of your dad’s friends isn’t normal behaviour, but men such as Caleb don’t think the same as you and me. They’re often not all there, if you know what I mean.’

Ashley understood. She considered the distance between his family and where he was imprisoned. ‘Caleb obviously left home before he was eighteen, so it’s probable he had a significant falling out with his parents. Like many children, he’ll blame anyone but himself. Maybe he is right to, but anger is going to be a by-product.’

‘From what I’ve read of his record, he didn’t complain of abandonment or rejection, but they could be underlying causes of his criminality.’

Ashley got to the heart of the matter. ‘The facts are that serious offences have been committed against people Caleb knew, and our main concern is that the person responsible isn’t finished yet.’

‘I can see that. Look, we spoke to a few of the inmates who were banged up near him before he left. Caleb was a loner, but he told one guy he’d had enough of the north-east and might head to the East of England. I doubt he had any money, so staying with family would have been an option. My bet is he won’t be far from home.’

‘Perhaps he went to see his granddad, but he refused to help.’

‘Maybe. I’ve been working with these types of offenders for a long, long time. Even the slightest provocation can set off an instant and extreme reaction.’

‘Anything else you’re able to tell me?’

‘The number one trigger for Caleb is alcohol. Once under the influence, he’s incredibly volatile. He spent a lot of his bang-up either trying to brew hooch himself, or coercing others to do it for him. With that in mind, if you see him, be cautious because he may be drunk. He has violated his SVRO, though, so he needs to be brought in.’

‘Understood. I’ll drop you an email and keep you up to date with any progress.’

‘Thank you. We’ll do the same.’

Ashley cut the call and told Hector what the sergeant had said.

‘That’s not concerning at all,’ he replied sarcastically. ‘Good job we have batons and PAVA in the boot, then.’
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DS Emma Stones and DC Sal Freitas arrived in Holt and parked out of sight down the road from Spencer and Dillon’s flats. DC Barry Hooper and DS Jan Pederson pulled in behind them. They exited their vehicles and walked the final distance.

The sun was gathering strength for another beautiful day. Ian Spencer was on his bench again. Emma and Sal walked past him, leaving Barry and Jan to see what they could get from the man.

Emma knocked on Dillon’s door. She wouldn’t have been shocked if there had been no answer, but a few seconds later, he appeared, wearing sunglasses.

‘DS Stones and DC Freitas. Do you mind if we come in?’

Dillon stepped to the side and waved them forward. A plate of biscuits had been placed on the kitchen table, so the officers took a seat.

‘I was expecting the detectives from last time.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Emma. ‘Sal and I often work with victims of crime.’

He gave her a sheepish smile. ‘They kind of made me feel I was guilty of something.’

‘Being questioned does have that effect sometimes. We just want to hear what happened in your own words. My colleague will take notes, okay?’

‘I suppose I can talk now.’

Emma gave him an understanding look. ‘My inspector said you needed to speak to someone before you talked to us. Was that your friend or your boss?’

Dillon’s face broke into a simple grin, perhaps one tinged with pride.

‘A good mate, kind of. Pals since school, but we don’t see much of each other nowadays.’

‘Why?’

‘I’ve been trying to steer clear of trouble. I’m an alcoholic, he’s a big drinker, it’s better if I don’t spend time with him.’

‘How long have you been sober?’

Dillon glanced away. As he turned his head, she caught sight of a red mark near his eye that the sunglasses had been concealing.

‘Some days are more successful than others.’

Emma took in Dillon’s trousers and long-sleeved shirt, which, while needing ironing, were clean and presentable.

‘Why did you need to visit him, then?’

‘Because we go way back, I thought it was best to have a word. He always said never to deal with the police.’

‘It’s different if you’re the victim.’

‘Yeah, well. He was distracted and in a foul mood due to some personal problems.’

‘You mean his father dying?’

‘Nah, not that. They weren’t close. The old man had washed his hands of him.’

‘But you got on with his dad, didn’t you?’

Dillon had been staring into the distance while he spoke, but his eyes narrowed. They shifted to meet Emma’s, and she was a little surprised to see intelligence behind them.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Someone at the railway said you and he used to ride the trains together.’

Dillon switched his gaze to Sal, then back to her again. ‘Ah, I suppose you guys needed to investigate his death on the train. Obviously, with my close escape, our names have been mentioned in the same breath.’

‘That’s right.’

Dillon studied his hands, which he’d started to wring. ‘Terry was decent to me. Helped me years ago after a car accident when I busted my leg. Even after I kind of went off the rails, he didn’t give up on me. Used to pay my fare, Spencer’s too. Said the railway was good for a person’s soul. You know, an innocent joy.’

Emma felt as if they were going off topic, but she chose to go with the flow.

‘Why did he pay for Spencer’s too?’

‘Spence and I were in the same crash. He came out of it worse than I did. At least my injuries were only physical.’

Emma was pondering her next question when Sal cut in.

‘Did he hit his head?’

‘Yeah. Spence was a right chatterbox beforehand. He was my best mate, but he wasn’t the same after. Everyone calls him Silent Spence.’

‘Who does?’

‘Well, it was Jacob who started it, now pretty much everyone. It’s because he’s virtually a mute.’

Emma was glad Zelda wasn’t there, or she’d have been insisting Spencer was referred to as non-speaking or as someone who communicated non-verbally.

‘Are you saying he won’t talk to our officers?’

‘Nope. He’s harmless, though. I know he looks big, but he likes to sit on that seat and watch the world pass by. We still go on the train when we can afford it. He occasionally murmurs at me, but nobody else. I think he’s figured if he doesn’t speak to people, then he can’t get into trouble.’

Emma thought about challenging Dillon on why he wouldn’t tell Ashley the name of the person on the bench the previous day, but decided it didn’t matter.

‘Why did you stop travelling with Terry on the railway?’

‘He said he could only afford his own tickets. I guessed his funds were running low. Pensioner and all that. Inflation. It’s tough for everyone at the moment.’

‘Terry was struggling for money, then.’

‘I don’t know for sure. He said he wasn’t going out as much anyway. I was just thankful we had decades of good memories with him. Old men can get grumpy, so maybe that was it, but I reckon he was in more pain than he let on. Often grimaced, even when we were doing nothing more than sitting in the compartment. We used to go for a few beers when we arrived in Sheringham, then catch the final steam train back, but Terry never left the station the last few times. I don’t think he could manage the short distance. I mentioned getting a wheelchair, but he got the right arse.’

Emma paused while Sal scribbled in his notebook. She took a bite of an oat biscuit and immediately wished she hadn’t.

‘So, Dillon. Why didn’t you tell anyone what occurred on the railway?’

Dillon rapidly blinked, then put his head briefly in his hands. ‘A few reasons. It still doesn’t feel real, and I felt embarrassed.’

‘You shouldn’t.’

‘Mostly it was because of Jacob. I regret it now, but we did some terrible things in the past. Hurt a lot of folk.’

‘Are you referring to the burglaries?’

‘Yeah, yeah. We took family heirlooms and priceless, irreplaceable jewellery with sentimental value. Money, watches, paintings, even a sofa once. The judge said we’d damaged many people’s lives and completely destroyed others.’

‘Do you mind my asking why you did it?’

A thin film of sweat beaded on his forehead, and he cleared his throat repeatedly. ‘You won’t tell Jacob?’

‘Of course not.’

‘It was all his idea. I drove the truck, did some gardening, Spence provided the muscle.’

‘Must have made a lot of money.’

‘I don’t know. I was off my face most of the time.’

Emma briefly imagined him bleary-eyed in a heavy Transit, careering around the tight roads of Norfolk, then pushed the thought to one side.

‘Alcohol?’

‘Smack in those days.’

‘Sorry, I’m still not sure why you spoke to Jacob before speaking to us.’

‘Basically, I wondered whether someone from back then had decided to get me.’

‘Why would they wait for so long?’

Dillon shrugged. ‘Their anger festered?’

‘Strange way to do it. Leaving you on a railway track.’

‘Yeah, I know. Thought I’d check with Jacob, see what he’d heard, but I went round, and he wouldn’t even talk about it. He was really pissed off about something.’

Again, Emma waited for Sal to catch up, her mind trying to process exactly what Dillon was saying.

‘So, what happened the day you were tied to the railway line?’

‘Yeah, that’s the other thing. I don’t have a scooby what happened. The day before, I came home and found a bottle of Wray & Nephew White Overproof Rum at my back door. Looked expensive, so I checked online. Thirty quid a bottle. I’d been clean for two weeks, but I thought I would have one glass.’

‘Do you know who left it?’

Dillon glanced at them both, raised his hands.

‘No idea, but you know how it is. One’s too many, and ten is never enough. It’s not unusual for me to black out. I realised I’d drunk the whole bottle when I finally got home after my near miss, but that was much later. An unbelievable thing happened. I woke up gagged in a forest, tied to a sodding tree. Couldn’t remember bugger all. Hangover from hell. Could barely focus, and my bloody head, God!’

Dillon grimaced at the memory.

‘Then what?’ asked Emma.

‘Some mad dude, dressed mysteriously with a mask made of some kind of cloth, came out of nowhere. Started asking me weird questions.’ Dillon licked his dry lips. ‘He had an axe. A big fucking thing.’

‘Did you answer the questions?’

‘I remember trying. Some stuff about if I was sorry for what I’d done. Did I deserve to live? He told me to be honest, or I’d get chopped up.’

Emma watched as the man’s composure crumbled. ‘You’re doing really well, Dillon, keep going.’

Dillon peered up at the ceiling as he remembered.

‘I felt like I was going around in circles. He wanted to know what Jacob was up to. What we had planned. I made some rubbish up, man. I thought my days were numbered. Then he put the gag back over my mouth.’

Emma nodded at him to continue.

‘He lifted his axe and down it came. The next thing I hear is a whistle. I’m all groggy. If you can believe it, my bonce hurt more than before. I realised where I was. Panic. Then there’s another sound. One I know well, and I glance to my right and there’s a bloody train thundering towards me. I’m tied up, so I buck and buck, and the rope starts to come loose. I shit myself, actually did.’

Dillon swung his head from side to side, reliving the scare.

‘All of a sudden, I’m free and I staggered into the bushes, ran through the woods, made it home. I reckon I slept straight for two days.’

Emma patted his hand. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been a terrible experience.’

‘It was, it was.’

‘And Jacob didn’t have a clue who might want to hurt you?’

‘I told him everything yesterday evening. He was already angry, and my news drove him madder. Said it was my fault for being a drunken prick, and I deserved it.’

‘Is that how you got the black eye?’

Dillon’s hand slowly lifted to his face. He gingerly removed his sunglasses and stared at the wall behind Emma.

‘Occupational hazard of being a drinker. I did find out what was irritating him though. It was his psycho son, Caleb. He was getting out of jail and was supposed to be coming home, but he hadn’t shown up. That’s where Jacob was yesterday afternoon, driving up north to the prison for answers.’

‘Did he get any?’

‘Nah, Caleb’s disappeared off the face of the earth, and that kid, wow! Now he is a loose cannon. Even Jacob don’t want that pointing his way.’

OceanofPDF.com


35




Emma probed further, but Dillon had little more to offer and began to show signs of stress, so she chose to leave with relations still cordial. Sal stepped out of the door and walked back down the path, while Emma lingered outside.

‘Is it okay if I return another day and ask you some more questions?’

Dillon blinked once, slowly. ‘I suppose.’

‘We’ll draw up a statement with everything you’ve told us, and I’ll bring it back for you to sign. If there’s something you want to ask me, you can do so then, or ring me any time.’ Emma passed her business card over, noting Dillon’s face had dropped when she’d mentioned his signing. ‘Are you okay?’

The corner of his mouth twitched into a smirk. ‘It’s a bit odd being on the other side of the police.’

Emma patted him on the upper arm. ‘It’s the best side to be. Before I go, I’d like to warn you to take care. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here, so it’s not easy to guess what might happen next.’

Dillon momentarily bared his teeth. ‘Are you saying they could come back to finish what they started?’

‘I’m afraid it’s possible, but that’s why you have my number now. Call me or 999 if you’re worried or you think you’ve seen something or someone suspicious. Officers will be dispatched swiftly. Try not to worry. These types of events have a way of rapidly being concluded, so you’ll soon be back to normal.’

The man stared down at the card she’d given him, seeming to understand it was a scant protection against a person so deranged and violent they were prepared to abduct him and orchestrate his death in such a horrific and spectacular manner.

Emma realised she wasn’t putting him at ease, so she gave him another pat on the arm and left him open-mouthed. It wouldn’t hurt if he was nervous. He’d be more likely to ring.

She found Barry and Jan sitting on either side of Ian Spencer on the bench. Sal had his phone out and was taking a picture of the three of them. Spencer had a dreamy expression. The sun blazed down on the scene.

She nodded at them. ‘That will make a lovely photograph.’

‘It’s a nice spot he has here,’ said Barry. ‘If you have any more gigs like this one, I’d be up for some overtime.’

‘I hope you guys had a detailed conversation.’

Jan rose from the bench. ‘We’ve enjoyed the sound of silence, no matter the provocation.’

Emma deliberately stood blocking Spencer’s view of whatever it was on the horizon he was enthralled by, but he merely seemed to look through her.

She indicated the other officers should walk to the pavement so they could talk without being overheard by Spencer. She summarised what Dillon had told them.

Jan frowned, then squinted in the direction of Jacob’s house. ‘Should we come with you for the next call?’

‘No, but, as Kettle said, wait nearby until we’re finished. While we’re busy, update the rest of the team on both of our findings and see if anyone else has any new information.’

Jan smiled.

‘Like our results?’

Emma had her back to Spencer, but she could picture him on the bench.

‘Jacob nicknamed him Silent Spence after he hurt his head in a car accident.’

‘He seems quite chilled and wasn’t fazed by Barry’s antics at all.’

Barry had clearly been considering Emma’s next stop. ‘This Jacob sounds like an absolute tool. Don’t take any risks with him.’

‘He’s probably about ten stone and five feet two. Sal can handle him.’

‘I am still here.’

Emma smiled at the diminutive detective. ‘I’d almost forgotten. Got your thinking cap on?’

‘Always. There’s something not right here. Why put Dillon on the tracks? He came across as a nonentity. Not a guy who would provoke anyone enough to want to punish him in such a dramatic way. Surely this Jacob is more likely to have drawn the wrath needed for that sort of spectacle.’

‘Maybe it’s a warning to Jacob. Look what I can do to your friends and family.’

‘Yes,’ replied Sal, ‘but from what Dillon said, he and Jacob aren’t close mates any more, and Terry had fallen out with his son. Jacob probably won’t care what happened to them.’

Jan shrugged. ‘Whoever was responsible might not have known they weren’t friendly and was merely making a statement. Extreme events can occur when something like a drug deal has gone bad.’

Barry’s response was a quiet, scathing scoff. ‘That’s an understatement, isn’t it?’

‘Let’s face it,’ said Sal. ‘If Jacob owes someone money, there’s no point in killing him because he’d never be able to pay it back.’

Emma checked her watch. ‘Come on, we need to get cracking.’

As the officers walked down the road to their respective vehicles, she glanced behind to see Dillon come around the side of the building and sit next to Spencer.

Sal got in the driver’s seat and started the engine. For a moment, she thought she saw Spencer’s lips move.

‘How do you want to play this, Ems?’

Emma looked at him, her lips tightening into a thin line. ‘As we planned, Sal. See who Jacob responds to. The other can take notes. We need him talking. He won’t plan to, but his ego might not let him be as consistent as Silent Spence has been.’

‘Agreed.’

Sal accelerated away while Emma typed an update into the WhatsApp group. When they passed Dillon and Spencer’s homes, she swiftly jerked her gaze to the side to stare at the bench.

Dillon had his head turned to Spencer and was whispering in his ear. Spencer was clearly listening, his expression no longer blank.

Emma felt his eyes connect with hers. What was behind them, anger, understanding, or even nothing of substance, was hard to determine.

What she could say for certain was that she felt unnerved.
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Sal had to drive for only another thirty seconds before he pulled the Skoda Octavia into the side of the road. Skodas were popular with police forces due to their reliability and performance, particularly the vRS model they were currently in. Yet the powerful engine was disguised by its discreet appearance.

They both left the car and walked down the path to the entrance of the house. The property was almost twice as wide as Dillon’s had been, although the front garden and extensive drive were messier, as Barry had observed the day before. There was one significant difference. Among the parked bangers sat the clean lines of a Volvo XC60 SUV.

Sal whistled. ‘My dream car. The latest model, too.’

‘Expensive?’

‘Depends on the extras, but fully loaded, you wouldn’t get much change from sixty K.’

While Sal knocked, Emma checked her watch and realised they’d been longer with Dillon than she expected. Through the glass, a large shadow approached. The footsteps were heavy, thudding on a hard surface. When the door swung open, a towering figure with broad shoulders filled the doorway.

He smiled, or at least Emma thought it was a smile. His voice was deep.

‘You took your time. Had a break for some doughnuts, did ya? Or is it fish and chips for seaside police?’

Emma’s expression remained impassive, but if that was his attitude, she would see if she could unsettle him straight away.

‘Morning, Jacob. Sorry we’re late, but we’ve been having a good chat with Dillon and Spencer.’

The cold smile widened. ‘Now, I know you’re lying. Silent Spence don’t say nothing.’

Emma kept quiet, merely keeping her gaze on him. She had expected a stronger Norfolk accent. The man spoke with the region’s typical drawn-out vowels, yet it was tinged with something like Essex. He beckoned them inside.

‘Come in. I wanted a word with your lot, anyway.’

He stepped aside, but not quite far enough, ensuring she was near to him when she walked past. Sal, behind her, would have been towered over, as even Emma was dwarfed by the man. She estimated he weighed similar to her, but his bulky traps and large biceps indicated a much higher proportion was muscle, despite his T-shirt straining at his midriff.

‘Keep walking all the way through, and I’ll have Tyra brew us some coffee. Shall I get her to bring some biscuits, or are you two okay after your chips?’

Sal turned to him as he strolled by. ‘Biscuits, please.’

They had to walk the length of the house. Emma guessed the flooring was oak throughout. The pleasant dining room featured a sparkling cabinet filled with china. The walls were adorned with pictures of cities and tourist spots throughout the world. It was not what Emma had expected until she recalled Damon’s social media images of high-end holidays.

She stopped to stare at a pleasant photograph of a family of four. The older child had a sullen look, but they had their arms around each other. There was a big age gap between the two boys on either side of their parents.

She felt Jacob’s imposing presence at her back. A meaty finger tapped the glass of the frame.

‘Happier times,’ he murmured, with the barest hint of tenderness. ‘Caleb was about fourteen. Probably the last photo we ever got of us all together. Damon would have been around eight or nine.’

‘Caleb is the spitting image of you.’

‘Yeah, he’s a chip off the old block, all right. No doubt that’s why he’s such a wanker. Like looking in a freaking mirror and, instead of seeing the reflection now, it’s one of your younger self.’

Emma realised that might make Caleb even more of a handful than they were expecting.

‘Keep walking, please,’ said Jacob.

The last room they entered was a big conservatory, which took up a quarter of the garden. It had wicker furniture on the left, but the rest was filled up with a multigym, two treadmills and a cross trainer.

‘I got into lifting weights in prison. The only thing that kept me sane, so I’ve tried to keep it going. There’s a lot more temptation out here, though, so the only six-packs you get round here are in the fridge.’

Jacob seemed a bit of a conundrum. He was rude and brash, yet beneath the surface lay a vein of humour and genuine emotion.

Outside was reasonably well kept. The grass had been mown, and someone had at least attempted to tend the flower beds. Various fruit trees had been planted for a minimalistic look. Emma was about to take a seat beside Sal at a slate-grey metal garden table when they were joined by a woman carrying a tray with a cafetière and four cups.

She stood close to Emma, matching her in height and width, gave her a brief glance over, then a quick nod.

‘I’m Tyra. I’ll fetch the fresh biscuits I’ve just baked.’

Jacob fought to keep a straight face. ‘She’s kidding. There ain’t a thing my doll hasn’t burned.’

Tyra returned with a box of McVitie’s Family Circle.

She took a seat next to Jacob opposite Emma and Sal.

‘You don’t have to stay, my little tyrannosaurus.’

Tyra cast her husband a chilling look.

‘Neither do you.’

Emma briefly pictured herself flipped in the air and torn to pieces between these two strong-willed characters, then decided to seize the initiative.

‘Has Caleb turned up?’

Jacob shook his head.

‘Nope. I’ve got a guy called Slade, who helps me out from time to time, looking for him but no joy, and Slade is decent. I drove myself to the prison yesterday so he could carry on searching. That’s an eight-hour-long round trip, you know.’

‘Lucky you have a nice car,’ said Sal.

Jacob glared at him but let it ride.

‘He finished his sentence at HMP Frankland. They reckoned he left when he was supposed to, with a travel warrant to Cromer, which is the closest station to here. I expected to get a call asking to be picked up, but I wasn’t too worried when he didn’t show up. He’s not the most reliable of individuals.’

‘That’s an understatement,’ replied Tyra. ‘The boy was rotten to the core, and seven years in prison is hardly likely to have mellowed him or made him more respectful.’

Emma’s eyes widened. She’d never heard a mother say that about her child before. She expected Jacob to contradict her, but he didn’t.

Sal asked the question her shocked lips hadn’t managed to form.

‘Why were you having him home?’

Tyra folded her arms, leaving no secret as to what she thought of the prospect.

Jacob ran a hand over his bald head. ‘He got in touch two months ago wanting to stay here again. Wrote me a letter with some of the worst English I’ve ever read.’

‘Which is a reflection of how much he went to school,’ added Tyra.

‘So, I asked my wife. She said no. We discussed it. Still said no, but I persuaded her to give him one last chance. He is our oldest child.’

‘And a complete wrong’un. We must protect our other son.’

Emma had to ask. ‘Are you worried he’ll beat Damon up?’

Jacob laughed. ‘I’m sweating on him doing me in. Our kids are hugely different. Caleb got every strength of mine and Tyra’s, but the strong emotions, too. He’s a bit taller than me, so I really hope he hasn’t been pumping too much iron in his leisure time.’

‘I hear that’s a privilege,’ said Sal. ‘He probably won’t have been allowed.’

The thickset man scoffed.

‘You obviously ain’t been away. Use of the gym is the best way to control a man. Fuck around and it’s gone. Anyway, I had Slade drive me to the nick for a chat with Caleb a month ago to see how he was.’

Jacob’s eyes dulled as he seemed to recall an unsavoury visit.

‘And how was he?’ asked Emma.

Jacob tipped his head to one side. ‘Simmering. He was a unit too. When I threw him out, he was only sixteen. He fought me then and, let me tell you, it wasn’t easy.’

‘Why did you disown him at such a young age?’

‘He was out of control. Fighting, stealing, robbing, nicking our things, selling Tyra’s jewellery, taking money. Constantly in court, carried a knife, pulled it on me once. The final straw was him swiping my wife’s favourite handbag. I confronted him. He lied, so I gave him a whack. He’d flogged Tyra’s Birkin for eight-hundred knicker. I told him to keep the cash and never come back.’

Emma had dealt with numerous families in her career who had been forced to cut ties with their volatile children. The guilt often ate them up afterwards.

‘Must have been tough, throwing him out at sixteen.’

‘Look, I’m not proud of what I did, but when I ordered him to go, he attacked me. Like an animal, he was. Took two big punches to put him down. I asked Dillon and Spencer to drive him to Cromer station and stick him on a train. Dillon didn’t tell me they’d been drinking, and he got hit by another motor on the way home. Spencer ran from the scene. Dillon wrote his car off and got arrested. That was my breaking point. I sacked off those two spastics once and for all.’

Emma decided that comment was one step too far. ‘That terminology is rather dated, don’t you think? And a little unfair considering the accidents they’ve been in.’

Emma hadn’t noticed Tyra shaking her head until she commented.

‘They aren’t idiots. Life hasn’t been kind to them.’

Jacob frowned at his wife, who scowled back. ‘Dillon’s not daft, but he is a liability. God only knows what’s going on in Spencer’s mind, but don’t underestimate him. Lethal weapon in the wrong hands.’

‘Your hands?’ asked Tyra sweetly.

Jacob ignored her. ‘They’re both bad news. The type who only have one kind of luck.’

An expression flashed across Tyra’s face that had Emma involuntarily leaning back in her seat. Sal flinched next to her. Tyra twisted to glare at Jacob, then prodded a manicured finger at him as if it were a sharpened blade. Even Jacob appeared uneasy.

‘Meeting you was certainly rotten luck,’ she snarled.

‘Calm down, woman!’

Tyra turned back to Emma. ‘I like those guys. They’re easily led, and poor old Dillon has struggled with addiction for years, but they do their best. Jacob quits on those who try, then he wants to let Caleb live in our home.’

Jacob rolled his eyes. ‘I was walking past that bloody bench of theirs just after Caleb asked to come here when he was released.’ Jacob chuckled to himself. ‘Told them Caleb’s returning. I’ve seen ghosts with better tans.’

A tall slim boy appeared at the entrance to the doorway. He stared without interest at his parents’ guests.

‘Hi, Mum. That’s it at school. They’ve said we can revise at home for our last exams.’

The lad flinched as he turned to leave.

‘Are your ribs still hurting, Damon?’ asked Tyra, sounding concerned.

‘Yeah, I had another run-in with Beau in town. There was some shoving and pushing.’

‘I thought his finger was broken.’

‘Don’t you listen? I said fractured, but he used the other hand. Look, no biggie, I’ll speak to you later.’

Tyra’s eyes narrowed at his tone, but she didn’t snipe back. ‘How’s Summer?’

‘I haven’t heard.’

When the lad had gone, Emma and Sal sat quietly. Tyra seemed to feel the need to explain.

‘He was involved in a boating accident with his pals. The driver, Beau, lost control, and they were all thrown out.’

‘Sounds like they aren’t friends any more,’ said Jacob. ‘Thank God.’

Tyra shot her husband another scathing look.

‘We have to support him. A levels is a tough time.’

‘Crashing boats and fighting won’t make it any easier.’

Emma again felt caught between two prehistoric creatures, sizing each other up before all hell broke loose. ‘Did a girl get hurt?’

‘Yes,’ replied Tyra. ‘Summer took a nasty fall, hitting her back. She’s been kept in hospital for observation, but the doctors believe everything will be okay.’

Emma nodded on hearing of another unusual incident. She dreaded what she had to say next, and she hadn’t even mentioned what had happened to Dillon on the railway line yet.

‘I have some concerning news for you both.’

Two pairs of volatile eyes drilled back at her.

‘We were wrong about your father, Jacob,’ Emma said, her voice tight. ‘The pathologist’s findings suggest that Terry didn’t die of natural causes. He was murdered.’
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Emma had no idea how the Hardys were going to react, so she braced her hands on the table.

‘Murdered?’ asked Jacob incredulously. ‘Who would kill that old toad?’

‘We were hoping you could tell us.’

Jacob looked over at his wife. ‘You’ve spoken to him more recently than I have.’

‘Yeah, and he was a grumpy fucker and practically blanked me.’ She turned back to Emma. ‘Terry liked Dillon and Spencer. They were both in a children’s home when they were at the senior school in Sheringham. When genius here crashed the car, and those two got bashed up, Terry felt responsible, so he was always helping them. Said no one else would, and it was his own shithouse son who was to blame.’

Jacob’s body tensed. He rose from his seat, a terrible look on his face. A thick index finger extended towards Tyra.

‘How many times do I have to tell you it wasn’t my idea that night? It was Chad’s.’

‘You were the one driving!’ shouted Tyra.

A mobile phone blared ‘The Final Countdown’ by Europe. Jacob snatched it from his jeans pocket to answer the call.

‘Yes, mate.’

He listened quietly for half a minute.

‘Definite, or just a sighting?’

There was another thirty seconds of indecipherable talking on the other end of the line.

‘Why haven’t you checked it out?’

This time the words were clear. They heard, ‘Bugger that!’

‘Okay, okay. I’ll meet you at The Roman Camp Inn’s car park. Twenty minutes.’

Jacob finished the call. ‘Slade got a tip-off about Caleb, said he was at the inn. Slade, the pussy, didn’t fancy a one-on-one encounter with him and daren’t go in.’ Jacob grinned cruelly. ‘He’s met Caleb before.’

‘Can’t say I blame him, then,’ said Sal.

Jacob prodded a finger towards Sal. ‘I like you. You’re a funny little fucker. But I need to love ya and leave ya.’

‘One final thing before you set off,’ said Emma. ‘This incident with Dillon almost getting run over on the railway line. Do you have any idea what it was about?’

‘That fool mentioned it late last night, as if I haven’t got enough on my plate with my psychopath son on the loose. Started getting shirty with me, did bloody Dillon, cheeky little twat, so I threw him out.’

And hit him a few times first, thought Emma.

‘So, you don’t have a clue?’ asked Sal.

‘Look, I told you. I’ve had nothing to do with Dumb and Dumber since they crashed on the way back from Cromer that time. They attract Old Bill like flies around shite. God only knows who those thieving lushes have pissed off. And don’t be thinking it was me. I wouldn’t have killed my dad, much as he might’ve deserved it. And if it was me who put Dillon in front of a train?’ Jacob’s top lip rose into a sneer. ‘I would have nailed him to the tracks.’

Emma passed the scowling man a business card and she was surprised when she received one in return.

Jacob bent down and kissed his wife on the cheek. ‘I’ll give you a bell if it gets late.’

With that, Jacob stomped out of the conservatory. At the door, he stopped and glanced back.

‘You two seem like smart cookies. I misplaced something earlier, an important thing to me, so be very careful with my son.’

‘What was it?’ asked Sal.

Jacob bumped himself on the forehead with his palm. ‘What the hell am I doing? I must be getting soft in my old age, warning you lot. It was probably Damon who took what’s missing. He’s been nicking my vodka as well, even though he denies it. Forget what I said. Caleb hasn’t been in my house, I’m sure, but listen. When I visited him in prison, he was quieter, calmer… colder. And I was more wary of him than ever before.’

Jacob lumbered out of the room. A few seconds later, they heard the front door slam.

That left the wife opposite them. Her face had relaxed.

Sal took the chance.

‘What did he lose?’

‘Probably his mind. By the way, I’m sorry I was rude to your colleagues when they came yesterday. I was stressed to buggery by my stupid youngest son not thinking again and messing around on that boat. I’m so worried he’ll turn out like his dad. As you can imagine, being married to Jacob isn’t easy. In fact, it’s been frequently crap.’

Emma decided Tyra would appreciate straight talking.

‘You must have known Jacob was a criminal.’

‘Yes, I guess. Might have even liked it when I was young and foolish. I didn’t know exactly where all his money came from until much later. Felt sick about that.’

Emma sensed a deeply tired woman beneath the heavy make-up, worn down by multiple battles, and she felt a connection to her own life.

‘Why not leave him, then?’

‘I’ve considered it many times. The truth is, I’m not entirely sure why I haven’t. It’s so hard to see it sometimes, but deep down, miles beneath the surface, there’s a decent man in there. Call me an old fool, but I must still be praying the light can overcome the dark.’
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Ashley had experienced a frustrating morning, with the Ford Focus they’d set off in flashing an engine warning light fifteen minutes into the journey, forcing them to return to OCC and book another out. When they finally reached Holt, Hector drove down Cromer Road and past the railway station. She wanted him to share the knowledge he and Jenny had gained about Holt during their recent visits to the area.

Ashley listened intently. She’d often told Hector that cases sometimes progressed on the tiniest scrap of local information.

‘You’ve obviously heard of Gresham’s School.’

‘Of course. It’s a private boarding and day school.’

‘Exactly. It’s high-end. These buildings on the left and right are all part of it, but there are acres of grounds.’

Ashley looked at the traditional red-brick facades as they passed them.

‘For some reason, I was expecting it to be more Harry Potteresque. You know, ancient stone walls, turrets!’

‘In a way, there are similarities.’

Ashley gave Hector a look. ‘Go on, then. I can see you’re dying to tell me.’

‘Gresham’s dates to 1555. Those buildings are long gone, but it’s still old. Some of the Harry Potter films were filmed at Alnwick Castle, first erected around 1100, although the structure there today was built much later. The barbican of the castle, for example, was constructed in 1475.’

She let out a weary sigh. ‘Riveting.’

‘Some of Alnwick’s grounds were landscaped by Capability Brown, like those near here at Holkham and Kimberley Hall.’

‘Can’t say I’ve been to either.’

Hector’s mouth dropped open. ‘Heathen! Kimberley Hall is only an hour’s walk from OCC.’

‘A stroll I assume you and Jenny have thoroughly enjoyed.’

‘Correct. So, Gresham’s has history, but it’s also very modern. You’ve heard of James Dyson?’

‘The vacuum-cleaner guy?’

‘Yes. James’s dad was the head of the Classics department, but when James was nine, his father died of cancer. The school provided financial support so James and his brother could continue their education at Gresham’s. James is mega-rich these days, but he never forgot their kindness and donated nearly twenty million to build an innovative new centre for science, technology, engineering, arts and mathematics.’

‘I wonder how Jenny gets to sleep now you aren’t around.’

Hector smiled confidently. ‘Not at all. She was the one who gave me that titbit when we came for a visit. An ex of hers went to Gresham’s. It’s about fifty thousand a year to board there.’

‘No way. That’s crazy.’

‘Yes, so the properties in Holt, certainly on Gresham’s side of the bypass, are expensive, but it’s the older part of the town anyway and therefore more prestigious. Look at these stunning homes around us now.’ Hector pulled into the kerb. ‘We can walk from here. It’s all double yellows after this.’

The property next to the car was an impressive residence tucked away from the road at the bottom of a landscaped garden. There was a ‘for sale’ board.

‘Nice,’ she said.

‘Yes, classic Georgian symmetry. People might buy a place like this so they could send their child to the school as a day pupil. The added benefit being they could walk to their classes.’

‘How much is it if you don’t board?’

‘Bit over thirty grand. Look, the sign has a QR code.’

‘Typical. We’ll be wandering around with them on our foreheads soon.’

‘And that would be progress, Ashley. It’d be a lot easier to find people.’ He took out his phone, scanned the code, and the web page for the house popped up. ‘Not bad. This beautiful home is just shy of one and a half million. You were thinking of moving – this would be perfect. Shall I put a bid in?’

‘Yes, offer them a quarter.’

Ashley had printed out a tourist map of the town, so they set off with her peering at it.

Ten minutes later, they’d wandered into the centre of Holt with Hector checking the WhatsApp group for updates.

‘Emma has told us Dillon is sporting a black eye, possibly from being drunk, or more likely from meeting Jacob late last night. She and Sal should be visiting Jacob about now. I suppose Dillon could have run into whoever put him on the tracks again.’

‘Yes, that’s true. Maybe Jacob did both.’

Hector nodded. ‘The thought had trickled into my mind. Frank Levine told Barry he’d seen Dillon sparko outside The Tannery here in Holt around seven years ago. I checked the local log, but nothing was recorded. Perhaps Jacob has form for whacking his workers. Let’s ask the shopkeeper if they remember the incident. It’s not the sort of thing you’d forget.’

‘Unless the premises have changed hands.’

They rounded the corner. Ashley smiled at the shop frontage. ‘This is the store I told Barry about. I almost bought a handbag here when Michelle and I came to Holt last Christmas. I thought it might be the place.’

Ashley stepped inside, with the doorbell making a gentle tinkling sound. She breathed in the deep, earthy aroma of cured leather, interwoven with the soft, clean scent of polished brass. It was a quiet, sophisticated smell that whispered of natural materials and skilful craftsmanship.

A well-preserved woman behind a desk on the left-hand side of the establishment peeked over her glasses at them.

‘Hello again.’

Ashley walked over.

‘You remember me?’

‘You were with an Asian lady. She bought a satchel.’

‘That’s right. Impressive.’

‘Kind of. We don’t tend to be super busy. These are quality products. People enjoy hearing their stories, where they come from, how they’re made, so it’s not like throwing a pound on the counter for a newspaper.’

Ashley laughed. She’d found the woman’s dry sense of humour endearing on the previous visit.

‘DI Ashley Knight.’ She flashed her warrant card. ‘We’re here about an incident outside your shop approximately seven years ago.’

‘Damn. I was hoping for a sale. Go on.’

‘A man was knocked onto the floor. He might have been drunk. Did you see anything like that?’

The lady’s face dropped as she recalled the moment.

‘Yes, I did. I’m not sure I’d say knocked, more shoved. I heard arguing, so I moved towards the display window. I was worried about the glass being smashed. The big man pushed the small guy over, then he dragged him to his feet. I thought they’d gone off together, but the smaller chap was later seen crawling on the floor in the alley to our right.’

‘Can you describe the attacker?’ asked Hector.

‘It was a long time ago.’

‘Was he old, bald, dressed smartly, moustache, glasses, one arm?’

She appreciated Hector’s joke and smiled warmly at him. ‘Two arms, but the main reason I recall the event was because of the age difference. The tall lad can’t have been more than eighteen. Someone told me later it was a local ruffian.’

‘Caleb Hardy?’ asked Ashley.

‘That rings a distant bell. They mentioned his name at the time, but I live in Wiveton, so it didn’t mean anything to me.’

Hector had a mugshot of Caleb on his phone. After a few seconds of study, the woman gave the image a slight nod.

‘Do you know the Hardy family?’ asked Ashley.

‘No. If you want local knowledge, pop over to The King’s Head up the road. William, the barman there, used to work at The Feathers opposite. He’s the person who spotted the man in the alley and told me it was Caleb. They’ll just be opening.’

‘Okay. Thanks for your help.’

‘No problem. Sure I can’t tempt you with anything?’

‘Last time I came, I didn’t buy the bag I liked in the end. Kind of regretted it after.’

‘What was it?’

‘A Gianni Conti one, which couldn’t decide whether it was a shoulder bag or a purse.’

The woman beamed at her.

‘That’s it. I remember now. Stylish bag made of vegetable-tanned leather.’ She pointed behind Ashley. ‘There it is.’

‘What’s vegetable-tanned leather?’ asked Hector.

‘Natural tannins from organic materials like tree bark, leaves and roots are used to tan the leather. The technique dates back thousands of years.’

Ashley had picked up the bag. ‘I can’t believe you still have it.’

Hector’s eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘Unless Gianni Conti is some Rumpelstiltskin type, fashioning one-off bespoke items, it’s possible an international business made multiple of that particular product.’

Ashley sniffed the leather.

The shopkeeper understood her moment had come.

‘I can give you 10 per cent off today. You seem the type to deserve a discount.’

Five minutes later, a beaming Ashley was stepping outside the shop with her purchase under her arm. She couldn’t wait to tell Seb she’d finally bought it.

And before she knew it, she was crying in the street.
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Ashley guessed people were staring at her, but her vision was so blurry it was hard to be sure.

Hector handed her a tissue. ‘Please stop crying. Everyone will think I’ve beaten you up.’

She wiped her eyes and pressed the button on the pedestrian crossing. ‘Don’t flatter yourself.’

When the traffic had stopped, she strode across the road, suspecting he was scrutinising her as he followed.

‘I’m okay. I imagined telling Seb about this bag.’

‘Oh, I see. I suppose that happens. My experience of grief is mostly second-hand.’

‘You’ll understand when you’re an adult,’ she replied, then headed towards The King’s Head.

She and Michelle had enjoyed lunch in the pub when they’d visited that Christmas. It was a higgledy-piggledy place, like many period buildings in Holt, with different rooms and extensions, but Ashley loved the main bar. It had a proper traditional feel.

With it being early on a Tuesday, the only people in there were an elderly man reading a paper, and the barman, who Ashley was pleased to see appeared to be around sixty.

‘Morning, what can I get you?’

‘Sorry, this is a business call. Is William in?’

She and Hector showed their warrant cards as the man shook his head.

‘He has Tuesdays off.’

Ashley nodded and decided to ask her questions, anyway.

‘Do you know Terry, Jacob or Caleb Hardy?’

‘A guy named Terry used to drink in here a long while back, but I haven’t heard of the others. I moved to Holt ten years ago, so that doesn’t count as being a local, but I’ve worked here at The King’s Head for five years. None of the regulars are called Jacob or Caleb. Percy over there has lived here for approximately a century. Isn’t that right, Percy?’

The question was shouted, causing the old man to glance up from his paper, which he’d been peering at through a magnifying glass.

‘What’s that, Max?’

‘Heard of a Terry, Jacob or Caleb Hardy?’

Percy grinned, displaying what were clearly false teeth.

‘Of course. Terry’s dead, mind. Someone at dominoes told me.’

Ashley asked Hector to talk to Max, then she wandered over to Percy. Most old boys like him enjoyed showing their knowledge of the area.

‘I bet you’ve seen some things over the years.’

He nodded eagerly. ‘Lots of changes.’

‘Did you know Terry well?’

‘So-so. A few years ahead of me at school, but he sometimes attended the club with his mate Harold. Terry was a skilful player until he began to get a bit confused. Not one for chit-chat. They drank here and at The Feathers until a while ago. Terry moaned that the prices kept going up.’

‘Inflation’s a shock for us all.’

Percy’s eyes lit up. ‘I remember 1971 and decimalisation. I can recall complaining about the cost of a pint all that time ago. Fifteen bloody pence, I shouted. It was only two shillings a few days before. Robbing bastards, but it didn’t stop me visiting the pub then, and it won’t stop me now. You’ve got to get out, keep busy. I reckon that’s what did for poor Terry.’ Percy rubbed his whiskery chin. ‘Harold dying would have been a heavy blow to him, too. They used to sit on benches and watch the world go by, enjoying a wee nip when they thought nobody was looking. Loved riding on the heritage railway together. As I said, Terry kept himself to himself mostly, but he had a good heart in him.’

A glint of mischief flashed across Percy’s face. ‘Bad heart at the end, or so it seems.’

‘And their wives?’

‘They were close as well, like their husbands. Probably enjoyed grumbling about their men. Nice people, but I only saw them in the pub on special occasions. One died of cancer, the other of Alzheimer’s.’

‘And Jacob? Does he pop in from time to time?’

Percy cackled.

‘He was barred from every boozer in town back in the nineties. Wild lad, that one. Shame, though. His girlfriend, now wife, used to come looking for him. Great spectacle. Jacob did some nasty things, but he never laid a finger on Tyra.’ He chortled again. ‘I reckon he took a few backhanders from her.’

‘What about Luke Dillon and Ian Spencer?’

‘Ah, yes, the other two burgling scrotes, although that pair were always in awe of him. Did everything he said. It was justice Jacob got nearly twice their sentence, but they all came out changed.’

Percy squinted as though pulling up the memories was in some way painful.

‘If I recall right, they were never quite the same after a car accident when they were still teenagers.’

Ashley nodded. ‘Can you remember what happened?’

‘They had a little gang. Tearaways. Not evil, but worse than naughty. There’s a word for it.’

‘Antisocial?’

‘That’s it. Jacob, Luke, Ian, another troublemaker called Chad Goldman, and a girl named Hazel.’

‘You’ve got an excellent memory if this was all over forty years ago.’

Ashley hid her smile as Percy’s head wobbled with pride.

‘I’m not ready for the knacker’s yard yet. Those kids were like Jesse James and his gang, but I occasionally see them about. Jacob cruises the streets whenever he gets a new car, which seems to happen quite a lot.’

‘Is this Chad still around?’

‘Kinda. He’s the one who made good. Lives in Weybourne, comes in here on occasion. Sends his boy to Gresham’s, so he’s gotta be minted.’

‘And the girl, Hazel?’

Percy’s eyes glazed over and grew distant, perhaps heavy with memories from long ago. When his focus returned, though, they became shrewd, almost mischievous.

‘There’s a reason I remember her name, you see, apart from her being a corker. After the car crash, she vanished. Never to be seen again.’

Ashley leaned forward, her voice a whisper.

‘Do you think something bad happened?’

‘It was in the news for a week or two. Slip of a thing’s pretty face staring out of the local paper. Then it went quiet. Never did find out what became of her.’

Hector had ambled over, having finished with the barman, and caught the last minute of the conversation.

‘Isn’t that unusual?’

Percy peered at the young man for a moment.

‘You know as well as I do, runaways can vanish. She was a troubled kid, too. Same children’s home in Sheringham as Luke and Ian. Maybe that upbringing is what set them kids off on their destructive paths.’

Percy took a long draft of his beer, then finished the last drop. He slumped in the seat – evidently dredging up his distant memories had exhausted him.

‘Another one?’ shouted Max from the bar. ‘I’ll bring it over.’

‘Of course.’

Percy’s head dropped, and he stared into the unlit fireplace next to him.

‘Where do the years go, eh?’

Ashley rested a hand on his sleeve.

‘They fly away, Percy. Final question. What about Caleb Hardy? Happen to have seen him?’

‘I only knew him as a kid, so too young to be in here, but, if I remember right, he was getting a reputation, like his dad’s, then he moved miles up north. Last I heard, he’d been locked up for cutting off a man’s hand with a sword.’

Ashley was impressed both with the Holt grapevine and with this fellow’s recollection and retention. He had a walking stick leaning against the wall, but his mind was clear.

Ashley took out her purse and placed a ten-pound note on the table. ‘Next one and some crisps is on me. Thank you so much for talking to us. You’ve been a significant help. Would it be okay to come and have a chat with you again?’

Percy’s eyes switched back to meet hers. They were crystal blue. She got a glimpse of the youth he used to be as he beamed at her.

‘Definitely. Every day, twelve o’clock. Two pints. I buy a cake on the way home, then fall asleep in front of the box eating it.’

‘I’m jealous. Here’s my phone number. Ring me if you hear any information concerning the Hardys, and the next cake will be on me, too.’

Ashley and Hector said their farewells and stepped outside.

‘Did Max give you anything interesting?’ asked Ashley.

‘Yes. I took some notes at the bar, but I need to get the rest written down. Let’s find somewhere for a coffee, maybe a sandwich, and catch up. I know just the spot. Hoppers Yard might also provide local intel. It’s a shame we haven’t got time to visit The Holt Bookshop. It’s such a welcoming place run by a great couple. I once spent two hours there, browsing the aisles. Splendid.’

Ashley’s mouth opened to rib the young man, but her phone rang. It was DS Emma Stones.

‘Hi, Ems. How did you get on?’

‘Pretty decent conversation with Dillon, Spencer was a washout, but as for the Hardys.’ Emma whistled down the line. ‘Christ. What a family. No wonder Dillon and Spencer were drinking all the time. I would have been too, living around Jacob and Tyra. Sal reckons he needs to wring out his underwear after our little discussion with them.’

Ashley chuckled. ‘Thanks for that image. Okay, give me a brief rundown of what you’ve heard.’

Ashley stood in the quiet street as Emma updated her. There was a lot of information, some of which might be important to the case. In particular concerning the Hardys’ son, Damon, whose flash car Emma had walked past as she was leaving the house.

Ashley told her sergeant what Percy had revealed. She turned to Hector.

‘Anything pertinent from the barman that Emma should hear?’

‘Very much so. He’d heard about the boating accident. He knows the aunt of the girl who got injured. You’re never going to guess who it is.’

Ashley gave him an impatient stare.

‘Come on, spill the beans.’

‘The aunt’s name is Simone.’
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Ashley scowled at the mention of the train guard’s name. She attempted to combine the avalanche of new information with what they knew before. It was overwhelming.

‘Okay, Emma. You and Sal return to OCC. Get your notes organised and typed up. Hector and I are going to break for a bite to eat and talk through what we’ve heard. It seems he knows some locals at a place called Hoppers Yard, so we’ll tap them up for some inside information. I’d also like to speak to some youngsters in the town. People who might have known Caleb, or who are a similar age to Damon, then we can head back in.’

‘Understood. Barry and Jan were waiting for us to finish, so they’ve headed off to help Morgan and Zelda. I’ve checked the WhatsApp group, and that pair haven’t made much progress so far.’

‘No problem. Let everyone know we’ll regroup in the office at 5 p.m.’

After finishing the call, Ashley, deep in thought, followed Hector up the street, silently praying they weren’t going anywhere busy so she could concentrate. He stopped at an arched entrance leading into Hoppers Yard, clearly indicated by the wrought-iron sign above the archway.

‘Here we are. It’s like a small hidden plaza with independent shops including the Folly Tearooms.’

Ashley felt her shoulders drop as they strolled under the sign into a narrow courtyard nestled between restored historic buildings. Hector gestured to the right and waved at two elegantly aged women who were having a cup of tea at the shop’s counter.

‘Hi, ladies,’ he hollered.

They both shouted hello back.

Hector whispered conspiratorially to Ashley. ‘The Tea Caddy. They sell a wonderful Chinese Oolong tea.’

Ashley had too much going on in her head to respond to that.

Hector pointed to the next business.

‘Folly & Roses. The owner sells handmade home fragrances and gifts with a slightly witchy slant. Jenny loves the place.’

Ashley chose not to make the obvious joke about her putting a spell on him.

‘And this is Folly Tearooms – you’ll love it. We can get our heads together in the peaceful atmosphere.’

They entered another spacious courtyard through a stone archway, and even with only one table free for Hector to claim, the gentle hum of activity only enhanced the tranquil ambiance, helping Ashley’s mind clear.

Ever the gentleman, Hector pulled out a chair for her.

‘Sounds like Emma and Sal have had quite a morning.’

‘I think they’re stunned, too,’ she replied. ‘Look at what we’re uncovering. Tangled histories, car crashes, boating accidents, missing people, both now and in the past. Two men attacked, one likely killed. Emma said she had a sense of Jacob Hardy being up to no good but clever in concealing that fact. You know how some villains spend their ill-gotten gains on pink Gucci suits, crocodile shoes and yellow Lamborghinis?’

‘Yep.’

‘Emma says Jacob clearly has money, but he’s relatively and surprisingly unflashy with his purchases. He drives a sturdy, expensive but understated Volvo, takes luxury holidays and owns high-quality furniture. Yet the house from the front appears grotty and unkempt, with a couple of battered vehicles sharing the drive with his and his son’s new cars. People probably quicken their pace when they walk by.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m not sure. He just doesn’t seem the type of man who would get involved in anything like the public death of his father or the attack on Dillon, because it would draw attention to him. Maybe Jacob isn’t at the centre of all this?’

‘You think it’s Caleb.’

‘Yes, I’m wondering if we’re approaching manhunt territory.’

‘Not a bit over the top for a youngster who has only skipped his first MOSOVO meeting?’

‘Well, we can dress it up that we’re looking for a person of interest, but the issue is that a manhunt would be a huge pull on resources. Kettle has a tough decision to make.’

Hector was laughing at her hoping the buck stopped with her boss when a man with a short greying beard and a kind, friendly face appeared.

‘Great to see you again, Hector.’

‘Hello, Tim. Wild horses couldn’t drag me past. Is Lee well?’

‘Slaving away over a hot chopping board. Your usual sandwich?’

‘Yes, please.’

Tim glanced at Ashley with raised eyebrows. She hadn’t had a chance to peruse the menu.

‘I’m almost afraid to ask what’s in his usual.’

‘Doorstop bread with sliced rainbow beetroot, hummus, roquito pepper pearls, shredded carrot and scallion cream.’

‘I see. Do you have an option that has something edible in it?’

Tim laughed. ‘We have a sandwich with streaky bacon, Baron Bigod Brie, cranberry and rocket.’

Ashley’s mouth watered.

‘Now, that sounds good.’

‘Fresh-baked white, multi-grain or gluten-free bloomer bread?’

‘We’ll both have multi-grain,’ replied Hector, giving her a disarming smile. ‘I worry about her fibre. And two sparkling waters. It’s warm today.’

‘Coming up.’

‘Do you have a minute before you go, Tim?’ asked Hector. ‘We want to tap your local nous, what with you having grown up in Holt.’

Tim’s face dropped. ‘You’ll be investigating the incident on the railway. It’s the hot topic around here. Let me ask my waitress to cover, then I can give you a few minutes.’

Tim returned thirty seconds later and pulled up a chair.

‘Right,’ said Ashley. ‘There was an accident a long time ago. A car crash involving some local youths. Afterwards, a girl involved, Hazel, went missing, never to be seen again.’

Tim nodded grimly.

‘I remember it because the police came to school assembly. The kids were all much older than me. Upper-sixth formers. Some of them still live in the town.’

Ashley thought of Percy, who also hadn’t forgotten.

‘You remember them after all this time?’

‘The lads went rather wild afterwards. Stealing, fighting, I think a car was set on fire, drugs, drunkenness. Some of them lived over on the new housing estate on the other side of the bypass, and that’s where most of the trouble was, but Holt’s a small place, and their poor behaviour continued for years. Some Holt folk refer to the people on that side as southerners. Those boys certainly did their best to get a reputation.’

Hector smiled. ‘South of the bypass.’

‘Yes, but most residents are live-and-let-live types. It was all a long while ago. That said, I bumped into Tyra at Budgens over the weekend, and I mean that literally. She walked straight into me and nearly flattened me. She seemed upset and it’s not like her to show weakness.’

‘That’s helpful information,’ said Ashley, thoughtfully. ‘Have you heard anything regarding a recent boating accident?’

‘Yes, one of my regular customers mentioned it to me. A local lass, Summer, is still in the hospital.’

‘Did you hear any gossip about the topic?’

‘Nope. I’m pretty sure they didn’t name the other kids because they were underage. I’ll tell you who might know. Lee’s son, Felix, who took a gap year out to go travelling after his A levels. He’s returned now and is skint. Refused to work here with his pops, so he’s taking every shift going at Byfords around the corner. Summer would have been the year below him. Look, I’d better get on. Come back after three if you want to ask me anything else.’

Hector shook his hand. ‘We appreciate your help.’

Ashley and Hector didn’t have long to wait for their food. She took one bite and groaned.

‘Did I say this sounded good? It’s incredible.’

‘Mine too.’

‘I’m surprised you haven’t turned into a beetroot.’

Hector gave her a superior look. ‘Think of the nitrates. That’s all I’m going to say about your choice.’

Their minds were already racing ahead to what they’d ask Lee’s son, Felix, as the sandwiches were swiftly and deliciously consumed.

Hector took out his wallet to pay. ‘My treat. You know, I’ve come to learn this stage in the case is pivotal, but it can feel overwhelming.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’re not dealing with the methodical arrangement of a jigsaw, but the intense initial collection of its disparate pieces.’

She laughed at his flowery language but also nodded in agreement. The complete picture of their current case, and indeed its scale, remained well out of sight, but the investigation was growing more complex with every person they spoke to.

Ashley’s concern was that each new line of inquiry was leading them down a darker path.
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Byfords of Holt was just around the corner. That detail was a pleasant feature of the town. Everything seemed to be nearby. People came for the charming selection of independent local businesses rather than high-street chains. Many of the premises sat in delightful yards and narrow lanes. Visitors could spend a full day mooching about if they wanted to. The area had plenty of diverse shops in which to browse, including antique dealers, bespoke homeware stores and boutiques selling quirky or top-end clothing, as well as numerous tempting cafés and watering holes.

To many, no trip was complete without going to Byfords. Ashley had a fleeting wish that their visit to the exclusive B & B and famous restaurant was just a social call, but she knew better. The case had burrowed deep inside her. She welcomed it. Glad of the total distraction.

Hector held the door open for her.

‘This place is thought to be one of the oldest buildings in town. It survived the great fire of Holt in 1708.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘Before I first visited, I checked Google. A reviewer described Byfords as fabby, and another said the food was yummy scrummy. I’m sorry I forgot to mention it, knowing you’d find the comments funny. They were correct, though. Jenny and I had a wonderful meal.’

‘More beetroot?’

‘No, I had a tart.’

‘I see. Sounds as if even Barry would like it here, although he might not enjoy being surrounded by your people declaring their pan-fried sea bass to be exquisite.’

Ashley wandered over to the bar area where a youngster with a deep suntan was pouring a frothy drink. The restaurant was three-quarters full and exuded a comfortable, pleasant hubbub that spoke of tasty food and relaxed company.

‘Hi, is Felix around?’

‘You’re staring at him. How can I help?’

‘DI Ashley Knight and DS Hector Fade. We’re investigating an incident on the North Norfolk Railway. Have you got a minute?’

‘If I get this drink order finished, I’ll have a moment or two.’

‘No problem.’

When the lad had gone, Hector appeared deep in thought. ‘How are you feeling, Ashley?’

‘It’s great to be busy.’

‘I’m guessing it’s tough to keep balanced.’

Ashley nodded. ‘Seb keeps popping into my head, which feels like a mule kick to the stomach.’

‘He’s been appearing in my mind, too. Not the same as it must be for you, obviously, but it’s still strangely debilitating. They say time is a wonderful healer, but that sentiment is bound to offer little respite when everything’s so raw.’

‘You know, you sound even posher when you’re giving grief counselling.’

Hector gave her a serious look. ‘Will my background be a hindrance in my new role?’

Ashley considered where he was heading. The north.

‘What I’m about to say will probably provide poor solace in the midst of your first six months, but when you’ve survived up there, which you will, you’ll be able to do something most never can.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘Understand the whole panorama of life in England.’

‘Care to explain?’

‘You’ve had a privileged upbringing, but you worked in London and now Norfolk. Northern cities can be quite different. You might encounter poverty on a grander scale, or violence and gang warfare that will shock you to the core, but you will learn. It’ll take time, and there’ll be a need to harden up.’

‘Similar to a steel tortoise?’

Ashley smiled. ‘Something like that. I toiled in the rough areas of Sheffield for many years. Systemic deprivation brings new challenges. As for the police officers, well, they’re often dealing with these issues first-hand, and sometimes have a different understanding of the phrase no-nonsense policing.’

‘Sounds a bit grim.’

‘It can be at times, but there’s also a lot of wealth and change, real momentum. More importantly, northern hospitality and a wicked, dark sense of humour will help you settle in. When you leave, you’ll know the full picture, and that should make you a noticeably confident and capable young man indeed.’

‘Were you trying to sound posh then?’

‘I was. Any good?’

‘There’s room for improvement.’

They were laughing when the lad returned.

‘Thanks for helping out, Felix,’ said Hector. ‘We understand you were at the same school as Damon Hardy, a guy called Beau and a girl named Summer.’

Felix shook his head.

‘No, Beau goes to Gresham’s. Damon and Summer were at my school but in the year below.’

‘Do you know those two well?’

‘Not really. Damon likes to think he’s the main attraction, but Summer is the one who everyone likes. She’s tall and slim with amazing long brown hair.’

Hector lifted an eyebrow.

‘Popular, then?’

‘Yeah. She’s not beautiful, but she is cute and funny.’

‘Have you heard about the boat crash?’

‘Of course. The three of them hung out together for years, so everybody our age will know them. Gossip spreads like wildfire here. Summer hurt her spine apparently, pretty worrying.’

‘How come they’re close if Beau went to Gresham’s?’

‘Damon and Beau became friends at Holt Community Primary School, but Beau’s dad must have decided to send his son to private school for his senior years, while Damon and Summer attended Sheringham High School with the rest of us.’

‘Is that where everyone goes?’

‘Fakenham Academy is the other local choice for secondary school. It isn’t much different from the one at Sheringham.’

Ashley hadn’t got the impression from Emma that the girl had been so seriously injured. She thought of Simone’s attitude towards Terry. Perhaps she simply didn’t care about his plight because his grandson had been responsible for the injury to her niece. The question was whether she was in any way involved. Surely that was an incredible leap, even with what they now knew.

‘Did you hear whose fault the accident was?’

‘Summer’s friend said it was Damon’s. Both the boys had been egging each other on to go faster. I don’t think Beau’s father was aware they’d taken the cruiser out.’

‘Cruiser?’

‘Yeah. His dad has his own riverboat, which is moored near Acle on the Broads. I had a part-time job down there one holiday and saw them both there.’

It was a different world for the rich, but with the same problems. Rather than taking their old man’s car out for a spin without his permission, the kids crashed their boats instead. She suspected she would need to have a word with Summer and Beau at some point soon.

‘Damon’s surname is Hardy. Do you know the others’ last names?’

‘Summer Dean and Beau Goldman.’

The second name rang an alarm in her head. Hector was swifter.

‘So, Beau Goldman is the son of Chad Goldman.’

‘Yes, his only child.’

Ashley didn’t comment. They thanked the boy and left.

Hector spoke first as they walked back to their car. ‘Shall we drop into Weybourne and see Chad before we return to OCC?’

‘I was thinking the same thing.’

Felix’s comments had strengthened Ashley’s suspicions. A chilling pattern was unfolding. Two families, inextricably linked. Two separate accidents, decades apart. And two girls, struck by disaster. What it all meant was unclear, but murder was already part of the equation.

Ashley had learned from investigating cases that when history repeated itself, tragedy was rarely far behind.
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By the time they’d reached their vehicle, Hector had rung Control and got an address for Chad Goldman.

‘The location is Cliff’s Reach, The Street, that’s it.’

Ashley laughed.

‘No problem. It will be on the A149, probably after we’ve been through the village.’

The A149 was known as ‘the coast road’ and stretched from King’s Lynn to Great Yarmouth, mostly through coastal towns and villages. Hector drove them through Kelling and found the property where Ashley had suggested.

The house was large and commanded the most incredible views over farmland in one direction, and the sea a few miles away in the other. With multiple gables and chimneys, the building was also striking.

‘Nice,’ said Hector.

‘Yeah, but the property is on a huge plot, and I still doubt it would be worth a million.’

‘So cheap.’

Ashley smirked, but she was thoughtful as she took in the calming scene. ‘It costs loads to send a child to Gresham’s. I wonder how rich Chad Goldman is.’

As they walked across the stone courtyard, Hector frowned. ‘Sorry, what do you mean?’

‘We’re leaning towards this being the work of an angry man on the loose, or perhaps some kind of revenge attack on the Hardys, but who’s to say it isn’t about money?’

‘Yeah, still not sure what you’re implying.’

‘This is a nice house, but it’s not a mansion. You said it costs tens of thousands a year to send your kid to Gresham’s. That’s a lot of sausage.’

Hector’s frown deepened. ‘Pardon?’

‘Sausage and mash? Cash? I thought with you being a London geezer, you’d be all over that.’

‘My father hated that sort of talk.’

Ashley rolled her eyes. ‘What I’m saying is, Emma suggested Jacob was wealthy. He and Chad fell out, so money might be a factor.’

‘That car accident was over forty years ago.’

‘Right. People hold grudges.’

Hector pressed the doorbell, and they heard an old-fashioned ding. A silver-haired man opened the door, his abundant locks falling to frame a welcoming face. A faded white linen shirt and loose shorts, slightly rumpled, with what appeared to be grass stains, suggested a person at ease, his kind eyes holding a quiet, almost inherent contentment. His whole aura was one of settled comfort, the sort that spoke of a life unhurried.

‘Hi, how can I help?’

Before Ashley could speak, a lad in running gear and a splint on his hand thundered down the stairs behind him, a blur of motion. The much shorter youngster darted past.

‘Hey, where are you going?’ the older man asked, a beat too late.

‘Jogging, genius.’

‘Don’t forget your revision.’

No reply came, because the youth, whose almost identical facial features indicated he was the man’s son, had already disappeared in a puff of stone dust.

Ashley stifled a chuckle, having heard Jacob use the word genius condescendingly earlier.

‘Was that Beau?’

‘That was him. Full of respect as usual.’

‘I assume you’re Chad. He’s the spitting image of you.’

The man smiled.

‘He has my features but his mother’s short, stocky stature. She used to talk to me like that, too.’

Ashley laughed as he grinned at his joke. She introduced herself and Hector.

‘We’re here to ask a few questions about your family and the Hardys.’

‘You should have stopped Beau.’

‘It’s you we wanted to speak to first.’

A brief flash of something crossed Chad’s face. It was so quick, she almost missed it.

‘Okay. Come and have a drink at the back. I’ve been deadheading roses.’

He stepped out of the house and guided them around the side. The view opened up beyond the immediate vicinity of the garden. In the distance, a small village could be seen, nestled among trees and fields.

‘Beautiful home you have, sir,’ said Hector.

‘Thanks. There were some tough years paying for it, but those days are over.’

Ashley took a seat at a rattan garden set and accepted an offer of water. Hector asked if he could use the toilet and was escorted through the back door.

When they returned, Chad had a tray with three clear glasses, a jug of chilled liquid and some sliced lemon. They both sat down.

‘That’s better,’ said Ashley, with a stretch of her shoulders. ‘Look, I don’t want to waste too much of your time, but, as you probably know, the Hardys have had a run of bad luck lately.’

‘I suppose, but old Terry was a frail thing by the end. I saw him in Holt a month ago. Said he’d be seeing my father soon.’

‘And did he?’

‘My dad died of a heart attack a few years back, so I presumed Terry meant in heaven, but there’d be no knowing with those two.’

Ashley smiled. Chad had a contagious relaxed manner, unless it was a front.

‘So, yours and Jacob’s fathers were close. What was your dad’s name?’

‘Harold.’

‘Your families are quite intertwined,’ said Hector, looking up from his notebook and sharing a look with Ashley. ‘Could you explain how that came to be?’

Chad’s lips pursed. ‘I thought you were here about the boating accident.’

‘We are.’

Chad’s gaze switched from Hector to Ashley. ‘Fair enough. Terry and my dad were friends all their lives. Lived in Holt. Jacob and I met at a park where those two had taken us for a supposed walk, or at least that’s the story they told us. They’d probably gone there to drink. Anyway, we boys grew up together, same school, from primary through to secondary.’

‘Sheringham?’ asked Ashley.

‘Yes. We took our A levels and then went our separate ways.’

Ashley motioned with an open hand for him to elaborate. ‘Off to university?’

‘I was accepted, but the other lads flunked their exams.’

‘I assume you still saw each other when you returned at Christmas, but what, lost touch over the years?’

Chad was no fool. ‘Of course, you’ve spoken to Jacob.’

Ashley bobbed her head. ‘He mentioned there had been a car accident. People got injured.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Care to explain?’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘Not if you want to be helpful.’

‘Do I need a lawyer?’

‘You tell me.’

Chad ran his hands through his locks.

‘Long story short. Five of us were close, and we headed out for a drive. Jacob crashed the car. I got knocked out. Spence was as well but took a heavier blow. Dillon’s leg was trapped by the door folding in, and he was lucky not to lose it. Jacob said he woke up having been thrown clear, then he reckoned he went for help.’

The emotion that flashed across Chad’s face during the last sentence was not hard to miss.

‘Hazel was with us. A friend. She’d disappeared by the time I’d come to. Spencer also had no memory of the aftermath, but Dillon thought he’d seen her leave the car. Anyway, an ambulance arrived, but it was a passerby who had called for it at the next house he reached. Fucking Jacob never came back.’

‘Anything else?’ asked Hector, innocently.

‘You obviously know Hazel disappeared.’

Ashley watched Chad’s stormy eyes as she guessed he was recalling that night. Hazel, gone. Vanished without a trace. A mystery that had haunted him ever since.

‘You liked the girl,’ stated Ashley.

‘I loved her. Although, to be fair, I reckon we all did. The crash damaged much more than legs and heads. The police found a little of her blood in the car.’

‘What do you think happened?’

Chad didn’t even pause.

‘I believe she was killed in the accident, and Jacob took the body and buried her.’

‘To stop himself from being prosecuted for death by dangerous driving?’

Chad had to unclench his jaw. ‘Right.’

‘Didn’t Dillon see her leave?’

‘He’d have been seeing fairies by that point. Jacob later said he collapsed and passed out in a field, hence why he failed to ring for help, but the same night a nearby car was stolen, which was found burned out. He insisted he knew nothing about it.’

Ashley pondered the significance of the deceit.

‘Which means if Jacob was responsible for an injury to her, he got away with it.’

‘Yes, and he was the only one not seriously hurt. Migraines affected me for years. I ended up going to university, but I struggled to get over the incident. I stayed in Durham, but I finally came back to set up a fertiliser company here many years later. I love the area, and my parents weren’t getting any younger. My dad helped me with the deposit for this place. I met my wife, Annika, at a trade fair. We had Beau, but she left when he was ten. My fault. Too cold. She asked our son if he wanted to go with her or stay with me.’

‘You must have been pleased he chose you.’

‘Yes, of course, but a boy needs a mother, and she took the rejection badly. Her visits became sporadic, then even the phone calls and birthday cards stopped.’

Ashley knew from growing up without a mum that there would have been psychological damage from being forgotten.

‘What sort of child is he?’

‘You saw. Brash, impulsive, clever, everything comes easy to him, although he hates to be told no.’

Hector had been scribbling away, but he chose that moment to ask a question.

‘I can understand you falling out with Jacob, but why the others?’

Chad tipped his head back and stared at the sky for a few seconds.

‘I left Norfolk. Never thought to get in touch. Men do that, don’t they? Leave and never look back. I still feel guilty about it to this day. Spence and Dillon were at the same children’s home as Hazel. They’d all had a rough start, but Spence and Hazel were bright enough for university, like I was. Spence would have made any rugby team, and Dillon was great with his hands and good at maths. They had dreams and plans, but when that car hit the tree, we lost the promising futures we might have known.’

Hector scowled. ‘You’ve done okay for yourself.’

‘At times, I’ve barely been getting by.’

Ashley thought of big Spence, tried to imagine him with a sharp mind. Dillon had the flushed face of an alcoholic and the demeanour of a man with little to live for. Ashley could understand Chad’s suspicions about the burned-out car. She herself would have wondered if Jacob set fire to the nicked vehicle to cover up evidence of the girl having been in it.

‘You didn’t say Jacob had a great future.’

Chad scoffed. ‘His intelligence was that of a fox or hyena. I heard he ran wild for a few years until he stumbled on a cunning plan and stole family heirlooms.’ Chad looked like he wanted to spit.

Hector had been tapping his pen against his chin. ‘You sent your son to the same primary school as Jacob’s child. The two of them became friends.’

‘I know. It never occurred to me that they might be the same age. I was only aware of the much older one, Caleb. Tyra was at the school gates not long after the start of term. She’d heard what had happened and knew who I was. I thought she was going to attack me.’ Chad smiled wryly. ‘Said to keep my boy away from hers.’

Ashley could guess what occurred next. Fate took a hand. Moths to flames, perhaps.

‘The kids found each other. Got close.’

‘Yes, like Jacob and me. Competitive, wilful, adventurous risk-takers. My wife struggled to deal with Beau’s bolshiness, had little help or affection from me and then finally left us. I was obsessed with work, but knew it was unhealthy and things would need to change, so when someone offered me a lot of money for my business, I took it. Naively, I paid for Beau to go to Gresham’s in the hope that would put an end to their friendship.’

Chad shook his head grimly. He didn’t have to say it. He was too late, and the boys’ paths were now one. Their destinies entwined.
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When they had arrived, Ashley hadn’t cared that Beau was going for a run because she’d suspected talking to the two men together wouldn’t have been productive. It would also give them an easy reason to return.

She wanted to move on to the river accident next, which had occurred on the property of the man in front of them.

‘So, Chad. The lads carried on being friends, even though they attended different schools.’

‘Yeah. They’re two peas in a pod.’

Ashley suspected they were more like oxygen and fire. Two elements drawn to each other, fated to end badly.

‘Was it just on weekends that they saw each other?’

‘You know how it is nowadays, even when they aren’t physically together, they chat on WhatsApp and play video games. I wasn’t as bothered after that lunatic, Caleb Hardy, left the area. One thing I hated was Beau being around him.’

Ashley realised the older son would have been a real worry, but if Caleb had moved away when he was sixteen, he’d have been gone when senior school started for Beau and Damon. Chad had still tried to separate them, anyway. She supposed he could have also believed it was for a better start in life at a great school.

‘What happened on the boat?’

‘I’ve only heard Beau’s side of things. He said they took her out for a spin, then Damon attempted to take the wheel. They were kind of laughing and failed to realise how close they were to a mooring. A boat was where they didn’t expect one to be, and they thudded into its stern. Poor Summer was thrown out and injured her back.’

‘Did you let him use it?’

Chad pouted. ‘I kind of knew he took it from time to time. He knows what he’s doing.’

Ashley decided to test how honest he was being.

‘That’s more or less what we heard. Damon said Summer’s going to be okay.’

Chad’s smile was reasonably convincing. Ashley guessed he would have found out exactly what the prognosis was. A silence filled the air.

Ashley waited for Chad to look at her before she asked her next question.

‘Do you know what it all sounds like to me?’

The man shrugged but averted his gaze. ‘What?’

‘Two young boys trying to impress a girl, and something bad happened.’

‘Maybe. Summer’s a pretty girl.’

‘No, I’m talking about you and Jacob forty-odd years ago, but Beau and Damon’s incident is similar.’

Chad vehemently shook his head. ‘Summer’s in hospital, not dead.’ Chad’s eyes had turned hard. His anger again getting the better of him. ‘There’s something else I suspect, but I don’t know for sure. It’s to do with Hazel.’

Chad stopped talking. Hector gave Ashley a puzzled glance.

She double-checked. ‘Surely you aren’t saying Jacob finished her off?’

Chad’s eyes fixed on hers. ‘No, I reckon there was an incident a few days before.’

Ashley took a sip of her drink. ‘He tried it on?’

‘Yes.’

‘Wouldn’t take no for an answer?’

His next reply was a whisper. ‘Perhaps.’

‘What’s Hazel’s surname?’

‘Croft.’

She gestured for Hector to rise, even though she had one bomb left to drop.

‘Okay, I’ll let you get on. No doubt we’ll talk again. There’s a last thing I’m curious about. Why didn’t you patch things up with your old friends, Spencer and Dillon, after you sold the business and had more time, or even when you first settled in Norfolk?’

Chad’s right eyelid twitched before he replied. ‘I tried to reconnect with them. Spence seemed to have retreated into his mind where nobody could hurt him. When I found his address, he looked at me like I was a stranger. Dillon was still doing little jobs for Jacob long after they were released from jail and told me to piss off.’

‘Dishonest jobs?’

‘Jacob doesn’t know any other type.’

‘Okay, well, Dillon’s worried at the moment. He had an unpleasant experience and can’t properly recall what happened.’

‘Yeah, I heard. Trust me, it’ll be something to do with Jacob.’

Ashley gave him a few seconds’ pause.

‘True, although Caleb was released from prison recently. Whereabouts unknown.’

Ashley and Hector left Chad sitting tensely in his chair with Ashley’s business card in his hand. On his brow sat a layer of sweat, which had nothing to do with the heat of the day.
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Ashley and Hector returned to OCC just in time to enter their notes before the meeting started at five-thirty. When everyone had arrived and taken seats, Ashley stood at the front and guided the whiteboard next to her. She sketched another family tree with a black marker pen. Harold Goldman at the top, down to Chad, then to Beau. Where the Goldman individuals connected to the Hardys, she drew lines across.

Then she added the two girls, Hazel and Summer, and circled their names with a green pen.

‘Collateral damage,’ she said.

With a red pen, she circled Terry’s and Dillon’s names.

‘Dead or attacked.’

She circled Hazel and Caleb in blue. ‘Missing.’

Jacob, Caleb, Spence and Dillon were underlined.

‘Prison.’

Then, with a yellow pen, she put a dot next to Jacob, Tyra and Chad.

‘Angry.’

She was tempted to place one beside Caleb as well, but his dad had indicated a changed temperament. Perhaps vengeful as opposed to enraged. Caleb would currently have the benefit of the doubt.

Emma pointed to the right side of the board.

‘You should add that Jacob was heading to meet a mysterious friend called Slade, with the possibility of Caleb staying at The Roman Camp Inn.’

‘Did we consider going to the inn as well?’

Emma shook her head.

‘No. Obviously we now need Caleb urgently found, but Jacob and Tyra said they’d keep us informed if he’s back on the scene. Just confirming his presence in the area would be a start. The unusual thing was, Jacob was wary of his own boy. I reckon they’re more than a little worried about what all this means for Damon.’

Hector nodded. ‘Chad was concerned about Caleb’s return too.’

‘What was he like?’ asked Jan.

‘Charming, handsome, wealthy, single.’

‘Sounds like a catch,’ said Barry, grin directed at Ashley.

The room erupted into a sea of smiles, which gradually dissipated as everyone remembered Seb.

Ashley knew the team needed banter, so she kept the joke going.

‘He was hot stuff, but also a little deceitful. As a dating prospect, I’d be inclined to pass. So, we have a group of families and friends who’ve led intertwined lives. There have been fallings-out and accidents, but that’s not unusual. Shocking and devastating incidents along with arguments and bad luck are going to occur over decades of life.’

Kettle nodded next to her.

‘Reckless young boys taking stupid risks with an attractive girl present is hardly uncommon. The boating accident is a second tragedy, but it’s not a trend if the events are forty years apart.’

‘Right, people’s lives will always face challenges and be marked by misfortune, but there are added complications in this case. Most noticeably a criminal attitude between many of the players – even the young boys seem inclined to take risks, if not to outright break the law.’

Barry was next to speak.

‘True, but we still don’t have a strong motive for anyone killing Terry.’

‘No, although Simone clearly didn’t have any time for him. I suppose that’s understandable if her niece had been seriously injured by his grandson.’

Sal was frowning. ‘The boating accident was before Terry died and Dillon got taken. It may have been the trigger that started all this.’

Ashley nodded at him. ‘That’s a valid point. Someone much more annoyed than Simone might be responsible.’

Ashley had asked Gabriella to find her another whiteboard, and she pushed the family tree board out of the way and pulled the other forward.

‘Tasks.’ She smiled. ‘One. Visit Summer Dean in hospital. Get her side of things. I suspect the lads showing off was the cause of her fall, but let’s also hear what she says and what her exact prognosis is. Find out about her relatives. Task two will be to grill Simone after we hear what Summer has to say. I’ll delegate those jobs in the morning in case something happens tonight.’

Ashley considered what was next.

‘Morgan and Zelda. How did today go?’

The woman replied. ‘The positive is we got to visit all the stations. There’s nothing at Kelling except a couple of benches. Weybourne station is pretty, but we didn’t have any luck anywhere. Barry was right. There are no council or road cameras at Holt or Weybourne, nor Ring doorbells in the vicinity. Only Sheringham station is situated in the middle of town, so we’ve requested footage from a nearby council camera.’

Ashley wrote ‘3. Watch council CCTV.’

‘I’ll do that,’ said Morgan. ‘But after seeing its location, I’m not hopeful.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s a built-up area with loads of traffic, tourists, buses, people basically, even at night, especially with a petrol station up the road. Weybourne’s surroundings are wooded or farmland. We could hunt for years there and find nothing. It’s the obvious choice for sneaking on the train or slinking off and slipping away.’

Ashley had suspected as much but wanted the others to consider the implications.

‘What about forensics?’

‘CSI took samples for DNA testing and fingerprints from Terry’s compartment,’ replied Gabriella. ‘It was a long shot seeing as the carriage was in service after the incident, so I’m not surprised we got no matches on the prints.’

‘Nothing from the scene of Dillon’s near escape?’ Kettle asked Gabriella.

‘No, the train driver was specific about where it occurred, but the rope securing Dillon wasn’t found. Chip and Pin spent a whole afternoon sniffing the area. Obviously, we had no clothing to help with the search, but they recognised the scent of blood, and both indicated interest in two spots in a wood nearby.’

‘Sounds promising.’

‘It is. One patch was next to an oak that had scuff marks on the bark.’

Kettle smiled. ‘Dillon will have been restrained somewhere before he was taken to the track. Makes sense for it to have been close to the railway line.’

‘That’s what Dillon told us,’ replied Emma. ‘He was gagged and tied to a tree.’

‘No gag was discovered, nor anything else suspicious,’ said Gabriella, ‘so whoever was responsible isn’t a complete fool. The dogs went mad at the soil there, but we requested tests on the bark, too. The other spot was just a patch on the ground not too far away. Again, both hounds were excited. We’ve had a few rain showers since Dillon was found, but not enough to ruin the evidence. Dillon is a convicted felon. His DNA is in the system. I expect it to match to the more obvious sample next to the tree.’

Barry had been rubbing his chin with interest. ‘Why would there be two patches?’

Sal answered. ‘Maybe he was dragged through the woods and left a trail.’

Ashley thought of Dillon being hit on the head. Was it the type of injury to leave a lot of blood, or just that he was knocked out?

‘We can come back to that. Task four. Chase up testing. What’s realistic?’

Gabriella shrugged. ‘I’d hope by Friday morning. The other patch of ground could be anything. An animal kill. An injured hiker. An error from the dogs. Something from years ago.’

Barry barked out a laugh. ‘When did Chip and Pin last make a mistake? We should be wondering who else Caleb has killed and why we haven’t found the body yet.’

Ashley appreciatively clapped her hands twice for him. She wrote a ‘five’ on the board, then scribbled: ‘Check the missing people register’, adding Sal’s name.

‘Obviously, we don’t have any evidence Caleb is the culprit, but he needs to be located and hopefully ruled out. Boss?’

Kettle folded his arms. ‘I often say, if you’ve got poor intel, trust your gut. What’s yours saying, Ashley?’

‘I don’t fancy Caleb for killing his granddad, not like that on the train. Too risky. He’s a big unit, too. He’d have been remembered.’

Jan clicked his fingers. ‘Unless he was working with someone and they turned a blind eye.’

A sharp crease formed at the corners of Ashley’s mouth while she thought.

‘Caleb and Simone seem an unlikely pairing, but task two can bring up whether she knows Caleb. That conversation should be face to face. She chose not to mention the boat accident involving her niece, and therefore she covered up the connection to Terry Hardy.’

Zelda signalled that she had something to say. ‘Yes, but she admitted to being in the same year as Jacob, Dillon, Spencer and Chad Goldman. Would she have done that if she was being deceitful?’

There was a rumble of muttering as the room processed that truth.

Ashley pressed on. ‘Task six. The missing children report from the 1980s for Hazel Croft. Let’s find out as much as we can.’

‘I wouldn’t be confident from so long ago,’ said Jan.

‘I’m sure you’ll give it your best shot,’ replied Ashley, smiling. ‘Work with Sal.’ She turned to face Kettle. ‘Right, I’ve been debating the pros and cons of a manhunt in my head. We’ve got Caleb for breaking the conditions of his violent offender order, so we have authority considering his record and all that’s occurred on the railway line to people he knows. I understand there’s a huge expense, but even if it’s not him, someone did it, and they may still be around or live nearby. A massive police presence in the vicinity might jog memories or put the fear of God into whoever was responsible.’

‘Agreed,’ said Kettle. ‘I can get the ball rolling tonight. We’ll begin tomorrow. Newspapers, TV, radio, dogs, NPAS, CSI, CID, Uniform.’ He pointed at the board. ‘You guys focus on your assignments and assist when free. I’ll be the SIO for the manhunt, coordinating from a major incident room here at OCC, and there’ll be a tactical commander in the field. It might be ten before we’re fully up and running.’

Ashley held his gaze.

‘That should be fine. Jacob went to meet Slade this afternoon, so it gives them time to find his son. Jacob knows what’s at stake here. He and Slade know Caleb better than we do: his haunts from childhood, maybe his friends. I think he’ll be desperately searching for his boy.’

‘Will he tell us if he finds him, though?’ asked Sal. ‘Or help him cover up his offending?’

‘As I said, I don’t like Caleb for Terry’s death. Possibly for Dillon’s abduction, but Dillon’s still alive and kicking. As the courts would say, Dillon is of bad character, and Caleb’s the same. Neither’s word carries much weight. Caleb could declare they were both drunk, the rope was loose, and he never even thought about killing him. Afterwards, he panicked and ran away, which is what his father did after crashing the car all those years ago.’

Kettle steepled his fingers. ‘Dillon would never testify against Caleb.’

Barry nodded. ‘Jacob would see to that.’

Kettle got to his feet. ‘There’s a be-on-the-lookout for Caleb in progress anyway, that will do until tomorrow. I’ve spoken to the team who’ve been trawling the CCTV from Durham and Cromer railway stations the day Caleb was released. Nothing. They discovered his travel warrant wasn’t presented either, and he wouldn’t have paid for his ticket because the walk-up single fare to Cromer was over ninety quid.’

‘Caleb might have got on without going to the customer service counter,’ said Barry. ‘Quite a few do, despite the prison staff telling them repeatedly it’s a travel warrant not a ticket.’

‘Maybe, but it doesn’t seem as though he caught the train at all.’

‘Someone should ask the prison if they provided a taxi for him to the station.’

Kettle gave Barry a thumbs-up.

‘Well done. HMP Frankland is about fifteen minutes from the nearest station, which is Durham. Check the timetable, too. See where he would have needed to change to get back here. I’m guessing Peterborough and Norwich.’

Ashley wrote down task ‘seven’ with Barry’s name next to it.

The prison would pay for a taxi or, in some cases, even drive the new releases in a minibus to the closest bus or railway station. Otherwise, some wouldn’t make it any further than the nearest off-licence or pub. She considered that line of thought.

‘That’s another really good point, Barry. If Caleb didn’t get in a taxi, it was possible he was picked up. If that were the case, the vehicle collecting him would likely have been in the prison car park, which would be covered by top-notch CCTV.’

Kettle cleared his throat and stared slowly around the room.

‘Well done, everyone. As always, at the start of an investigation, it feels like progress is glacial, but none of this work is a waste of time. Get a good rest tonight because tomorrow will be full-on.’
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Emma’s phone erupted as the team filtered out, causing a few to laugh after the silence following Kettle’s finishing comment. She didn’t recognise the number.

‘DS Emma Stones.’

‘Is that the bird who was at my house earlier today?’

Emma gritted her teeth. She supposed at least he hadn’t said big bird.

‘Give me a second, Jacob. Just leaving a meeting.’

She nipped back into the room and, after the last person had left, put the phone to her ear.

‘Yes, this is the sergeant you spoke to this morning.’

‘Right, yeah, sorry, force of habit. Look, I drove to The Roman Camp Inn to meet Slade, but he wasn’t there.’

‘Did you ring him?’

‘Of course, but he didn’t answer.’

‘Did you try multiple times?’

‘Yes, or I wouldn’t be ringing you, would I, genius?’

Emma’s teeth clamped shut. ‘Pardon?’

‘Shit, sorry again. I’m stressed out. I went inside the pub and asked after Caleb and Slade. They know Slade, and my boy’s not easy to miss. Nobody had seen either of them. I’ve spent all afternoon visiting places he used to hang out, people who might have heard something, but nothing.’

‘Could he have threatened Slade? Told him to sling his hook, or else?’

‘That’s possible. Slade’s not a heavy. He’s middle-aged, slightly younger than me, but like a bag of bones. He wouldn’t have taken much scaring off.’

‘Why use him, then?’

‘Slade thinks he’s more big-time than he is, but he is a bit of a geezer, local face, and he knows everyone.’

Emma wondered what she should say, if anything, to Jacob about them upping the search ante the next day.

‘We’ve had a discussion about recent events, and your son came up. I was thinking, he’d be skint after jail. How could he afford to stay at The Roman Camp?’

‘He couldn’t. Maybe he was just having a beer there.’

‘If you had just got out of chokey with less than sixty quid to your name and fancied a drink, would you head to a lovely family pub and pay six pounds a pint? If it was booze Caleb was after, he’d have visited a supermarket.’

Emma smiled, wondering where she’d dragged the term ‘chokey’ from, but she also made a mental note to check the supermarkets in Cromer the day Caleb was released.

‘Perhaps my lad was meeting a mate there, and they were paying.’

Emma realised that was a possibility, especially if an acquaintance had driven to HMP Frankland to collect him so he wouldn’t need to catch a train. She figured that the team checking his known acquaintances in jail would also be worthwhile. He might have met another prisoner who had agreed to meet or work with him.

Emma suspected Caleb was never at the pub, and she could easily conceive of a damning reason why someone would put it out there that he was.

‘Don’t you think it’s more likely Slade was set up?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He was given bad intel and turned up at a place where Caleb hadn’t been.’

‘Why do that?’

‘Well, the first reason is to waste his time. The second would be to have a word and tell Slade to back off, and the third, Jacob?’

The lad’s father didn’t miss a beat. ‘Bollocks. You reckon, when Slade arrived, someone grabbed him.’

‘Look. We’ve got some important decisions to make tomorrow. Call me if you find either Slade or your son. It’s crucial you do that. I’ll ring you at nine in the morning. Have another ponder about where he might be.’

‘Jesus, I’ve been everywhere I can think of, but he left here seven years ago when he was a kid. I doubt he’s still smoking in the park.’

Emma had been thinking the same thing. She thanked him and cut the call, then went to find Ashley. Her boss listened quietly before she responded.

‘That’s not good, but there’s nothing we can do tonight except add Slade to the BOLO.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘You know what? I’ve got a bad feeling about what tomorrow may bring.’

Emma curled her top lip in agreement. So had she.
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WEDNESDAY 11TH JUNE


Sandra Butterfield drove into the entrance of Holt railway station wearing the same smile she always did. As usual, she’d set off early, making the seventy-mile journey from Peterborough. She loved having some time on her own. The first train would arrive in two hours at 10:11, and other staff would appear soon, but she would have half an hour to herself.

There was a Fiat Panda in the car park, although it was parked about halfway along, so she doubted it was an employee. More likely a passenger from yesterday who’d had a few too many beers in Sheringham and decided to leave their vehicle.

Sandra had been trusted with a key to open up years ago, thanks to her devotion to volunteering. Her husband considered it madness to do so many days for no pay, but she simply smiled back and didn’t even try to explain any more. It made more sense to her than spending five hours whacking a small white ball around a field with a bunch of other moaning gits.

Sandra took the chunky key out of her trouser pocket and unlocked the ticket office door. She imagined someone similar doing the same at the original Holt station many years ago. A different time, although she suspected people had endured their problems then as they did now.

She ran a hand along the old wooden table. All was in order. It was outside on the platform where she wanted to be, though. A clear day like this always made the place seem even more wonderful, as if it were sparkling.

With a cheeky grin, she grabbed the guard’s whistle and green flag and stepped through the gate. This was the moment she loved. Just her, alone, to appreciate the pristine station and the encroaching greenery, the track vanishing into it. Sandra revelled in the escapism. This was how life could have been.

Sandra used to work in a department store before she was made redundant. Another little pleasure of hers, once John Lewis had closed for the day and she was the only one there save for the security guard in his office, was to ride the lift from the ground to the top floor. It had been a shame the shop had CCTV everywhere because she would have liked to have messed around like Kim Cattrall in the film Mannequin.

Here, however, she was alone and unwatched. She gave the whistle a toot, not too loud, but she didn’t half give the flag a swish. Sometimes she growled to herself, ‘All aboard!’ Even pretended to berate individuals for not having a valid ticket. Maybe her husband was right, and she was crazy.

They had asked her if she’d like to learn how to be a guard, but the responsibility would ruin volunteering. Here, she helped people enjoy themselves. Gave advice, took their money, breathed the air, lived a simpler life. One that made her feel young again.

Sometimes she would imagine her lover coming in on the next train, her waiting to meet him, heart trembling. It was at times like those that she considered leaving Donald, but things weren’t too bad. They ticked along nicely, with their children and grandchildren all living nearby, which was wonderful. Besides, she didn’t see her husband much. He had Thorpe Wood Golf Course, and she had the North Norfolk Railway.

Margaret was working today as well and would probably arrive early, too. They’d have a right giggle. Sandra had baked a cake for everyone, and Margaret usually brought biscuits. It was only then, while humming ‘Nothing’s Gonna Stop Us Now’ and ambling to her favourite spot mid-platform, that she saw a man slumped against the far end of the last bench. It was a sight she’d seen once before, when a drunk had fallen asleep and toppled off the seat waiting for the final loco of the day.

Sandra glanced at her watch: 8:05. It was a little early for that kind of behaviour. The station staff wouldn’t have left him there the previous evening, but she supposed it was easy enough to clamber over the low picket fences. She debated going to check on him. He might be ill.

Sandra chuckled to herself and tiptoed back to the ticket office. Screw that. He was probably hungover or mad, or both. She hadn’t turned up half an hour early to deal with a nutcase on her own. A cup of tea would occupy her time before the others arrived.

Margaret appeared next, just before eight-fifteen. As Sandra expected, she immediately wanted to see what the man was doing.

Margaret’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Maybe he’s single.’

Sandra giggled, feeling braver with her friend there. They linked arms and powered down the platform. She put on her most authoritative voice a few metres from the bench.

‘Good morning, sir. Are you well?’

He was dressed simply in black jeans and a casual dark-blue bomber jacket, seated on the floor, propped upright on an elbow. A baseball cap had been pulled low to cover his face, perhaps from the bright sun.

The gentle breeze carried a pungent aroma over the women, which made them both gag and recoil. Sandra had never smelled a stench like it before.

Up close, the figure’s posture didn’t seem quite right.

Sandra willed her feet forward, her eyes fixed on the baseball cap. It was only when she crouched and reached for the cap that she noticed the stains soaked into the man’s clothing.

‘Hell’s bells,’ Margaret choked, having edged around to the other side. She wasn’t looking at the face. Her focus was locked on the man’s left side, where his arm was bent back at an unnatural angle.

Sandra straightened, swallowing hard against the bile rising in her throat. ‘I know, Marge. I think he’s been killed.’

Margaret didn’t reply immediately. Her face had gone a sickening shade of grey, and she took a frantic, shuddering lurch backward, her eyes wide and glittering with pure horror. She raised a shaking hand, pointing at the dark cuff of the man’s jacket, where the fabric ended abruptly.

‘It’s not just that, Sandra. They haven’t just stabbed him.’ Her voice broke on a high, desperate sob. ‘Someone’s bloody well cut off his hand!’
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Ashley had struggled to drop off to sleep again, with both her loss and the case fighting for attention in her mind. In the end she got up at five and went for a jog to Overstrand. The road back was a slow, punishing climb towards Cromer so Ashley knew it would drain her legs of energy. She found herself powering up it, pushing through the burn. She stumbled into her house, feeling as if she could finally collapse into sleep. Instead, she showered, pulled on her most professional-looking suit and drove to work.

She had taken a seat in Kettle’s office to prepare for the day ahead when a call came through on his landline. She watched him as he listened without replying for a full minute.

He thanked the caller, then gently placed the handset back on the receiver.

‘Body discovered on platform one at Holt station.’

‘ID?’

‘Not yet. Uniform have only just been dispatched. I’ve been expecting something like this, so I let Control know yesterday to inform me of anything remotely suspicious. This obviously ticks that box and then some. I assume you’ve had the same thoughts about further incidents.’

Ashley nodded. ‘There’s too much going on for it to be over. Bear with me. I’ll send Emma and Morgan down there right away. I wanted people in the area when this hunt started, anyway.’

Ashley popped out of the office and returned five minutes later.

Kettle was waiting.

‘So, Ashley. Why did you think this wasn’t over?’

‘Sticking Dillon on the railway track was never destined to be the coup de grâce.’

‘What was it, then?’

‘I had trouble falling asleep last night with this case running through my mind. I reckon it was a warning to Jacob.’

Kettle gave her a sceptical look. ‘Okay, explain.’

‘Those responsible are shouting, “See what we can do to you! We’ve killed your father, then took one of your posse and stuck him on the train tracks.” It doesn’t matter that Dillon survived. The message was still sent.’

‘Okay, but the killing of Terry wasn’t clear-cut. With a less observant pathologist, his passing might have been put down to a gentle end to a long life.’

‘Perhaps not being sure if it was murder is worse in some ways. The uncertainty must be doing psychological damage. Jacob doesn’t know what’s unfolding, and he won’t like it. Men like him hate losing control.’

Kettle splayed his fingers on the desk and leaned forward.

‘I’m beginning to wonder if Dillon was supposed to escape. With the cause of Terry’s demise not being 100 per cent and Dillon clambering off the line, we didn’t put as many resources into the case as we would have done if he’d been run over. Maybe that’s what’s really concerning here. This is meticulous planning from a devious mind.’

Ashley tipped her head to one side. ‘I’d lean towards the person responsible being a reasonably bright individual who’s had a lengthy time to plan.’

Kettle’s phone rang again. He paid attention to a shorter message, then ended the call.

‘No ID, no mobile, no keys, no wallet. Only Wee Willie Winkie goes out dressed like that nowadays. So, assuming it’s not the chap from the nursery rhyme, the victim was robbed as well as killed.’

Ashley saw the connection immediately. ‘Who do we know who needs quick cash?’

‘Our missing man. I have more details of the victim. He’s around fifty. Thin, below average height, balding. Anyone like that on your radar?’

‘My money’s on it being Jacob’s gopher, Slade. Emma has a call planned with Jacob this morning at nine, so she can get Slade’s description from him. You know, if it is Slade, he was set up. He was sent to The Roman Camp Inn. I’ll bet he never even got out of his car.’

Kettle expanded on the most likely explanation.

‘The killer either drives the man, or forces him to drive, to a quiet spot. They park up. He’s killed, taken to Holt station, left by the track. Ah, there is another detail. Our casualty was found slumped against a bench with a missing hand. No prizes for remembering who committed a similar crime.’

A flicker of shock crossed Ashley’s face, but it wasn’t a huge surprise.

‘The papers will love that, although in a way it’s good news.’

‘How so?’

‘Nothing captures the public’s imagination like the macabre.’

‘True. What’s your plan, considering this latest revelation?’

‘Obviously the hunt for Caleb continues. Emma can deal with the scene, speak to Jacob and stay in the vicinity. I’ll have Simone brought in, but first I’m going to speak to Summer Dean at the hospital. She could give us an edge when we talk to her aunt.’

Kettle folded his arms. ‘You really think Simone saw the attacker who went into Terry’s compartment and smothered him?’

‘I’m not sure. Simone is a professional, through and through, so I’d say little happens on her train without her knowing about it, but fierce family loyalty can make people act out of character. Perhaps she blamed the Hardys for her niece’s injury.’

‘Right. Maybe she’s involved, or she might have just turned a blind eye.’

‘Exactly. This could be a conspiracy.’

Kettle’s eyes narrowed. ‘It’s like a western. The good folk of Holt rise up and take the law into their own hands. They’ve finally had enough. The people will clean up the town.’

Ashley smiled, but it wasn’t too outlandish a theory.

‘Jacob, Dillon and Spencer ruined a lot of lives with their burglary spree. Made a stack of cash. Wealth can also cause jealousy.’

‘Actually, Ashley, that’s a factor worth looking at. Is Jacob still rich? I checked the specifics of the Crown’s case against the thieves. The main reason their sentences were so harsh was the total sum of the assets they stole. It was three million pounds.’

Ashley could guess at Kettle’s thought process.

‘That would be the insurance sum assured, not the street value. Hot property dictates a sizeable discount, not to mention the need for a quick sale. They’d have been lucky enough to keep half of that, then it would be split three ways.’

Kettle raised his eyebrows. Ashley chewed the inside of her lip, a flicker of calculation in her eyes.

‘You’re right. Jacob would have kept the lion’s share, if not ripping off the other two entirely. Even so, wouldn’t he have run out of money by now?’

‘Yes, which brings in the possibility of the murders being to do with a more recent, high-stakes criminal enterprise. One where the individuals involved are far more willing to use harsh punishments in retaliation, or as a warning.’

‘Caleb despised his father enough to move away. Who’s to say he wasn’t recruited inside, picked up on release and brought to North Norfolk to fulfil his role in whatever this might be?’

Ashley and Kettle shared a look. There were still too many unknown variables. It was a case of dealing with events methodically. Kettle prodded the table with his pen.

‘Decision time. Do we close the railway today or at least shut Holt station?’

Ashley pictured the location. There were two car parks and two platforms.

‘If the staff opened the fence up around platform two, the service could operate without affecting our evidence-gathering on platform one. Normally that would be a problem because the engines need to move from the front to the back, but the diesel locos are helping the steam trains at the moment, to reduce the risk of trackside sparks from the firebox igniting the tinder-dry vegetation.’

The ghost of a grin crept across Kettle’s face. ‘I bet that’s a statement you never thought you’d know enough to be making.’

‘Too right. I’ll be driving one next. When we’re done here, I’ll pass our conclusions on to Emma.’

‘What else?’

‘We need the DNA evidence back from the woods.’

‘Gabriella’s a terrier when necessary.’

‘Yep, I’ll send Barry and Zelda to Holt, too. If the line is open, they can talk to passengers when they arrive. Maybe have them spend the entire day on the trains. It’s possible other people noticed something suspicious, or they know details about Jacob and his crew we don’t. I’ll keep Sal and Jan here to coordinate and do the office jobs, and I’ll contact the NCA.’

Kettle had been scribbling bullet points down. Money and brutal punishments often meant ruthless drug dealers, so checking if the National Crime Agency had Jacob in their files was a sensible move.

Kettle rested his pen on his pad.

‘I need to brief Detective Superintendent Graves. Let’s get this search under way and bring in Caleb.’

They both rose from their seats to leave, but Kettle came to a stop at the door.

‘There’s something else troubling me. Death in a carriage, a near death on the track and a death on the platform. Why are they using the North Norfolk Railway to facilitate the crimes?’

Ashley sighed at another complication. She didn’t have a clue.
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DS Emma Stones had asked Morgan to drive, so she could make some calls and answer the one she’d hopefully receive from Jacob. Ashley had rung her with a further update to tell her the railway could keep platform two running and Emma had just finished a quick call to the RO at Sheringham when her phone rang. Jacob’s number had been saved as a contact, so she knew it was him.

‘Morning, Jacob. How are you?’

‘Stressed to the eyeballs. Tyra’s on the rampage because Damon stayed out last night and never told us.’

‘Weren’t you concerned?’

‘He’s eighteen tomorrow, but yes, a bit. He came back first thing, said he’d been revising at a mate’s, which sounds like a massive pork pie. Slade’s disappeared like a puff of smoke. No sightings of Caleb either. What the hell is going on? It’s as if my world’s been turned upside down.’

Emma detected a flicker of fear amid the frustration.

‘I have an update for you. We’re upping the search for Caleb for the next two days. Helicopters, dogs, national news bulletins, a reward, the whole nine yards. Very few escape that level of scrutiny. If he’s in the county, we should find him.’

Jacob swore. ‘My mind’s scrambled. It’s possible he’s the killer, but I still hope he’s okay. Isn’t that messed up?’

‘I suppose he was just a little lad once.’

A barked laugh came down the line. ‘To be honest, not so much. We could never leave him alone with his brother. Once, when Damon was a baby, Tyra caught Caleb pinching his back.’

Emma didn’t want to get involved in that type of discussion when they had more pressing matters. ‘Can you give me a description of Slade?’

‘He’s forty-nine. Not that I’m bothered, but he kept complaining about being the big five-oh next year. What sort of dick says that to someone who’s ten years older than them? Average height, always wears black jeans, and he’s thin as a rake.’

‘Any disabilities?’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know. Is he in good health? Does he limp, or have any physical restrictions?’

‘He seems pretty hale and hearty to me, considering he exists on lager, cigs and bar snacks.’

Emma had discussed with Ashley whether to tell Jacob of Slade’s fate if the description of the victim matched his worker. They had decided to use it to keep Jacob onside, and to ask for his assistance. It was possible he was complicit in some of what had been occurring, but unlikely. The last thing someone like him would want was the full beam of the Major Investigation Team shining down on his life. In light of that, it was only fair they warned him if a third person close to him had been attacked.

‘Those details match a body that was found this morning.’

‘What?’

‘The deceased had been stabbed. Sounds as though he was robbed.’

Emma could almost hear the gears in Jacob’s mind turning.

‘I’m confused,’ he finally said. ‘Who would hurt Slade?’

Perhaps Jacob wasn’t so smart after all.

‘Remember, he and his car went missing shortly before you arrived at the pub to see if Caleb was inside.’

Jacob growled down the phone. ‘Right, you reckon it was Caleb. Why would he do that? Slade’s a fucking nobody.’

‘We’ll be investigating today, so I need Slade’s full name and address.’

Emma and Morgan shared a look when Jacob didn’t reply, but, to their surprise, he gave them a location in Bodham, which was about four miles from Holt. He had calmed down as the news sank in but worry laced his words.

‘Slade lives alone. First name Victor. Drives a vomit-coloured Nissan Qashqai.’ There were another few seconds of quiet. ‘Do you think it’s someone out to get at me? Am I next?’

Emma decided to go for broke. ‘Have you been up to any mischief lately? You know, fallen out with anyone? Perhaps a deal soured.’

Jacob growled again. ‘Keep me posted, will ya? And I’ll do the same for you.’

The line went dead. Emma frowned at the vehicle’s description.

‘What colour is vomit?’

‘I reckon it’s Hazy Gold in car-manufacturer jargon. It’s kind of a murky yellow, pretty nasty, although I’m fairly sure there’s a fan club dedicated to that type of colour.’

Morgan waited until he’d negotiated a roundabout, then turned to Emma.

‘I couldn’t help wondering how he’d have reacted if we’d told him what happened to Slade’s hand.’

‘It can’t be nice considering the possibility that your eldest son is trying to destroy your life. I reckon another dismembered hand would end any hope he might have been holding on to.’

Morgan’s lip curled. ‘What would be the reason for Caleb doing something that could be so obviously linked back to him?’

‘Rage, stupidity, vengeance, inability to contemplate the possibility of him being caught, a lack of common sense. One or more of those factors is usually present when most offenders are apprehended. Or perhaps it’s more complicated and he’s being paid well for these callous acts.’

‘I guess, but isn’t it possible he’s the scapegoat?’

Emma stared out of the window for a moment before nodding. ‘You’re right. Maybe he only did Terry, or possibly just Dillon, who was never meant to die, then someone else comes along and kills Slade and leaves Caleb’s trademark amputation.’

She ran a hand through her hair. This much speculation meant they were some way off solving the case.

Morgan turned into Holt station car park and stopped in front of a line of police bollards. Emma jumped out of the vehicle. She knew the scene guard.

‘Hi, Rose. We’re on this. Can you let us through?’

The woman nodded, pen ready to fill in the log.

‘Sure, is that Morgan with you?’

‘Yep.’

Morgan parked up, then they strode to the entrance. Two DCs from CID were finishing speaking to a pair of mature women in railway uniforms.

Emma took the lead.

‘Morning, DC Parnell, and you’re Sasha Kazinski if I remember right?’

‘Kaminski. Good to see you again. Jake and Sasha will do fine.’

‘Likewise, Emma and Morgan. How come you guys are here?’

Parnell stepped out of earshot of the railway staff.

‘We were already heading this way this afternoon to help with the manhunt, but we had a breaking and entering call at a village called Melton Constable first. Control redirected us, saying to give MIT every assistance. Your bosses must be under pressure.’

‘They are. Any thoughts on the sequence of events?’

‘I can make an educated assumption. A car likely stopped at this spot last night.’ Parnell pointed next to the ticket office. ‘I doubt there’d be anyone else around, so they could take their time. Pulled the victim from the vehicle. My guess is from the driver’s side. I’d say the guy was already dead or dying.’

He pointed at a cordoned-off section with a wooden rail behind it.

‘Then the corpse was thrown over the low fence, the attacker followed and carried the body along the platform, then posed him next to a bench.’

Emma nodded. ‘And the reasoning for your theory?’

‘There’s quite a bit of blood in the middle of the road, then drips following the route, another small spatter on the other side of the fence, then more drops up to where the man was posed.’

‘Carried, not dragged?’

‘Yes, or there would be a bloody trail, not drips. Single knife wound through the rib. All in all, a professional hit, except for the severed hand, which seems over the top.’

‘No sign of a yellow Qashqai?’

At confused looks from both CID officers, Emma explained who Victor Slade was and the brief history they knew.

Kaminski had been listening in.

‘Sounds like the assailant was waiting at The Roman Camp, forced their way into Slade’s car, blade to the body, perhaps made him drive somewhere else first, then waited until nightfall and brought him here.’

‘It’s a long time to sit in a layby,’ said Morgan. ‘There would have been the risk of Slade escaping or shouting for help.’

Emma shook her head. ‘This Caleb guy doesn’t sound like an easy fella to give the slip, and who’d shout if they had a dagger digging into their side?’

Kaminski pointed at the fence. ‘Only a strong man could lift a deadweight over that and carry them up the platform.’

Emma smiled at her, thinking of Tyra. ‘Or a powerful woman?’

Kaminski bobbed her head. ‘Maybe it was two people.’

Emma remembered they wanted to speak to Simone after Ashley had talked to Summer. She approached the two women in period clothing.

‘Hi, ladies. I’m DS Stones.’

‘This is Sandra, and I’m Marge,’ said the taller of the pair.

‘Do you know the guard Simone?’

‘Yes, of course. Lovely lady.’

‘Is she working today?’

‘No, the lucky blighter must have had a premonition.’

Emma’s brow furrowed. ‘Why?’

‘Simone took a late holiday booking. She got an amazing deal. Ten nights in Cyprus. I think she left yesterday evening.’
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Barry and Zelda spent the final miles to Holt dissecting Emma’s WhatsApp comment that Simone had taken a late break. Barry had struggled to connect with the young detective, after finding Zelda at the opposite end of the woke spectrum, so he’d found work was the safest topic when they were partnered. He often couldn’t resist the occasional poke, but they were spending all day together, so it was better if he tried hard to keep his trap shut on certain subjects.

Barry drove into Holt station entrance, recognised one of MIT’s pool cars and parked next to it. He noticed DC Jake Parnell leaving the ticket office and got out of his vehicle to greet him.

‘Morning, Jake. Still toiling for CID when you could be living a life of glory with me?’

‘Despite the prospect of seeing you every day, I had been planning to ask DI Knight if there were any vacancies. My partner’s interested, too.’

‘The delightful Sasha. She’s welcome, but, just so we’re clear, I draw the line at dating people who can bench-press more than me at the gym.’

Zelda appeared after locking the car. ‘She’ll be devastated, as will the other 95 per cent of women who could out-lift you.’

Barry gestured to his partner. ‘Jake, have you been introduced to Zelda? Ignore the weird black hair and gloomy make-up. She’s actually all right.’

Zelda huffed out a breath, then leaned towards Jake and shook his hand.

‘Jake and I met during the Fakenham Races case. Good to see you again.’

Barry directed his next question at Parnell. ‘Are you heading off?’

‘Yep. The guy’s been ID’d. It’s a Victor Slade. We’re going to a breaking and entering call we had from this morning, so we’ll be nearby if anything dramatic happens. Emma said she’ll ring OCC and ask the team there to start the deep dive into his life.’

He shook Barry’s and Zelda’s hands.

‘Okay, mate,’ said Barry. ‘Perhaps I’ll see you soon. Where’s the body?’

‘End of the platform.’

‘You know, it’s extremely lucky I’m here.’

‘I’m going to regret asking, but why?’

‘I heard you needed a hand.’

Jake departed without another word.

Barry and Zelda walked to the scene, where an evidence tent had been placed over the bench.

Emma was talking to two station staff but turned to the arriving officers.

‘We’re discussing running the trains through platform two.’

Barry glanced to the right, recalling Ashley’s instructions. ‘There’ll probably be a bit of goggle-eye while CSI work, but Joe Public observing how professional they are isn’t going to hurt, and there won’t be much to see.’

The two employees left to instruct the other workers.

Zelda waited until they were out of earshot, then asked, ‘Has the doc been to confirm death?’

Emma nodded. ‘He’s in there now. Told us the rigor mortis is easing, so, with our current temperatures, death yesterday evening would fit. He knows an undertaker in Holt who’ll come out and take the body immediately. If we get a move on, we should be able to have him removed by the time most of the passengers arrive.’

Zelda took her notebook out. ‘You mentioned on the group chat there was a Fiat Panda here when the first staff member arrived. Have the plates been run?’

‘Parnell called it in. He contacted the owner, who said it wouldn’t start. It’s being picked up today.’

Zelda glanced up from her notes, eyes rounded. ‘Have you found the hand?’

‘No, which is a little creepy. Did Caleb hold on to the last one he cut off?’

Barry shrugged. ‘I don’t remember reading that, but maybe jail has changed him, and he’s come out as a trophy-keeping serial killer. It would make a great novel.’

Emma tutted. ‘Please keep your glee to yourself when the public arrives. It’s not a good look.’

‘I’ll try. Seems a crazy thing to do twice. Puts him right in the news.’

‘Morgan and I were wondering whether someone else had done this to frame Caleb. Otherwise, it leads us straight to him.’

Barry rubbed his chin. ‘Are you wondering if Caleb’s a patsy for some big crime boss?’

‘Yes.’

‘You might be overthinking things. An individual capable of chopping off a limb probably isn’t going to be an intricate planner, more an impulsive butcher.’

Emma’s gaze switched to the tent. ‘Be that as it may, the stakes have clearly risen.’

‘Yeah, there’s nothing vague about knifing another human to death. Takes a certain type of person for an up-close kill. They’d need to be either ice-cool, or raging.’

‘Dismemberment often comes from fury, but didn’t Jacob say his son seemed chillingly calm when he visited him in prison?’

‘Caleb was probably simmering with anger but keeping it together so he could move back home.’

Zelda frowned. ‘Isn’t it odd he would ask to live with his father and then attack the people his dad’s acquainted with?’

Barry threw his hands in the air. ‘Remember. None of us know Caleb. He might be daft or bright. Perhaps it was all part of a plan, or maybe this is a recent development. Our other main source of intel on the topic of Caleb is Jacob himself, who is more than capable of massaging the truth or outright deceit. People lie every day, some so convincingly we think afterwards they must be insane. The only guarantee in this case is what this murder reveals.’

‘And what’s that exactly?’ asked Emma.

‘He’s speeding up. Once you start killing people so publicly, it’s only a matter of time before you’re caught, so if there are other folk on your list, you need to get a chop on.’

Barry, realising his inadvertent joke, couldn’t help laughing and his shoulders continued to shake until his phone rang. He listened. Swore. Listened again. Said okay, then ended the call.

Zelda nibbled her lower lip next to him. ‘That doesn’t sound good.’

‘That was Ashley confirming the manhunt begins at twelve and runs until tomorrow night. Everyone, including the office cleaners, will be looking for Caleb. NPAS is going up now to hunt for tents in wooded areas, possible derelict buildings, that sort of thing. Locals will be able to give the search teams more info, but it’s a start at least.’

NPAS stood for National Police Air Service.

‘That’s great news, so what’s the problem?’

‘Chad Goldman rang Ashley. His son, Beau, went for a jog this morning around eight. He hasn’t come home.’

Zelda glanced at her watch. ‘A two-hour run isn’t that excessive.’

‘It is if you ask me, and it seems so for Beau, too. He normally only runs for thirty minutes. Apparently, he doesn’t particularly like jogging but wants to keep fit. That makes him well overdue.’

Zelda’s gaze flicked towards the evidence tent, her eyebrows lifting.

Barry had to agree. It was a troubling time to go missing.
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Ashley and Hector arrived at the Norfolk and Norwich University Hospital, known as the N&N, shortly after she’d rung Barry to ask him to attend Chad’s home immediately. She checked the signs, then followed the arrows to the spinal unit. A nurse let them in, and they were escorted to a three-bed ward, two of which were occupied. Both patients lay flat. She could hear a male snoring from the first bed as they passed by.

They stopped at the second patient.

‘Summer,’ said the nurse. ‘Are you awake?’

‘Yes, I’m bored.’

The nurse cast a glance back at Ashley.

‘These visitors should help sort that out. It’s the police.’

‘Oh. What do they want?’

‘Do I look like your secretary?’

The giggle that followed sounded very much like a teenager.

Ashley stopped at the side of the bed.

‘Hi, Summer, I’m DI Knight and this is DS Fade. We’re here to ask you some questions about the accident.’

Under a thin sheet, the girl appeared delicate. Without a scrap of make-up, she was attractive in an elven way, but two weeks in a hospital had given her a grey pallor.

‘Why? What’s happened?’

‘Nothing as such. To be honest, it’s background work relating to a case we’ve been working on concerning a relative of Damon’s.’

‘Okay.’

‘Can you talk us through how you hurt your back?’

‘There’s not too much to tell you. We sneaked off to take Beau’s dad’s little boat out. We love that thing, and he never uses it. The boys were messing around, which is pretty normal, but the top speed is six miles or so an hour, so I’m never too worried. It was just bad luck. Another boat had lost power and was drifting. I can’t remember who was steering, but he headed on its inside and clipped the mooring. I was unbalanced and got thrown out.’

Ashley had been involved in many cases where people had experienced low-speed falls and serious injuries had occurred.

‘Sounds unlucky.’

‘Yes, the doctor said it was a freak accident. Being thin, I don’t have much padding, so my spine cracked and the spinal cord was compressed. They’ve kept me here in a brace so the bone can knit together.’

The man next to them made a strange, gargled choke, then a few other odd grunts, before gently snoring again.

‘I thought there weren’t mixed wards any more,’ said Hector.

Summer smiled, which lit up her face.

‘Tommy has a worse prognosis than I do. An incomplete spinal cord injury. The poor guy has been here three months, so he’s had all manner of surgeries and traction. They know people our age get bored, so they asked us if we fancied sharing a room for a few days. We’re both eighteen, and it’s not like we’ll be leaping into each other’s beds. He’s keeping me sane, even if he does make weird noises in his sleep.’

‘How long have you got left here?’

‘Another two weeks. Maybe less if I’m lucky. I’ll have missed some of my exams, but I’m trying to focus on the positive. I should make a full recovery. Tommy might never walk again.’ Summer dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘Is he good-looking?’

Ashley stepped across and peered down at him.

‘If you’re into angelic types, he’d probably appeal.’

‘Cool.’

‘I assumed you were dating Beau or Damon?’

‘No, although they both fight over me like I’m a prize to be won. We’ve been friends for so long, it would be weird to date either of them even if they were my type.’

‘They aren’t?’

‘No, they’re typical boy-boys. I prefer intellectual guys, but I don’t date at the mo. Ironically, I had decided there would be time for flirting after my exams were finished.’

Hector laughed.

‘Well, you can practise your techniques on Tommy, knowing he can’t run off. Is he a cerebral type?’

‘Seems to be.’

Ashley concluded that was enough skirting the subject.

‘Have Beau or Damon visited?’

‘Damon came once, but my dad and aunt were here. My aunt practically threw him out.’

‘Why?’

‘Implied his family were scum. They were bad news and to stay away in future.’

‘What did your father say?’

‘He’s not like that at all. Told her to keep her voice down.’ Summer chuckled. ‘Typical that he was worried about upsetting other patients.’

‘But his sister, Simone, is a bit feistier?’ said Hector.

‘Yeah, she’s strong-willed. Nice though. She just says what she thinks.’

Ashley had been wondering how to phrase the questions she wanted to ask without it seeming obvious.

‘Is your aunt the type to go around Damon’s house, give him a piece of her mind? You know, you hurt my niece, back off from now on.’

A look of surprise crossed Summer’s face.

‘No. Nobody would go to that place of their own free will.’

‘Why?’

‘In a nutshell, the parents are angry people. Damon’s a funny kid, but he is a bit messed up. His dad doesn’t hit him or anything, but he’s really down on him. Calling him a pussy, leaping on any comment Damon makes. Us teenagers can’t help the backchat, but his father’s near to losing the plot if any slips out. That’s why Damon’s fun. He wants to get out of the house and do stuff. Not to be on tenterhooks the whole time.’

Hector nodded. ‘I can understand that. We heard Beau goes to a different school from you and Damon. How come you’re still such close friends?’

‘He didn’t want to go to private, but his father insisted. It’s Beau who keeps us together, arranging things, paying if we’re skint, like for the cinema. He’s a top guy.’

Ashley took a bottle of Pepsi, a box of Maltesers and a crossword magazine out of a carrier bag.

‘I brought these for you, admittedly from a petrol station on the way here.’

‘Fab, I love word puzzles.’

Ashley smiled but she was thinking. Emma’s text, informing them of Aunt Simone’s holiday out of the country, was a bitter pill. Whatever part Simone might have played before her departure, she was safely out of the way now. She would return, of course, but Ashley knew with cold certainty the investigation would be a closed book long before that. The damage would be irrevocably done while Simone was still thousands of miles away.

If Beau had been snatched from the street earlier, today could prove extremely grim, and the pressure to deliver a fast result would explode.
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On the drive to Chad’s house in Weybourne, Barry and Zelda got stuck behind a towed caravan with too much oncoming traffic to overtake on the winding road.

She looked over at him.

‘I’d have thought this delay would have you hitting your fist on the steering wheel and leaning on your horn.’

‘The boy’s only been gone for an hour or so. Might even be home when we arrive. Under more normal circumstances, Chad would have been told to call back tomorrow.’

‘Well, these aren’t normal times. Cutting people’s hands off is deranged.’

‘True, but there are any number of places Beau could be. A mate’s house, a girl’s, admiring the view, walking home after an injury, or reading poetry in a field.’

Zelda had a pensive expression on her face. ‘I haven’t got loads of experience of manhunts. Do you think we’ll find Caleb?’

‘They’re a coin toss in Norfolk, although the odds are better for this one. There’s a lot of farmland, old buildings, scrubland, forests, woods, guest houses, caravans and the rest out here. Not much CCTV, few ANPR cameras, but the helicopter helps. The pilots know the land. Depends on how smart the fugitive is. If he chose to camp in the middle of Sheringham Park in a bright orange tent, we’ll get him. If he’s living at Susie’s Boarding House, paying cash and has bought a fake beard, we might struggle. Besides, it’s usually the public who tip us off.’

‘From the TV bulletins?’

‘Yep, news travels fast these days. If Kettle releases the details, the press will love the gore angle. I can see the headlines tomorrow. The Axeman of Holt strikes again. People are going to gossip in every club, pub and meeting room all over the county, and social media will have the shocking facts moving around the country way before the morning papers arrive.’

‘Caleb’s a big guy, too. You don’t get too many individuals well over six feet.’

‘Yeah, and he’s just done seven years inside. Prison sticks to you after that long. There’s a wariness, heightened senses, in what feels like a new world. Those who meet Caleb might not be fully aware of why, but they’ll sense something different about him. It’ll make them cautious.’

Zelda shook her head slightly. ‘The jail angle muddies the water. Someone’s helping him, they have to be. He’d have no access to money or transport otherwise.’

‘Yeah, true.’

Zelda had put Chad’s address into Waze.

‘It’s up here on the right. Big stone house.’

They wouldn’t have missed the property anyway, because there was a man pacing up and down the drive. He was next to their vehicle by the time it had stopped.

‘Have you found him?’ he shouted.

Barry wound down the window and gave him a reassuring smile.

‘Not yet, but we will. I need you to stay calm and answer my questions. That’s the best way to bring him home. All right?’

Chad blew out a long breath. ‘Okay, okay. Come inside. I’ve got a photo on Facebook from his seventeenth birthday. It’s eleven months old, but he hasn’t changed.’

Barry and Zelda followed the ashen-faced man to the kitchen, where a laptop screen showed the social media company’s site.

Zelda handed Chad her business card.

‘Email me a copy of the photograph, please. I’ll take a picture as well.’

Barry ran his eyes over the image. Father and son facially resembled each other. The youth didn’t have the lithe willowiness common in teenage boys who had shot up rapidly in their final growth spurt, their bodies not yet having had time to fill out. He appeared stocky, yet if Caleb had grabbed the lad, he still would have simply overpowered him, with the boy no more a challenge than a dry stick underfoot.

Barry got out his notebook and looked at Zelda. He sometimes struggled with the complex balance of support and strength needed when dealing with the parents of missing children. In fact, Ashley had told him he was rubbish at it.

Zelda would do the talking.

‘Okay, Chad,’ she said. ‘We’re already searching for your son. These photographs will be a great help.’

‘That psychopath is out there, isn’t he? Jacob’s boy! I’ve just heard the news in Holt, too. A dead man has been discovered at the train station. Surely that’s not Beau?’

‘I can put your mind at ease there. It was a middle-aged person who died last night.’

Chad placed his hands over his face. ‘Oh, God. Beau only went out at eight. He does it almost every morning to keep fit when he has no classes. It’s his routine. He cycles to Gresham’s on school days.’

‘And he’s finished for the year now, with only a few exams left?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Could he have gone to a friend’s, perhaps to revise?’

The worried father shook his head hard. ‘I suppose it’s possible, but he asked me to give him a lift to Sheringham at lunchtime to meet some school pals.’

Barry didn’t look up from his notes after hearing that concerning news. Credit to Zelda, she calmly carried on.

‘What was he wearing?’

‘Shorts, T-shirt, both black, white trainers, headphones.’

Barry guessed if it was an abduction, Beau would have been easy to catch from behind with music blaring in his ears.

‘Which way does he go?’ asked Zelda.

‘He runs to Kelling and back. Same way each day so he can clock himself.’

‘We’ll drive the route now.’

Chad leapt out of his chair. His voice was almost a snarl. ‘Don’t you think I drove there before I rang your inspector? Caleb could be killing him right this moment, and you’ll be wasting time!’

Zelda gestured for him to sit down. ‘A manhunt is already in progress. There are hundreds of coppers in the area currently looking for Caleb, and now Beau. If he’s out there, we’ll find him. The police helicopter is due to fly over shortly.’

Mention of NPAS seemed to mollify the irate man for a few seconds, but then his expression twisted into an ugly grimace.

‘Fucking Jacob and his filthy seed. If my boy gets hurt, I swear to God, I will end him.’
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Barry wrote the words ‘end him’ in his notebook. It was funny how people’s vocabularies changed when they were raging. Too many Mafia films. Yet, there was clearly still bad feeling between Chad and Jacob. If Beau had been attacked, it wouldn’t take much for Chad to point the finger at his old friend, whether he was responsible or not.

What happened next would be hard to predict. Pressure forced people into impulsive decisions. Sometimes those decisions were violent. It was even more concerning when everyone involved lived within a ten-minute drive of each other.

Barry considered waiting at the house in case Beau returned, while Chad showed Zelda where he’d likely run to. The worry was that if Caleb was responsible, he might be in the vicinity. Zelda could meet him on the road, and even Barry wouldn’t relish eyeballing the ex-con on his own. He concluded there would be safety in numbers.

‘Okay, Chad, show us your son’s route. If Zelda drives, you’ll be able to point out the area to me, give me some local intel. Please also concentrate on providing as much information about his life as you can. I’ll need the names of his friends, details of his interests and any other relevant facts.’

Barry needed to tackle the question of whether Chad was close to Beau. Sometimes, single parents formed an unbreakable bond with their children. Other times, a sole caregiver struggled with tight finances, time and stress, and the relationship, particularly through the teenage years, became fractious. Barry smiled a little at thinking of that word. It was another one of Hector’s.

Barry realised, to his surprise, he was going to miss the young officer.

‘Write a note for Beau and stick it on your front door, although we should pass him if he went the way you said. Did you see him leave?’

‘Yes, I was putting the bin out.’

Chad disappeared briefly and came back with a Post-it note. He had written four words.

Beau, ring me, Dad.

‘Is his mobile still here?’

‘No, he’s got one of those armbands so he can listen to music while he runs, but he puts his phone on aeroplane mode so he’s not disturbed. If I’m honest, it seems to be in that mode a lot of the time when I try to call him.’

Barry sensed they didn’t have the closest relationship, but accepted teenagers could be dickheads. Barry had certainly behaved like one when he was young.

‘Are you two close, Chad?’

The fizz and anger had dissipated from the man now they had a purpose. Barry would still need to log Chad’s threat towards Jacob, but it was encouraging he was behaving more rationally.

‘As close as can be expected. I was busy with the business while he grew up. My mum and dad helped me a lot, but they’d got frail, hence my selling the firm. I probably left it too late to bond with him. That hurts, knowing I should have done more. Perhaps taken him on some amazing holidays. By the time I could go on trips, he didn’t want to be seen with his uncool father, or was surly and sulky, saying I was embarrassing.’

‘They grow up,’ said Barry. ‘You’ve still got the opportunity to connect.’

Chad flexed his fingers. ‘I hope so.’

He directed them right out of the drive, and they headed along a succession of quiet roads, passing only two other vehicles. Barry wanted to keep him talking while he was opening up.

‘Do you mind telling me why you split up with his mother? Was it the work thing?’

‘Mostly because I was boring, didn’t want to do anything, couldn’t engage. Focussing on the business was a way of avoiding arguments. If my life was a movie, the audience would walk out before the end, even if it was being shown on a jumbo jet. Annika, my wife, was a nice woman, and she endured my behaviour for years, but she eventually fell for a visiting salesman at our office where she worked part-time.’

‘At least your son chose you.’

‘Beau liked the primary school in Holt, and my parents provided free childcare, that’s why he stayed. Annika moved into the bloke’s place in Diss, but she had to get another full-time job. Any money was tied up in the firm, and I had our boy, so there were no maintenance payments for her. She came and picked him up until she fell pregnant, then the visits gradually got less and less. I was too busy to meet her halfway, and it’s a three-hour round trip. I later said to Beau we should make an effort to reconnect, but he wasn’t remotely interested.’

Barry smiled to show he understood but began to wonder if Chad’s son was a little cold. They reached the village store without having seen Beau or almost anyone else. Barry considered possible scenarios. If the lad had been taken, a vehicle would have been used.

‘Have you noticed any suspicious cars around? A van maybe. Something or someone you couldn’t place.’

Chad stared at the entrance to the store, as though willing the next person out of it to be Beau.

‘Nope. The only thing I can recall seeing is a car I didn’t recognise, parked on the road further up from my house when I came home from food shopping last night.’

‘Okay, what make and model?’

‘I never got that close. The reason I remember is that we don’t often get cars left on the verge, and the colour was a striking yellow.’

OceanofPDF.com


53




There was a cathedral-sized throb at the back of Beau’s head as he slowly gained consciousness. He tried to blink, but coarse fabric was pressing down on his eyelids, keeping them closed. His mouth felt funny, as though bandaged. Perhaps he was in hospital having tripped, but why would the back of his head hurt?

As his equilibrium returned, his brain attempted to make sense of his predicament. Had a vehicle hit him from behind? Maybe he’d had a stroke, although that seemed unlikely at his age. The first tendrils of terror encircled his heart on the realisation it wasn’t a dressing on his face; his hands had been taped together and so had his ankles. A shiver ran the entire length of his body. He could move his fingers, but his wrists had also been bound to his lap, meaning he had a limited range of movement.

Hard, curved plastic was on his left, but just still air to the right. A familiar strap was diagonal across his chest. He bounced his feet around in what had to be the footwell. He was sitting in a car, but it wasn’t moving.

With fear rising, Beau’s mind desperately reconstructed the events of that morning. A wave of panic-induced heat washed over him. He recalled leaving the house, phone tucked into his armband, the usual playlist encouraging him along. The only thing different from normal had been a yellow car parked at the side of the road. The boot had been open, and there had been a hunched-over bloke looking inside.

With his sight and hearing gone, his other senses sharpened. The smell of the countryside filled the air, the sound of a bird calling. A warm breeze crept over Beau’s freely sweating skin. Perhaps the window was down. He attempted to talk, but it was impossible to make much more than a squeak.

There had been something on the programme his father had been watching first thing. Beau had heard the bit about the man on the track close to Weybourne who’d had a near miss last week but couldn’t recall why the newsreader was talking about it again. The person had been abducted, then tied to the rails. Was that going to be his own fate?

He’d thought the strap across his body was a seat belt, but maybe it was a rope. Terror blossomed in his heart, swallowing his composure whole. He thrashed and tugged at his bonds, but there was no give. He tried to scream. All that escaped his throat was a frantic, high-pitched whimpering.

Beau desperately fought to reclaim his composure. He managed to stifle his despairing keening. His ears strained. Silence, then the door next to him opened. He felt a different kind of warmth on his face. He sensed it was not the wind, but hot breath.

A demonic voice crawled into his ear. Thick with anger and as if the tongue was too large. But the words were decipherable.

‘You people deserve to burn in hell, but first, you will burn on earth.’

Beau lost all semblance of control. He heaved at his wrists, the rough tape digging in, burning his skin. His whole body strained against the unseen bonds holding him. He kicked his feet against the floor of the footwell, but the binds on his legs were just as unrelenting.

He tried to fall sideways out of the vehicle, but a strong hand had gripped his shoulder. There was a firm shove that pushed him to the side. Beau sobbed, a muffled, desperate sound against the thick gag, his lungs boiling with his last, weakening, futile efforts.

A new scent, sharp and acrid, filled his nostrils. Unmistakable, powerful and sickening. Petrol. His stomach lurched at its meaning. The smell grew stronger, suffocating him.

A liquid, icy and heavy, splashed over his legs, swiftly penetrating the nylon fabric of his shorts. He gasped against the gag, his muscles spasming. Was it water? It felt too biting. The chill spread instantly and seeped into his flesh. He shivered uncontrollably.

More of the substance splashed onto his chest, his shoulders, soaking through his thin T-shirt, covering his skin with an unbearable coldness. The stench of petrol intensified, clinging to him now, crawling inside his nostrils. He imagined it filling every corner of the confined space in his lungs.

‘This is a warning to your father.’

Beau screamed, or at least he did in his head.

His straining ears picked up the crunch of dead leaves. The man was retreating. Yet clear as day, Beau heard the terrifying sound of a match slowly being struck.
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After visiting Summer in the hospital, Ashley decided to drive to Holt. It made sense for her to be nearby, to coordinate with Kettle, and to be on the scene when they hopefully uncovered where Caleb was and had more of an idea about whatever the hell was going on.

Hector, who had been quietly reading the WhatsApp group, turned to Ashley.

‘If this lad has been kidnapped, it changes everything.’

‘Yes, I’ve been thinking the same thing. Let’s hope Jacob hasn’t done something daft.’

‘Wouldn’t he know we’d think of him straight away?’

‘That’s what I mean by daft. It’s an escalation, too, with Beau legally being a child. It makes you wonder exactly what happened in that car accident all those years ago.’

‘Yes, the missing girl, and her still not being found. Perhaps it was a pact between the pair. Chad and Jacob buried her together.’

Ashley frowned at the grim prospect.

‘Well, pacts have a way of weakening over the years. Bodies have a habit of resurfacing, even out in the sticks. Shallow graves get disturbed, or land gets developed. Jan is searching for specifics around that now. That kind of secret would be a heavy burden for someone to carry all this time, although Jacob is probably one of those who sleeps like a baby.’

‘Except when his eldest son is on the prowl.’

A smirk tugged at Ashley’s lips. ‘Isn’t it ironic? Living a cosy life, under the radar, and it’s your own flesh and blood that fouls it up.’

‘My heart bleeds. The helicopter should be in the target area by now. Perhaps they’ll have some luck. Barry’s reported a yellow vehicle was sighted near the Goldman place around the time Beau may have disappeared.’

‘Slade’s Nissan.’

‘Yes. It would have stuck out like a sore thumb.’

‘It won’t be that easy to locate the car. The volume of traffic along the A148 is huge, mostly going to and from the seaside resorts. Beau’s been missing for a good while now. From the Goldman house, even a five-minute drive would take the abductor in any direction, causing our search area to expand exponentially.’

Hector gave her a smug look. ‘I get your reasoning, but the area of a circle doesn’t expand exponentially when you widen it by a fixed distance. It increases polynomially, specifically with a quadratic relationship to the radius.’

Ashley shook her head. ‘If someone says exponentially in Liverpool, if I were you, I’d agree with them.’

‘Point taken. Barry has also reported Beau has his mobile with him.’

‘Excellent.’

‘But he turns it to aeroplane mode when he runs because he doesn’t want to be disturbed.’

Ashley’s face fell. ‘Has Barry called him?’

‘Not yet. He’s asked Sal to check if there have been any recent pings on nearby phone masts.’

Well done, Barry, thought Ashley. It was possible the lad had been able to turn it on, even if he couldn’t talk. That way they could see if Beau’s mobile remained in the area or was moving. The masts were spread out in rural areas, so triangulation wasn’t easy, but ringing the number might give the youngster away.

‘Right,’ said Hector. ‘Sal’s messaged. No pings since a bit before eight o’clock at the Weybourne masts, which shows he was at home then.’

‘That’s disappointing. I was hoping he’d gone to a friend’s, but he’s a teenager and his mobile would likely have been turned back on shortly after his run finished.’

Ashley’s phone rang. She passed it to Hector, who put it on speaker.

‘DI Ashley Knight.’

‘Ashley, it’s Kettle. NPAS came in from the south of Holt. Their thermal imaging cameras quickly located a blaze. They’ve swept overhead. The blaze is in a small clearing at the edge of a thick copse. They can make out it’s a yellow car. The shape of a Nissan Qashqai.’

‘So, abandoned and set on fire.’

‘Yes, billowing flames. It’s off Holgate Hill Road, a few minutes out of Weybourne. How close are you?’

‘Fifteen minutes.’

‘Okay. With our increased presence in the vicinity, I’ll have two patrol vehicles on the scene within five, so head straight there and join them.’

For a moment, Ashley considered the danger of the person responsible still being in the vicinity, but it wouldn’t make sense to destroy evidence then hang around to watch the inferno.

‘Do we have an armed response vehicle?’

‘En route, but it’s thirty minutes away.’

‘We might need them before the day is out.’

‘Yeah, I know. Barry and Zelda are with Chad Goldman at his house. The man’s calm at the moment, but in a volatile state. I’ve told Barry to inform Chad we’ve had a sighting of the yellow car, and we’re looking to intercept, but not to provide the location. Although I wouldn’t be surprised if the plume of smoke was visible from Chad’s garden.’

‘Understood. Will advise at the scene.’

Ashley cut the call and spared a thought for the first responders, who might be about to see something that would stay with them always.
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PC Jenny Groves responded to the radio requesting units close to Holgate Hill Road to head straight there.

‘Delta Five Six, ETA six minutes, which section of the road?’

The air observer from the helicopter replied. ‘Hotel Nine Nine. Weybourne end. The burning car is situated on a farm track next to a copse. Follow the smoke.’

‘Delta Five Six, confirmed.’

Kettle’s voice came over the radio. ‘Ground controller. The number plate has been identified, we’re running the plate. Fire Brigade ETA half an hour.’

‘Delta Five Six, blues and twos?’

‘Yes,’ stated Kettle.

‘Delta Five Six to Hotel Nine Nine. Anyone around?’

‘That’s probably a negative. Numerous small signals from the infrared, which are likely animals, but there’s a lot of leaf coverage. We’ll be above until you arrive. If a suspect breaks for cover down there, you’ll know.’

Jenny’s partner, Sergeant Debbie Fox, turned on the lights and sirens and accelerated hard. Debbie had ten years’ experience under her belt after joining the police at the relatively old age of forty and often joked nothing could scare her after some of the nappies she’d seen. She handled the traffic with ease, adjusting the pitch of the siren when they approached junctions.

‘So, Jenny, I heard you split up with your handsome boyfriend.’

Jenny rolled her eyes. ‘Who told you that?’

‘Station gossip.’

‘It’s true, and more than a bit raw. I was surprised to be dumped, but I don’t want to dwell on it.’

‘You’re a popular girl. Care to hear my advice?’

‘Nope.’

‘One horse throws you, find another to ride.’

Jenny laughed. ‘Classy!’

Her radio crackled again.

‘Ground controller. Vehicle is a diesel Nissan Qashqai. Belongs to a Victor Slade. Stolen yesterday. Owner deceased. Be advised, there is a connection to Caleb Hardy.’

Whose location is also unknown, thought Jenny.

‘Delta Five Six, received.’

There was a pause, then Kettle’s voice sounded again.

‘Ground controller. Beau Goldman. Missing since around 8 a.m. Father, Chad Goldman, confirmed sight of a yellow Qashqai outside his property.’

Jenny shared a look with Debbie. ‘Understood. At least it’s a diesel car, so it won’t explode.’

Debbie turned left down Bridge Road, her eyes peeled to the tight corners.

‘Not that a petrol one would either unless we were driving to a scene from The A-Team. The ones to be really careful of are electric car blazes.’

Jenny took a deep breath, then spoke into her radio.

‘Delta Five Six, one minute away.’

‘Hotel Nine Nine. We have you on the approach. Fire is becoming black smoke now. Flames only flickering. Fire Brigade twenty-five minutes out.’

‘I see the plume. ETA for the next closest response unit.’

‘Ground Controller. Two minutes. Hold your position on the road opposite the farm track until the arrival of Delta Seven One. You also have an unmarked grey Volkswagen from CID, Charlie Eight Three, imminent. All units double-crewed. Approach in convoy. Five Six, you take the lead, then Seven One, then Eight Three.’

Debbie slowed as she reached a line of trees, stopping opposite a dusty lane. Dark smoke twisted into the sky behind the copse. A grey car approached from their front and flashed its lights. She glanced across at her colleague.

‘Remember, this is part of the job, Jenny. We might find something terrible, so you’ll need to stay sharp. There could also be someone hidden in those trees.’

Jenny had passed her probation, but a bolt of adrenaline still raced through her. She accepted the surge of energy, then focussed. This was why she’d joined.

The two other cars stopped, one in front and one behind their vehicle. She pressed talk on her radio.

‘Delta Five Six, moving in now.’

‘Seven One, following.’

‘Eight Three, bringing up the rear.’

Debbie drove slowly along the track, then turned left. She had kept the car in a low gear in case she needed to accelerate fast. The smouldering wreck was about ten metres from the tree line. She stopped and popped the boot, left the vehicle, put her cap on, and took her Taser from its holster. A distant traffic hum came from the A148. Apart from the crackle of burning plastic, it was incredibly peaceful.

Jenny exited the car and removed a fire extinguisher. The other uniformed officers joined them. With no protective clothing, the suited CID pair got out but stayed close to their vehicle.

Jenny approached the fire from the upwind side. All the doors, including the boot, had been left open to provide the flames with oxygen. If the blaze was already dwindling, it suggested a heavy dose of accelerant had been used to gut the interior quickly, leaving little left for the fire to feed on. She tried to peer inside, but the interior of the car was smoking badly, concealing whatever was in there. She levelled the extinguisher and shot powder into the enclosed space.

A burst of static from multiple radios made her jump. Jenny could hear the steady thrum of the helicopter’s engine in the background before a voice crackled through.

‘Hotel Nine Nine. Infrared picked up a larger signal down there now we’ve banked, moving slightly. Thirty metres ahead of you.’

Jenny replied. ‘Could it be an animal?’

‘No, it’s too big. Be careful down there.’
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Sergeant Debbie Fox beckoned the three other uniformed officers forward and they fanned out; two with Tasers in hand, the others with batons. There was nobody in sight. The trees were lush and healthy and probably grown to shelter the surrounding fields from the wind.

The helicopter above was making it difficult to hear.

Jenny spoke into her radio. ‘Delta Five Six. Can you go higher?’

‘Nine Nine, understood.’

When the dub-dub-dub was in the distance, Debbie shouted out.

‘This is the police! We know you’re there. Make yourself known.’

Jenny heard something. A kind of mewling sound. She licked her lips and looked over at Debbie. The woman nodded at her, and they moved forward, stepping through the thick ferns.

‘There,’ said Jenny, pointing not ten metres from where she was directly heading.

Debbie raised her baton and took a few strides in the direction of the half-hidden object.

‘Black clothing. I can see you. Stand up now!’

The mewl became more of a whimper. Another step closer revealed a young man in jogging attire, lying on his side, with his back to her. His ankles were secured. She skirted around him to spot wide grey gaffer tape had also been used to bind his wrists, and then to secure them to his legs. She tentatively approached him.

‘It’s okay. We’re the police, and you’re safe now.’

She stood over the body and removed the blindfold. A pair of wild eyes stared up at her. Debbie took the ligature cutter from her belt and, as carefully as she could, sliced through the tape. Finally, she undid the gag from the lad’s mouth.

His scream echoed through the countryside and tore through Jenny’s mind.
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Ashley and Hector arrived at the scene and parked behind the police vehicles. They had heard over the radio that Beau Goldman had been freed from his bindings five minutes beforehand. The young victim was leaning on the bonnet of a grey car, his head hanging down. DC Jake Parnell had a hand resting on his shoulder. Neither was talking.

Ashley beckoned to Kaminski, who hiked over.

‘Hi, Sasha. Are Uniform searching the trees?’

‘Yes.’

‘Vehicle burned out, the boy left in the bushes, nobody seen leaving. Does that about sum it up?’

The muscular woman folded her arms. ‘In simplistic terms, but the lad was put through some trauma first. He’s only just stopped crying. Through the hiccups and sobs, I got the gist of it. His already angry father will not be happy when he hears.’

‘What happened?’

‘He went for a jog, noticed this car as he ran past it, then bam! Or he assumes that’s what occurred. It looks like there’s a burned rounders bat in the boot, next to what appears to be a human hand.’

Ashley nodded at the resolution of the quest to find Slade’s missing digits. A shorter wooden weapon was a better way to knock someone out. More easily wielded than a baseball bat, and more forgiving than a hammer. There was still a risk of death, but it would be reduced, especially when connecting with a young skull.

‘Did he wake up here?’

‘In what he thinks was the front seat. Gagged and bound. Some guy slurred in his ear about him deserving to burn in hell, but he’d burn on earth first. The overpowering stench of fuel filled his nostrils, as if it was being poured in the car, then something freezing was squirted over him.’

‘Jeez. It’s a wonder he hasn’t gone mad.’

‘Obviously, he thought it was petrol, but it wasn’t. Heard a match struck, then gave up, started crying for his dad.’

As she considered what had been done to the boy, Ashley stared at the charred vehicle. Parts of it were still yellow.

‘The liquid poured over him. Was it water?’

‘I’d say so.’

‘He was effectively tortured by a person who had planned at some length to do exactly that. How did he escape?’

Kaminski shook her head.

‘He didn’t. A strong person pulled him from the car. Dragged him away, then he heard the whoomph as the petrol went up. Beau was left on the floor, so he rolled and shuffled into the undergrowth.’

Ashley considered the sequence of events. ‘My guess is that someone’s sending a message, although I suppose the attackers could have disagreed about whether to leave Beau in the car.’

Hector had been listening. ‘Perhaps it’s the same as the Luke Dillon incident; they wanted Beau to believe he was about to be killed, but the idea was for him to escape after being frightened.’

Ashley rubbed her temples. ‘Okay, but to what end? Beau is a Goldman, not a Hardy.’

Hector shrugged. ‘I doubt it’s linked to those old burglaries now. All I can think of is it’s a terror campaign against Jacob and Chad, and the dubious connection they have is a car accident and a missing girl forty-odd years ago.’

Ashley tried not to breathe the particle-choked air too deeply while she thought.

‘Why murder Slade? I can’t see Jacob being devastated.’

‘To show Jacob his men can be taken out?’

‘Fair enough, but why not kill Dillon?’

Hector frowned. ‘I’m not sure, but this is an escalation. Perhaps the murderer is getting a taste for the attacks. Jacob has to be the target at some point.’

Parnell had left Beau’s side to listen to the conversation. ‘This is a different MO from the rest. There’s no train link, for a start. This boy’s an innocent, too. Maybe this is retaliation from Jacob.’

Ashley struggled to believe that. ‘Would he do something like this to a youngster?’

She was met with a sea of blank faces, but they knew angry people were capable of terrible things. Ill feeling left to fester could result in the grisliest of responses.

‘There is another event linking the Goldmans and the Hardys. Summer’s injury. We can discuss that later. How’s Beau?’

Parnell grimaced. ‘Not good, and he’ll deteriorate.’

‘Is he in shock?’

‘He may not be displaying the symptoms, but he almost certainly is,’ replied Kaminski. ‘I’d get him home to Chad. Perhaps looking after his son will keep him occupied, rather than considering who was responsible.’

Two officers emerged from either side of the small wood. The one with the sergeant stripes came over and stopped in front of Ashley.

‘Afternoon, ma’am. A preliminary search through the surrounding trees has been conducted. Nothing to report.’

‘Thanks, Debbie. Good to see you again.’

‘Yep, we’re always at the best gatherings.’

Debbie’s radio buzzed.

‘Receiving.’

‘Ground Controller. Fire Brigade, one minute away. Another patrol car, two minutes. Armed Response Vehicle ten minutes.’

‘Understood.’

Debbie smiled at Ashley. ‘Okay, what’s the plan?’

Ashley heard the fire engine thundering up the road behind them.

‘The scene is yours, Debbie. Have CSI here pronto. Nobody goes near that car. Hopefully it didn’t burn hot enough to destroy all the evidence. Could take a few weeks, but we’ll hopefully know which suspects have been inside. I doubt there’ll be another incident today with those responsible in hiding, especially if they heard or saw the helicopter. My immediate concern is Chad Goldman and Jacob Hardy, mostly what they might do to each other.’

Hector tutted. ‘I can’t get my head around it all.’

Ashley had to agree. ‘There’s too much happening. We need to pause and evaluate. We need to analyse everything that happened last night and this morning. Find a way forward. This attack on Beau disrupts all the lines of inquiry we have, but the death of Slade doesn’t. Let’s see how the afternoon evolves, but we’ll have to plan our next moves.’

She pointed at the two CID officers.

‘Take Beau home. Hector and I will follow. I want a word with Chad, but only you two will stay. Take a statement from both Goldmans, but you can do it tomorrow morning at a push if it’s too raw.’

Both detectives nodded. Ashley squinted as she pondered what other steps needed to be taken.

‘Debbie. I need your guys’ notes on the system as soon as possible, so get yourselves relieved by the next group of officers to arrive. I’ll ask the ARV to sit outside Jacob’s house today and tomorrow with cover overnight. I’m tempted to head to Jacob’s immediately, but I want to think about how we’re going to approach him. This is a…’

Debbie rasped out a ‘hmm’ as the inspector struggled for the word. ‘Clusterfuck?’

Ashley laughed. ‘Feels like one, but that’s not it. No, this has taken some serious planning and logistics. No idiot did this, and nobody on their own, either. We may get a break as the manhunt continues, but I’m beginning to suspect that’ll only happen if we’re lucky.’

Ashley snorted, a sign of her impatience.

‘I think it’s safe to say this isn’t over by a long shot.’
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Ashley turned to Parnell.

‘When you’re at Beau’s home, really support him. Tell him how brave he’s been.’

‘Do you mean earn his trust?’

She nodded. ‘Yes. He might blame his dad. That’s probably when he’ll let rip, and maybe some truths will come out. I’ll speak to Chad and then leave with Hector. They may lower their guards after I’ve gone.’

She and Hector returned to their car. They didn’t talk as they drove the few minutes to Chad Goldman’s property.

Ashley’s brain was trying and failing to assemble a mental flowchart of the investigation, but the web of players and connections was a tangled knot in her mind. Judging by the furrows in his forehead, she suspected Hector was doing the same thing.

When they arrived in Weybourne, Ashley knocked while Kaminski and Parnell practically lifted the exhausted-looking youngster from the back of their vehicle.

Chad yanked open the door with Barry behind him, seeing only Ashley and Hector at first. Ashley stepped to the side to reveal Beau. Chad’s hands trembled with disbelief. He brought them to his face, resting his knuckles on his cheeks. His eyes held the look of a man who had faced the edge. Pulled back just in time but ultimately knowing that soon he would still fall.

He lurched between the officers.

‘Beau, Beau! You’re alive.’

The young lad was a spent force. He managed two faltering steps, then would have collapsed had his dad not dragged him into a hug. Whatever had been keeping Beau standing had been used up. Parnell helped the father manoeuvre the lad’s legs over the threshold and down the hall.

Ashley gestured at Kaminski to stay behind. They watched the others disappear into the house before the older woman spoke.

‘I was planning to warn Chad about leaping to any conclusions, but you were right about keeping him occupied. He won’t leave his son’s side, and I’d be intruding by interfering now. Check in with Control on the hour and keep an eye on them both. Any concerns, call me. Excellent work today. I’ve heard the two of you are interested in joining MIT. You’d both be welcome additions to our team.’

Kaminski grinned. ‘That’s great news.’

Ashley shook her hand. As the woman followed Parnell inside, Barry reappeared. Ashley signalled for him to come outside.

‘How is Chad?’

‘A bit of a mess, but he comes across as normal. I’ve got a nose for villains, and I don’t think he is one.’

‘What about when he was a kid?’

‘Who knows after so many years? Considering that, do you want Zelda and me to stick around?’

‘Just for an hour. Have you rung HMP Frankland yet?’

‘No.’

‘By the time you’ve called them, an ARV will be at Jacob’s. At least we’ll be able to keep him and Chad apart. Emma has headed to Slade’s address in Bodham. I’ll ask her to visit Jacob when she’s done, explain the armed unit outside and try to make sure he sits still until we’re finished with the manhunt.’

Barry cocked his head to one side. ‘We can’t stop Jacob leaving his house.’

‘I have a feeling that when we tell him what’s happened to Slade, he won’t mind the protection.’
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Ashley called Emma as soon as she and Hector reached their car.

‘Hi, Ash. Good timing. We’re leaving Slade’s property.’

‘Anything of interest?’

‘Nope. In a way, we were fortunate. Slade was supposed to be at his sister’s first thing to help her move home. She’d driven to his house, hopping mad, having been calling him all morning because he was the one who’d hired the van. I asked if we could go in and look around, and, luckily, she had a key.’

‘Any sign of Caleb, you know, evidence of someone else having been there?’

‘No, it was a typical bachelor pad. Basic, but functional. Relatively clean and tidy, and no signs of a scuffle.’

‘So, nothing suspicious.’

‘Correct. His sister confirmed he was, in her words, a bit of a crook, but she said he wasn’t a bad person, just flaky at times. Partial to shifting stolen goods, but he was brilliant at helping with their elderly mother, so she kept on friendly terms, even if he occasionally let her down. She gave me her contact details and will help identify the body when we’re ready.’

‘Slade wasn’t the type to be murdered.’

‘Funnily enough, I decided to ask her exactly that, and she released a sad snort. Said he was all shirt and no trousers.’

And then no hand, thought Ashley, darkly. She explained what she wanted Emma to say to Jacob, then told her to head back to OCC for the meeting. After Ashley finished the call, she rang Sal.

‘Afternoon, boss.’

She gave him a quick update, then asked if he’d made any progress on Hazel’s disappearance.

‘The file’s surprising, even for one from the eighties.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The case was given to Sergeant Brian Corr working out of Reepham, even though Holt would have had its own police station. Maybe they wanted to use someone relatively local, but not from the town. From what I can tell, the guy was diligent, both in his approach and his record-keeping. The only clue he found was that Hazel had been chatting to a recent arrival at the children’s home, Sadiq Ali. They appeared to be getting friendly, and he disappeared at the same time.’

‘I assume, with her not being located, that lead also went nowhere.’

‘The home was a big place. Kids vanishing into the night was relatively common. The records are obviously scant, and our copper didn’t have the best handwriting, but this lad had connections in Scotland. Corr seems to have been heading up there, then the reports stop.’

‘As in the investigation was closed?’

‘I don’t know. There’s nothing else in the file. It’s three months after the start of Corr being given the case, so maybe that was all the time he was allowed.’

‘Quite a few records were lost or missed when the files were scanned for digitalisation, so it’s worth chasing, although Corr must be long retired.’

‘Yes, I checked. Thirty years, which would make him around eighty. Gabriella fished out a telephone number and an address for him, but the phone line is out of service.’

‘That doesn’t sound promising, although people often only have a mobile now.’

‘Right, but there was a driving licence renewed for Brian Corr to that residence five years ago. He might not have bothered again because he felt he was too old to drive. He lives in Cawston.’

Ashley smiled. She knew the village. After a moment’s thought, she’d made up her mind.

‘Email me the details, Sal. Hector and I are returning to OCC. Assuming he’s still alive, we’ll visit Brian on the way.’
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Ashley received the details from Sal a minute later and entered the address into the satnav. She asked Hector to drive so she could keep an eye on her phone.

He glanced over at her as he pulled away. ‘So, Ashley. I saw your smile. How are you acquainted with Cawston?’

‘For once, it’s a nice memory. You know how it is when you first meet someone, and you could have a brilliant time watching paint dry together?’

‘Only from dating Jenny. I assume you’re talking about Seb.’

Ashley felt an instant lurch in her stomach at the mention of his name.

‘No. It was a bloke I dated around ten years ago. I love the initial stage of a relationship, where you get out and do stuff. We used to take it in turns to pick interesting places to visit near Cromer. It became a joke after a while, to see who could find somewhere obscure or amusing.’

‘What was Cawston’s jewel?’

‘You mean, apart from being listed in the Domesday Book of 1086?’

‘I must admit that is a good read.’

‘Exactly. Cawston’s a typical small Norfolk village with a huge church, but it had a more impressive claim to fame. Hang on.’

Ashley searched on her mobile.

‘Here we are. In August 1698, Cawston was the location of the county’s last formal duel. The duel took place between Sir Henry Hobart, who resided at Blickling Hall, and Oliver Le Neve from Great Witchingham. The two men fought with swords, and the conflict resulted in Hobart being mortally wounded. He died the day after, but legend says you can still hear his dying groans. You can visit the Duel Stone, which commemorates the incident.’

‘Sounds fun. I have to say, it was like that with Jenny. We’d do lots of walks and enjoy each other’s company…’ Hector’s voice trailed off.

Ashley tapped him on the arm. ‘Don’t split up with Jenny. Marry her instead!’

Hector playfully stuck out his tongue. ‘Why was the Duel Stone guy not a keeper?’

Ashley’s vision blurred as she recalled the young man’s handsome face.

‘I’d not been at MIT long. Back then, we would literally drop everything when a major investigation came along. None of this “work-life balance” rubbish you modern softies worry about. As I missed weekend after weekend, he drifted away. I thought there’d always be time, but one day he met me for lunch in Norwich after a murder case had finished. Told me it was over.’

Hector smiled at her. ‘His loss.’

‘Was it? In a way, it was a sliding-door moment. I liked him a lot, maybe it was love, but I gave him up without a fight. That was after he’d explained how a girl at work had been asking him out for months, and he’d always said no, but after I let him down again, he took her to the cinema instead.’

‘That must have been hard to hear.’

‘Yes, what a bastard. Fancy telling me the truth. I’d rather he’d done what most young men do.’

Hector frowned. ‘Which is?’

‘Behave appallingly, so you end up ditching them.’

‘Is that what most guys do?’

‘Hector, you’re so naïve. It’s much healthier that way.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes. Kills the romance dead so there’s no backsliding, he’s free to focus on his new relationship, and you get the power from dumping him and can have fun reconnecting with your female friends while enjoying an inappropriate rebound tryst with someone incredibly hot but unsuitable.’

Hector’s eyes widened. ‘I have a lot to learn.’

Ten minutes later, they reached a pretty bungalow with a well-tended garden. Ashley knocked on the door, which was quickly opened by a short, spry woman with a fetching grey pixie hairstyle. She grinned at them as though it was a real treat to have visitors. Ashley and Hector showed their warrant cards.

‘We were hoping to have a quick chat with Brian Corr.’

‘Oh, I’m his wife. Sadly, Brian passed away a few years back.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

Ashley wasn’t quite sure what to ask next, but Hector was.

‘I don’t suppose he discussed his cases with you? We’re interested in one from a long time ago.’

The lady cackled with genuine amusement. ‘Come on, you’re police officers. Do you talk to your partners about your investigations? Brian wanted to protect me from picturing the awful things people do to each other, although he must have forgotten someone had invented the television.’

‘Right, no problem, um… Mrs Corr.’

‘Dorothy, Dot.’

Hector gave her a charming smile. ‘Okay, Dot. Have a nice day.’

They were at the end of the path when the old woman shouted out. ‘You’re here because of the girl, aren’t you?’

Ashley turned around. ‘Which girl?’

‘The missing one. Brian always said someone would come.’
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Ashley returned to the front door.

‘We’re interested in what you might know about Hazel Croft.’

The kind-faced woman smiled. ‘You’d better come in.’

The officers followed her into a small lounge.

‘Do you fancy a biscuit or a cuppa?’

‘Not for me,’ replied Hector.

‘I’d like both, please,’ said Ashley, ‘and he’s just too polite, so him, too.’

With the sound of clinking cutlery and crockery from the kitchen, Hector gave Ashley a dry, sidelong glance.

‘I didn’t want to put her out.’

‘Trust me, we aren’t. The days can be lengthy when your long-term partner has died. Retired people often love a bit of company, someone to make a cuppa for. I also have the impression this is something she’d like to get off her chest.’

Dot returned with a tray containing their drinks, milk and sugar, looking remarkably steady considering her years.

‘Shortcakes were Brian’s favourite. I had to ration them, or he’d chomp the lot.’

Ashley hadn’t had one in ages and reached over enthusiastically.

Hector, no doubt fretting about his non-existent waistline, took only his tea. He waited for Dot to sit down.

‘Thank you for asking us in. It’s just background information we’re after.’

‘Come on, sonny, I was a copper’s wife.’

‘We can’t go into too much detail. It’s an ongoing investigation.’

‘What if I promise not to use the intel for my own nefarious deeds?’

‘Deal,’ said a chuckling Ashley. ‘It’s to do with the incidents on the North Norfolk Railway, and earlier today there was a particularly unpleasant emergency involving a minor.’

Dot’s jaw set. ‘Brian often told me he took the job to protect the innocent. He despised crimes against the young. I can’t remember the names of the people who were involved in Hazel’s disappearance after all this time. Can you remind me?’

‘Hardy and Goldman.’

Dot paused mid-bite. ‘That’s them. Jacob Hardy and Charles Goldman.’

‘Chad,’ said Ashley, softly.

The woman didn’t make any further comment, merely ate her biscuit with a distant gaze. Ashley suspected she was dredging her memory for details and, perhaps, wondering what she should say.

‘Maybe you should just tell us in your words what you know.’

After a bob of her head and a sip of her tea, Dot began.

‘Brian had been working missing persons for years, mostly in Norwich. He’d have no end of searches going on at the same time. Some would be victims, but most were runaways. They chose him to look for Hazel due to him being an out-of-towner. She was nearly eighteen, but, with the circumstances, her plight burrowed under his skin.’

Ashley threw caution to the wind and took a second biscuit. ‘Brian suspected foul play, for want of a better phrase.’

‘Yes. As I said, he didn’t talk to me about work much, but there was an air of tragedy about the five youngsters involved in that accident, all damaged in one way or another, and a hint of malevolence; enough that it stopped Brian from sleeping. For once, I insisted he tell me what was up. He was convinced Hazel was in a shallow grave.’

Hector placed his finished cup of tea back on the tray.

‘Lovely, thank you. What do you mean by malevolence?’

‘Two of the boys were obsessed with her. Not in love. It was like a competition neither could bear to lose. So much anger between them. Both blamed each other, yet I think both were to blame. I reckon the other two who survived the car crash were in thrall to these two alpha-male types. Hardy and Goldman made dire threats about what they were going to do to each other. Accusations of murder flew, and still Hazel wasn’t found.’

Ashley briefly debated one more biscuit, but suspected Hector would slap it out of her hand.

‘That’s kind of where we are. There’s still bad feeling. Your husband’s investigation ended abruptly. The entries in the file just stopped, which struck me as odd considering how diligent he’d been up to that point.’

Dot’s face almost glowed as she recalled Brian’s life. ‘He got offered his dream job in Child Protection, which was where he finished his career ten years later. He hated leaving the search for Hazel to someone else, so he had one last go and followed a lead all the way to Scotland. A young Asian lad up there gave him the runaround, but Brian finally found out where he was supposedly hiding out. He went to visit him.’

Dot grinned at Ashley, then at Hector.

‘But it was Hazel who answered the door.’
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Barry watched the tense interaction between Beau and Chad in the lounge. As young men were prone to do, Beau recovered from his ordeal swiftly. At first, he seemed almost embarrassed, as though it were in some way his fault. Barry guessed the hug he and his father had experienced outside had been the first for many a year. It took only half an hour for a quarrel to begin.

Beau stood up, index finger pointed in Chad’s direction on the seat opposite.

‘This is going to be your fault, isn’t it?’

Chad remained seated. He briefly looked up to notice the anger flashing in his son’s eyes. A weary look came over him as he no doubt understood he was about to be part of a discussion he had no chance of winning.

‘Why would it be my fault?’

Beau sneered, his expression incredulous. ‘I’m a schoolboy. Why would anyone want to set me on fire?’

‘I don’t know what you’re driving at. I’m not a criminal. I have no record. My social life doesn’t exist, and I’ve got few friends. How can you blame me?’

‘You’ve got no mates, Dad. Certainly none I’ve seen. It’s you. You’re depressing. No wonder Mum left. You won’t be happy until I’m gone. Well, don’t worry, I’ll be off to uni soon, and I’ll never come back.’ In true teenager style, Beau completed his rambling speech by flouncing out of the room. At the door, he theatrically twisted around. ‘Assuming I survive that long.’

Chad rested his head in his hands as the door slammed.

Barry moved over to the sofa and sat next to him. He was concerned that, with Beau elsewhere, Chad might steam off looking for trouble. Maybe some bonding over kids being gobby but still expecting their handouts would be helpful after all.

‘Who’s paying for university? Student loan or you?’

Chad couldn’t resist a wry smile. ‘Me.’

‘I think he’ll come round, then, don’t you?’

‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘Look, make sure your son doesn’t leave the house. We need you to stay here with the officers and help keep him safe.’

Chad’s shoulders slumped as any fight drained from him. ‘What the hell is going on?’

‘If someone arrives, ask Jake and Sasha to answer the door with you for safety.’

Chad scowled at him. ‘It’s bloody Caleb. I’m going to check the latest news on the Internet.’

Like father, like son, thought Barry, watching Chad stamp from the room, although he did close the door more gently than Beau.

Parnell had been sitting at the back of the lounge on a kitchen chair he’d brought through, while Kaminski was checking the garden. He rose from his seat.

‘Are you leaving now, Barry?’

‘Soon. I need to call the prison where Caleb was holed up first.’

Barry explained why he was doing it while Parnell nodded with interest. Barry took out his phone. He had Frankland’s number saved and pressed dial. While it rang, he decided to pass on his knowledge of prisons.

‘Mid-afternoon is a great time to ring Reception in a jail. All the releases, those inmates at court, and anyone released on a temporary licence are long gone, but none of the people who are due to return will be back. They’ll be twiddling their thumbs, desperately looking to assist a guy like me.’

When the switchboard answered, Barry asked for the department he wanted and, after a significant number of rings, the call was picked up.

‘Reception, Officer Akala speaking.’

‘Hi, this is DC Barry Hooper, Norfolk Constabulary. I’m interested in an ex-prisoner of yours, Caleb Hardy. He left a week last Monday. I don’t suppose you were working.’

‘I was.’

‘Do you remember him leaving?’

‘I can’t comment without confirming your identity, but I will say it wasn’t a sad day to see him leave.’

‘That’s what I suspected. He may have been involved in something serious here in Norfolk. I was curious about his state of mind. Was he upbeat, bragging as he left, or relaxed and happy?’

Akala laughed. ‘None of the above. He was a dour lad when he was here.’

‘So, he didn’t form any close relationships?’

Akala chuckled again. ‘Stop trying to massage information out of me. You would need to liaise with his personal officer to get the low-down on his behaviour. I’ve got a bit of free time. If you email me from your police account, I’ll take the message to the wing, they’ll send a report back, so there’s a communication record.’

‘That’s brilliant. I also want video footage of your car park for that morning to spot if anyone came to collect him.’

‘You’ll have to apply for that through secure channels. The coverage inside the car park isn’t perfect, but a camera records the number plates of any arrivals, so they’ll be able to give you a list of those. I can email Security and have them look into it while they wait for the official request. There won’t have been a lot of vehicles at that time of the morning. Most prisoners leave with a travel warrant because there’s rarely people waiting outside.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Those who get sent to HMP Frankland don’t tend to have many friends.’
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At 5 p.m., Ashley stood in the big meeting room at OCC with her team present and representatives from most other departments seated among them. She invited Emma and then Barry to talk through the events of that morning before DCI Kettle spoke briefly about the manhunt for Caleb Hardy, which had so far come up with nothing.

Ashley kicked the discussion off.

‘The lack of even a possible sighting is worrying. It’s extremely unusual that Caleb, a person who went to jail at seventeen, could leave prison for a week without leaving a single trace. No CCTV, no digital footprint, not even a whisper of his presence. What does this tell us?’

‘He’s getting help,’ said Barry.

‘Exactly, but who is helping him? Four men have been attacked. Two are dead. We have to be dealing with people who are being careful, and they’ve thought things through. I think the stage was set some time ago, and now the performance is happening. We’re watching on from the sidelines.’

Emma huffed out a breath. ‘I can’t get my head round why Beau’s involved. His father has led such a quiet life.’

Ashley nodded at her. ‘I agree. Chad Goldman told Barry that if his life was a film, the audience would leave halfway through.’

Kettle frowned. ‘Could he be entangled in some horrific tit-for-tat with Jacob?’

‘I’m not sure we can rule anything out.’

She pointed at the list of tasks she’d drawn up the previous day.

‘Let’s look at our progress. Number one, I spoke to Summer Dean. Her version of events clashes slightly with the other accounts, but she holds no resentment toward her friends for her injuries. It’s possible her Aunt Simone, who was task two, was infuriated. She worked the guard’s van the day Terry died yet claimed to see nothing. Now she’s fled on a last-minute holiday. Perhaps she’s dodging scrutiny. If she played a role, that absence looks like a pre-planned alibi. Does she know something is coming? Will it all be over by the time she returns?’

Nobody answered.

‘Will someone check with Border Force she has at least left the country? I’d hate for her to be missing for other reasons.’

Zelda nodded to signal she would pick it up, then Ashley continued.

‘Task three was CCTV. Any developments?’

Morgan had been studying his notes. He glanced up, the corners of his mouth tightening. ‘No.’

Ashley’s serious face signalled her displeasure. ‘Some progress would be nice. That brings us to the lab tests. Gabriella.’

‘Yes, they’ve come through. Luke Dillon’s blood was at one of the sites, which matches up with his story about being tied up in the woods. The other results were odd. It was blood the dogs found, but it wasn’t human.’

Kettle asked the obvious question. ‘What was it?’

‘Ovis aries. Sheep, basically.’

Norfolk was awash with them, so at first Ashley was ready to ignore the find, then she wondered what a sheep was doing in a wood. She decided to park that and move on.

‘Sal and Jan. You were looking into missing people in Norfolk recently. Anything catch your eye?’

Sal shook his head. ‘There were obviously hundreds over the years, but no, we couldn’t find anyone in the past or now with an obvious connection, but it can take time for people to be reported missing. How did you get on with the visit to Cawston?’

‘The big news I have is that Hazel Croft wasn’t killed in the accident or murdered by anybody, because she was seen alive and well three months later.’

Sal’s eyes grew large as the words hit home. ‘That’s a surprise. Why was the file incomplete?’

‘The girl apparently begged the copper, Brian Corr, not to report having found her. Jacob and Chad had become so possessive, with both wanting to date her, that she felt stifled and wasn’t surprised when something bad happened. She had wanted to escape and start somewhere else, anyway. The accident provided the impetus. Her plan was to change her name so that nobody could find her. Brian was concerned that if he updated the file, her location would somehow get out. He had a new job, so he simply left and, as he suspected, it wasn’t picked up.’

Hector added the comment Dot had made shortly before they departed from her house.

‘Brian Corr’s wife told me he wasn’t a superstitious person, or one who believed in premonitions, but he was convinced it would end terribly if Chad or Jacob found Hazel. Brian said neither man seemed the type to admit defeat.’

Kettle wrapped his knuckle on the table. ‘I’d like us to have a proper chat with Hazel.’

Ashley looked at Gabriella, who was the expert at hunting people down. ‘What do you think? How easy will it be to find Hazel if she chose a new name so long ago?’

‘It won’t be. If she deliberately wanted to stay hidden, she could say she was in unofficial care and had no record of her past, so a new identity would have been created. It’s almost impossible nowadays with digitalisation, but not back then. We can search using her date of birth. At any one time, there are around 110,000 drivers with the same birthday. Half will be women. If we searched Scotland, that’s around 8 per cent of the UK population, so our list is down to about 4000. AI should help us with description. Hair colour. Glasses maybe. There’s a chance.’

‘And if she doesn’t drive?’ asked Kettle.

‘I doubt I’d be successful. At least not before this case was over.’

‘Right,’ grumbled Kettle.

‘There is one possibility,’ said Emma. ‘How many people say they’re going to change their names and then don’t get round to it? All the forms and bureaucracy are off-putting, and out of sight is out of mind. Failing that, what’s a more common way of changing your name?’

Kettle clapped his hands together. ‘Well done. Let’s see if she’s got married.’

‘I’ll get straight on it,’ said Gabriella.

Ashley rested a finger against the final task on the board. ‘Barry, any joy with the prison?’

‘I made some progress. The security department is allegedly fast-tracking my request for the number plates of any cars that used the car park the morning Caleb left. I managed to have his wing officer’s comments emailed to me. To be succinct, he was a nightmare prisoner, but his conduct changed during his last few months.’

‘In what way?’ asked Ashley.

‘Quieter, withdrawn, less volatile. His personal officer said a change in behaviour is common at the end of a long stretch. Some flare up, others worry in the doldrums. It’s the fear of the unknown, having to fend for yourself again, find a place to live, look for work, buy food. Those without support on the outside can be overwhelmed by the thought of leaving. A few even attempt to take their own lives rather than face reality.’

Kettle had been listening intently. ‘Was he involved in any fights, or thick as thieves with anyone?’

Barry smiled. ‘Total loner, and no scrapping for some time. The prison population finally learned that challenging Caleb was a bad idea.’

Kettle glanced over at Ashley. ‘What do you reckon?’

‘It’s time to bring them in for a tougher line of questioning.’

‘Who?’

‘Jacob and Chad. They need to know we’re looking at them extremely closely. I want to talk to Dillon as well. He’s probably scared. He worked with Jacob for years, but it seems there’s no love lost nowadays. I’ll get them picked up at nine tomorrow and brought here. That also stops them from getting into trouble while we finish our hunt for Caleb. I’d like a crack at Spencer in an interview room, so he’ll be fetched, too.’

‘Silent Spence, eh?’ asked Barry. ‘Are you planning to read his mind?’

‘I’m going to try. Surely he can nod or shake his head. The thing is, he’s a strong man, and it’s highly likely the perpetrator was someone with significant physical presence. Bodies have been moved and people were overpowered. It’s easy then to focus on Jacob and Caleb, but Jacob himself described Ian Spencer as a lethal weapon in the wrong hands.’
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THURSDAY 12TH JUNE


There were no breaks in the case that evening. Ashley went home via Domino’s Pizza, then had an early night. She surprised herself by sleeping well. The complexities of the investigation must have temporarily nudged her sadness to one side, so when she arrived at OCC the next morning, she felt at her sharpest in days.

At eleven o’clock, Ashley sat with Kettle in the observation suite watching the feed from interview room two, where Emma and Sal were waiting to start their four interviews. All of those requested to come to the station had agreed without too much protest when Uniform had turned up at their properties, which Ashley hadn’t been expecting. She had spent the first half of the morning helping her officers prepare, but the lack of complaints tugged at the back of her mind.

‘Any word from Michelle about Slade’s post-mortem?’ asked Kettle.

‘It’s as we thought. Knife deep into his left lung. Even with swift medical intervention, it would have been close.’

‘That would be the side from where a passenger in his car might have rested a blade.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And the wrist?’

‘Brutal. Whoever took off the hand most likely used a plain carpenter’s saw.’

A faint scowl crossed Kettle’s features. ‘That paints a dark picture.’

‘Yes. She thinks it was done after death because there would likely be more disfigurement around the site of the wound if he’d been conscious and struggling, so at least Slade wasn’t alive when his hand was being sawn off.’

‘The killer’s state of mind is deeply concerning; it’s rare for someone to commit such atrocities and still have the presence of mind to remain undetected. We didn’t hear a dicky bird yesterday, except another patch of blood was found in a different wood. Chip and Pin started howling, so the handler believed the scent was particularly strong. You can guess what that means.’

Ashley bared her teeth.

‘A lot more claret was spilled.’

‘Yeah. I suspected Slade had been mutilated in the driver’s seat, but maybe it was done under the cover of trees.’

‘Whereabouts was the patch?’

‘Holgate Hill. It runs through Kelling Heath, about a mile from Weybourne, not far from where the car was burned out.’

Ashley knew that DNA tests would have been ordered, but even with the process accelerated, the results might come too late.

She felt Kettle’s eyes on her. ‘What?’

‘You seem to be coping well, all things considered.’

‘Do you mean considering Seb’s death?’

‘Yes.’

‘A focus is a great distraction.’

Kettle gave her a wry smile. ‘I’m glad we’re helping a bit. The body is being flown back in today, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, I’m going to see him tomorrow with his mum. Then it will be real.’

There was a knock on the door, and Gabriella tramped in.

‘Good news and bad. Hazel Croft doesn’t appear to drive, nor is there a Hazel on the system with a matching date of birth, but the friend she left with, Sadiq Ali, does have a licence. He lives in Aberdeen. I’ve put in the requests for marital records. No landline listed. If I don’t have any joy by mid-afternoon, the easiest thing to do is ask Police Scotland to knock round.’

Ashley swiftly debated whether that would cause any issues and concluded it wouldn’t. ‘That’s a good idea.’

‘What do you want asking?’

‘How is she? Has she heard from her old life at any point? Does she keep in touch with anyone? It would be nice just to know she’s still alive.’

‘I’ll try to make sure they don’t put the fear of God into her.’

Kettle had been observing the monitor and could see the first interviewee had been brought in.

‘We’re about to get started, so crack on, please. Oh, Gabriella, warn the police there, too. Who’s to say Caleb isn’t up there looking for her? But it’s also possible the murders are her doing.’
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Sal cautioned Chad Goodman and explained that the conversation was being recorded. He reiterated that the man was not under arrest and could leave at any time. Sal took a moment to size the man up. If one of his own children had suffered Beau’s fate, he would have been beside himself. Chad, on the other hand, appeared deep in thought.

Understandably, all the people who had come in to ‘help with inquiries’ had asked for legal representation to be present, either their own or the duty one. Sal hated this particular duty brief. Normally, the solicitors were professional and brimming with common sense. They helped grease the wheels of justice with fair advice where they encouraged their clients to be honest, or at least realistic. The general demeanour of today’s first duty solicitor, Vic Hook, was that the police were up to no good and that the authorities couldn’t be trusted.

What was also annoying was that the guy looked like Sal, even down to the small glasses. Barry often joked they were both made at the same toy factory.

Emma began the interview.

‘How’s Beau?’

Chad’s eyes bored into hers. ‘I think the better question is, have you caught the person responsible?’

‘We’re making progress in our investigation.’

‘Not by grilling me, you aren’t.’

Emma’s cheek twitched, which Sal understood wasn’t a good sign.

‘We need to fully understand the background to the case. Your being open and upfront with us will enable us to talk to the right people.’

Sal knew he had a softer approach than most of the officers. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t.

‘Your son’s had a horrible experience. Do you have any idea who might have wanted to hurt him?’

Chad snarled his reply. ‘He’s a fucking kid. It’s me they’re trying to get at.’

‘Why would anyone want to get at you?’

The solicitor leaned forward. ‘Are you leading my client?’

‘Pardon?’

‘You’re implying Chad’s committed a crime.’

‘No, I’m not, but I can phrase it differently for you. I am asking what someone would have to gain from hurting his son.’

Chad moistened his lips with his tongue. ‘You know it’s Jacob. Who else could it be?’

Sal gave him a reassuring smile. ‘Why would he want to send a message like that to you?’

Chad jabbed his index finger at his temple. ‘Cos he’s tapped in his bloody head.’

Sal took in the bags under the man’s eyes, the pallid complexion and the bad breath, which was leaching over the table towards him, and wondered if they’d get much sense from their questions. Chad clearly hadn’t slept, probably hadn’t eaten, and would be struggling to think coherently.

‘Why now?’

‘What?’

‘Why would he kidnap Beau now, and not at some other moment in the near eighteen years since he was born?’

This time Chad hit the palm of his hand against his forehead. ‘Because he thinks I killed his dad, or tied his goon to the tracks, or murdered his gopher.’

‘I take it you didn’t.’

The solicitor rested his fingers on Chad’s arm. ‘You don’t have to answer that.’

Emma took a deep breath. She’d been told Chad seemed calm, but this man was all over the place. ‘So, your explanation is that because some of Jacob’s crew have been taken out, he decided to scare your child as a warning to you.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And what is that message?’

‘Eh?’

‘What exactly is he telling you?’

Chad blinked repeatedly, seemingly unable to organise his thoughts. Emma pressed her advantage.

‘Is he saying, look, I’ve got back at you, don’t hurt anyone else close to me? Or is he saying, I got to your son, you’re next?’

‘How should I know? You’d need to ask him.’

‘I’ll be doing just that.’

‘Good. You can tell him he has it coming.’

Hook raised a hand. ‘Okay, that’s enough. Mr Goldman and his family have been through a terrible ordeal. This hostile questioning isn’t going to be helpful.’

Sal spoke softly. ‘Chad, I am warning you, on tape, do not contact Jacob. Allow us to solve the case. Vigilante justice helps no one. You’ll end up in prison for decades. Who will Beau have to rely on then?’

Hearing the name of his son framed that way appeared to jolt Chad back to his senses. He ran his fingers through his lank hair. ‘You’d better get a move on. I can’t live like this.’

Sal watched Chad slump in his seat and suspected the man was near to burnout. He quickly checked his notes to see which questions he had that were the most important.

‘You mentioned a wife who doesn’t have contact with Beau.’

‘I haven’t seen or heard from Annika in years.’

‘Okay, tell me what Dillon and Spencer are capable of.’

Chad puffed out his cheeks and sat straighter. ‘What are you asking? Whether they were involved?’

‘What do you think?’

‘I don’t know them any more. They were just a bunch of kids I hung around with when I was a teenager. Every one of us will have changed.’

‘What about Caleb? Could he have been told to attack your son?’

Chad looked utterly exhausted. ‘Look. I want to go home and be with Beau. I’ll tell you for the last time, Jacob is behind this.’

‘The man you believe is responsible for Hazel disappearing all those years ago?’

‘Yes. You must trust me. I know I’m right.’
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Emma watched Jacob stride into the interview room with purpose. To nobody’s surprise, his own solicitor, a nervous man called Haigh, had arrived promptly.

Jacob attempted a jovial smile, but he fidgeted with his shirt cuff, and the skin around his eyes was pulled taut.

‘All right, darling.’

‘Hello. I’d prefer Sergeant, but if you’re honest today, you can call me what you like.’

Jacob sat down and opened his hands. ‘Why wouldn’t I be upfront with you?’

She cautioned him and got straight to it. ‘Why was Slade killed?’

‘No idea. He’s only small-time.’

‘Unlike you?’

‘I’m old-time. My crime days are over. I’m after a quiet life.’

Emma couldn’t help releasing a chuckle. Jacob was a brash man, but not without humour. Although she wouldn’t trust him as far as she could throw him, which, judging by his heavyset features, would not be a great distance.

‘Aren’t you worried?’

‘A bit.’

‘Terry, Dillon, now Slade; who’s next?’

Jacob folded his arms, which made his biceps bunch. ‘I’m the connection. It’s got to be me.’

‘Or Spencer?’

‘Good luck to ’em there.’

Emma’s brow furrowed. ‘He doesn’t strike me as violent.’

‘Ian isn’t, but he’s the sort who’s naturally strong. Grip like an eight-inch vice.’

‘Is that a strong one?’

Jacob leaned forward in his seat. ‘He had a party trick. Used to arm-wrestle grown men in pubs. We had such a laugh saying come and challenge the silent one. Made a few quid doing that, too. Long arms like his shouldn’t be great at it, but I only saw him beaten a few times.’

‘Does he not talk at all?’

‘He can chat, chooses not to.’

‘You and he aren’t friends any more.’

‘Nope. I used to throw some work his and Dillon’s way every now and again.’

‘What kind of work?’

‘Bits and pieces, you know.’

‘Give me an example.’

The solicitor cleared his throat. ‘You can ignore that.’

Jacob’s head swivelled around with the ponderous weight of a battleship’s main gun to regard the much shorter man next to him.

‘Wind your neck in, Haigh. I told you, I’m the fucking victim, and I want whoever’s doing all this found. Doesn’t matter who does the finding.’

Emma smiled again as Haigh wilted under Jacob’s glare. ‘Don’t you think it’s Caleb, then?’

‘Nope, not now. He’s not right in the head, but he wouldn’t do that to a kid.’

Emma tutted. The attack on Beau hadn’t been released to the press, but she supposed a lot of people had been at the scene.

Jacob laughed. ‘Holt grapevine, babe. Never lets you down. Even though I’m out of the crime game, I still have a few contacts. The hand in the burning car’s boot is public knowledge, too.’

She’d agreed with Sal he’d ask the questions about Slade, so he took over.

‘Wouldn’t that be the second hand your boy’s cut off?’

‘He’s not mental. If it was him, he might as well have left a signed confession. But it wasn’t. He’s street-smart. It has to be a set-up.’

‘Who would want to set him up?’

‘I barely know him now. Me and Tyra were chatting last night while your shooters were protecting me outside. Perhaps we should have been more encouraging about him coming home. He’s just done a stretch – it alters a man.’

‘You said he scared you.’

‘Nobody scares me. I detected an edge, that’s all. He’s still my lad. Prison changed me. I needed friends when I was released. He don’t have any.’

Emma interjected. ‘Maybe you could have put him on the straight and narrow?’

‘Yeah, you got it, babe. Kosher.’

Sal had a sense these accents and mannerisms were a front. A Del Boy act, to come across as a jester, as opposed to a Jacob. It was time to unsettle him.

‘You live a comfortable life. Nice holidays, great cars for you and Damon. How do you pay for it all?’

Jacob unfolded his arms and grinned. ‘Savings.’

‘From the burglaries?’

The big man paused, then nodded at Sal.

‘Sneaky. That’s why I like you, but my dough is my business.’

‘Dillon and Spencer, your co-workers, appear to be living on the breadline. You, however, are enjoying a different kind of life.’

‘Men like that, they spunk it all away. You need to invest for the future, put a bit aside.’

Sal nodded respectfully across the table at the big man as if he’d received the wisdom of the ages. He reckoned Jacob was naturally a spender, wanting the best of everything. Sal considered the relatively low-key house in Holt. That was clever, which made Jacob a person who was in control, one who thought ahead. The money from the burglaries would have been gone long ago, though, so what else was he up to? Whatever it might be, he had hidden it well.

Emma brought up the final topic.

‘What about you and Chad? There’s a lot of animosity between you.’

Jacob sneered. ‘That idiot can’t half hold a grudge. Thinks I buried Hazel out in the sticks somewhere.’

‘Did you?’

Haigh meekly commented. ‘You don’t have to answer that.’

‘No shit, Einstein.’ Jacob turned back to Emma. ‘No, I didn’t. He had the hump cos she liked me. We had a little snog, but she wouldn’t go any further because Chad was so obsessed with her. I reckon the car crash was the last straw, and she did a bunk to escape his pawing.’

‘What if Chad thought it was you who’d grabbed his kid?’

Jacob rolled his shoulders. ‘I don’t do kids. One day soon, me and him are going to have a little tête-à-tête. But let me tell you this, if I had serious beef with Chad, I’d have done him, not his lad.’
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Emma smiled at Spencer after he’d taken his seat, trying to elicit a response, but he simply stared past her. She wasn’t hopeful of getting anything from him, but Ashley wanted his non-compliance on tape. What Jacob had said about his strength concerned her. Once again, the loose T-shirt and baggy tracksuit bottoms obscured his figure, but he still moved into the room with the unmistakable grace of someone fit and supple.

He did talk sometimes, though. Jacob and Dillon had both mentioned that.

After going through the preliminaries to the day’s second duty, a stern woman called Allingham, Sal began.

‘Can you confirm your name for the tape?’

After thirty seconds without a response, he continued, leaving a shorter gap after each question.

‘Were you good friends with Terry Hardy?’

‘What do you know about the murder of Slade?’

‘Do you like Jacob?’

‘Why don’t you talk?’

Sal persisted for around five minutes until Allingham had heard enough.

‘Interviewing someone without a voice. I’ve seen it all now. Let’s end this charade.’

Emma spoke loudly and slowly to drive the point home. ‘We need to give him the opportunity to come clean, or to tell us what he knows. If it comes out later that he played a part, not mentioning it today will go badly for him.’

Spencer’s gaze moved from the wall behind her and briefly focussed on her.

‘Are you involved, Ian? Do you have anything to say?’

His focus drifted away. Emma blew out a breath. She recalled Dillon had said the person who attacked him had spoken with a muffled voice. Could it have been Spencer? Ashley believed they had enough suspicion to warrant a search of his property if he proved to be uncooperative.

‘How would you feel about us searching your property?’

After a short pause, Spencer reached into his tracksuit pocket and handed over his house keys.
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Dillon tentatively stepped into the room after the third duty solicitor, a capable woman called Keogh, had arrived. Dillon had been in front of them for only a few seconds before Sal’s nose wrinkled. While her client was cautioned, Keogh sat as far away as possible while remaining behind the desk.

‘How are you feeling, Luke?’ asked Emma.

‘Not great.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I haven’t been sleeping.’

Too busy drinking, thought Sal, who suspected there would be no eye contact during this interview. The reason for Dillon’s weakened state was probably a combination of the booze and the shock of being targeted. This gave them an opportunity to press him to reveal information about the other three they’d interviewed, all of whom he knew well.

‘That’s understandable,’ said Sal. ‘You must be angry about what happened to you.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Who do you suppose did it?’

‘Caleb.’

‘Why?’

‘He’s crazy. He punched me in the face in the town centre once. I hadn’t even done anything wrong.’

‘Can you think of anyone else who’d want to hurt you?’

‘No. I don’t do a whole lot nowadays, not now that Jacob has stopped calling so much.’

Emma tried a different angle. ‘This guy Slade started doing your jobs for Jacob, so you might get more work in future with him gone.’

Dillon smirked. ‘I suppose, but I’m not cut out for all this. We robbed a few things, sure, moved on some stolen goods, burgled those houses, but there was no violence. At least not from me and Spence.’

Emma smiled. ‘I bet Jacob could be violent, though, like his son.’

Dillon glanced at Keogh, who reached over and patted his arm. ‘You don’t have to drop your pal in the mire.’

Dillon directed his answer to the solicitor rather than to the detectives. ‘I’d just like to move out of Holt. I’m scared to leave the house, but nobody upsets Jacob. He’d come and find me.’

‘If you have nothing you want to say, Luke, then reply with “no comment”. You’ve not been charged with anything, but if you mention something here, the police may use your words against you or threaten Jacob with them. They won’t be able to save you afterwards. You’ll be on your own.’

Sal felt his hackles rise. He spoke firmly. ‘It’s important you help us, Luke. We want those responsible behind bars as much as you do.’

‘Right.’

‘Wouldn’t you miss your friend Spencer if you left?’

Dillon grinned for the first time. ‘Yeah, I suppose. He’s a good guy.’

‘Does he ever get violent?’

‘Spence? No way. He’s super chilled these days. Each to his own. That’s his motto now.’

Dillon had indicated Spencer perhaps hadn’t been calm when he was younger. As expected, the rapid questions appeared to be disorientating him.

‘How well did you know Slade?’

‘A bit. Knocked around some. Nice bloke. Used to talk like Billy Big Bollocks, but he was softer than I am.’

‘What sort of person was Chad?’

‘I don’t see him no more. Not since he went to university.’

‘Which was after Hazel’s accident.’

‘Yeah. He was cut up when she left. Had another fight with Jacob afterwards. I thought they were going to kill each other. Spencer pulled them apart.’

Sal considered how much smaller Chad was, although the size difference might not have been so evident when they were kids.

‘So, Chad didn’t mind a scrap?’

‘No, he could be vicious, but he did boxing training after school for a bit so he sometimes bested Jacob.’

Sal scratched his head. ‘Did they regularly brawl?’

‘Yeah. Weird relationship. Thick as thieves, then fisticuffs, but back to mates the next day.’

It sounded like two men jockeying to be top dog. The one who’d get the girl.

Emma had been waiting with a question.

‘What do you believe happened to Hazel back then?’

Dillon pouted. ‘No idea. She hasn’t shown up, but I hope she got away. You know, had a great life, kids and all that.’

‘You liked her?’

‘Yeah. Me, Spence and her formed a group in the home. Watched each other’s backs. It could be dangerous in there.’

Emma decided not to go into that.

‘How often does Spencer chat with you?’

‘He don’t, really. Few words, not much.’

‘Isn’t that odd? That he can talk but chooses not to?’

Dillon shrugged. ‘Prison wasn’t easy. He’s a big bloke. Other people wanted to fight Spence, but they had to provoke him. They only did it once, mind. After a while, he even stopped talking to me, stayed in his cell, then he was transferred out. I didn’t see him again until we were both released.’

Emma drummed her fingers on the table. ‘What does his voice sound like?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Is it loud, slow, or maybe a mumble?’

Dillon’s eyes roamed the room before he answered.

‘Bit of a Norfolk accent, I guess. Deeper than mine, but soft, like he is. He’s a decent guy, wouldn’t hurt a fly nowadays.’

Sal had been wondering how to enquire, without asking outright, if Spencer could have been the one to put Luke on the track.

‘You said the man who tied you up had a strange voice. Was it soft like Spencer’s? Same accent.’

This time, Dillon answered quickly. ‘Nah, man. It was unusual. Not heard one similar before.’

‘Could it have been someone putting on a voice?’

Dillon squinted at Sal with a look of confusion. ‘Yeah, I suppose.’

The solicitor interjected. ‘What is this, some kind of fishing exercise?’

‘In a way. I’m just trying to get to the truth.’

‘My client has been helpful but clearly has little more to say.’

‘Last few questions,’ replied Sal through gritted teeth. ‘Luke, you and Spencer seem to live quiet, frugal lives. Surely you must have made a lot of money from those burglaries back then. Where’s all that gone?’

Dillon smiled for a moment, then it slipped from his face as he perhaps realised he shouldn’t have.

‘We got some nice stuff, but Jacob said he had to shift it quick, which meant basement prices.’

Sal decided to ask what he wanted to know outright.

‘Jacob seems to have done okay out of it. Do you think he might have ripped you off?’

Dillon appeared baffled by the question. He peered at the two officers, then at Keogh, who shook her head.

‘You shouldn’t answer that.’

Dillon shrugged again. ‘Nah, we’re mates. Ones who look out for each other. If things got bad and we needed a favour, he’d step up, like good pals do.’

Sal didn’t have anything else to ask. He gestured for Emma to carry on as she seemed to have another question.

‘Do you feel any guilt for what you did to those poor victims? The ones whose heirlooms you stole.’

Dillon opened his mouth to reply, but Keogh spoke over him. ‘And you will not be answering that. Okay, I should say that’s the right time to conclude.’

Dillon stood up. ‘You know what, I am sorry for what we done. It seems nice people get shafted, while the horrible types have most of the luck. Spencer and I haven’t had it easy. In fact, we all went off the deep end after Hazel disappeared. I’d say we lost our minds.’

When Dillon had been collected, Sal tried to dig through the tangled stories they’d heard. He had a feeling that when they got the full DNA reports back from the various samples taken, Spencer would be put firmly in the picture. Sal wondered if he was working with Caleb, but something gnawed away in the pit of his stomach. His gut told him by the time his suspicions had been proven, the next victim would be dead.
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FRIDAY 13TH JUNE


Ashley left the house at eight the next morning, her eyes burning from a sleepless night. The thought of seeing Seb’s dead body made her heart pound and her emotions surge, making it impossible to nod off.

In her spaced-out state, the usually familiar drive to Wymondham felt like a journey to a foreign land. She would try to steel herself, to be strong for Seb’s mother, but the fear of crumbling was overwhelming.

Her phone rang and she pressed answer, relieved by the distraction.

‘Morning, Barry. I assume from the fact I wasn’t contacted last night, Spencer’s property didn’t give up any clues.’

‘No, it was a tidy place. He had a small gym with some heavy weights, but nothing of note.’

‘No saws, or hidden felons?’

‘Nope. It was a lot tidier than Dillon’s, which I suppose is a sign he’s in control. There was no alcohol. He sat out on his bench while we went ahead. I really can’t get a read on him.’

Ashley had to admit she was struggling to as well. ‘I had a message from Kettle last night. The manhunt was a washout. You know what that means.’

‘Yep. The ball is in the killer’s court. I’ve made some progress with the jail. My request for video footage was granted, and they’re going to send over a list of the registrations of the vehicles leaving the prison car park the morning Caleb left.’

‘Excellent. Get Emma on it.’

‘Will do. Haven’t you got that Seb thing today?’

Ashley sighed. ‘That’s one way of putting it.’

‘I’m here if you need a chat after.’

‘Thank you.’

She found herself smiling. Barry could be quite sweet when he tried. She jumped when her phone blared again a few seconds later.

‘Morning, Gabriella.’

‘Good morning, ma’am. I’ve got news.’

‘The great stuff?’

‘Correct. I didn’t make any progress on finding Hazel Croft, but I did find out Sadiq Ali married a woman named Anne Croft, who became Anne Ali. Jan briefed Aberdeen City police, and two CID officers went around last night.’

‘Let me guess. It was Hazel Anne Croft.’

Gabriella laughed.

‘Yes. They live in a pleasant area called Ferryhill. Two children and two granddaughters. She and Sadiq run a dry-cleaners. They’ve been happily married for forty years.’

‘What did she say about the lads?’

‘Not seen hide nor hair of them since the accident. She still thinks of them from time to time, especially Spencer and Dillon. Wonders how they got on with life, and she wished them well.’

‘Not Jacob or Chad?’

‘The officer picked up on a hint of negativity, but Hazel wouldn’t be drawn on it. Just wanted to leave the past alone. When asked about animosity between Chad and Jacob, she hinted it was nothing more than young men flexing their muscles, but she made it clear they had been friends to her, not lovers.’

‘Interesting she didn’t mention kissing Jacob or his going too far.’

‘I know, but the officer suspected she’d have mentioned it if that were the case.’

‘Okay, I should be back by eleven. Tell Jan to organise a meeting for next steps.’

‘Consider it done. I hope today goes as well as these things can. We’re all thinking of you.’

‘That’s very kind.’

Ashley’s mind attempted to untangle who’d said what about Chad, Jacob and Hazel, but by then she was turning onto the leafy road where Seb’s parents lived. She parked behind a large Audi and got out.

She tried to calm herself, but every atom of her being was aware that the worst moments of her life would soon be here.
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As Ashley had thrashed in bed last night, she had imagined Glenda’s pretty cottage to be shrouded in shadows and overgrown with vines, but instead it stood drenched in sunlight. The grass shone a vivid green, a hydrangea was in full bloom and scores of bees jostled for position on a nearby lavender bush. With her heart in her mouth, Ashley knocked and waited.

Glenda opened the door dressed as if for church, her make-up heavy. She looked well, but there was no disguising the weight she’d lost around her neck or the distant look in her eyes. Ashley suspected Glenda had checked out emotionally, retreating somewhere deep inside herself to survive until this moment.

‘Morning, Glenda.’

‘Thanks for coming, Ashley, and agreeing to drive.’

‘I’m more than happy to.’

As Ashley gave the woman a gentle hug, which morphed into a desperate embrace where they clung to each other, she realised she’d subconsciously put on her newest suit and spent extra time on her own make-up and hair. The feeling was not dissimilar to a job interview. Nervous, senses heightened, a duty to get through, but also something you had to do.

Ashley had a deep need to say goodbye. Her mind had coped by just thinking Seb was elsewhere as opposed to never coming home. It was a day to stare the bitter truth in the face.

The two women linked arms as they headed to Ashley’s car. When they got inside, Glenda reached over and squeezed her hand.

‘I can tell by the pure devastation in your eyes how you felt about my boy.’

Ashley couldn’t think of what to say to that, so she tilted her head, started the engine and pulled away. They drove in silence, not sad as such, more companionable, both knowing there was a tough job ahead, but grateful they weren’t confronting it alone.

When they arrived at the funeral home, they walked to the reception and were directed to some seats to wait for help.

Glenda leaned over and whispered, ‘Are you okay?’

‘If I’m honest, I feel a bit like a fraud, Glenda. Seb was fantastic, and we got on so well, but I didn’t know him that long. Yet I feel so devastated. Maybe when something you wanted that much is taken away, you miss it all the more, and I’m worried my grief will get out of all proportion. I’ve seen others driven mad by it.’

Glenda’s voice was firm but kind. ‘Don’t let it pull you under. Life goes on. You must never give up. Sometimes you have to handle guilt like the people at AA.’

‘The motoring organisation with the yellow vans?’

The older woman’s face relaxed as she tittered, and Ashley found herself joining in. They even managed a few loud guffaws before they could rein themselves back in.

Glenda wiped her leaking tears away. ‘I meant the alcoholics taking one day at a time.’

Ashley replied in a hushed tone. ‘I’m not sure this is the place for laughter.’

‘Rubbish,’ Glenda said with a shake of her head. ‘Death isn’t just sadness; it’s about happiness, too. We’re here to remember. Years ago, when my mother died, I felt she didn’t leave right away. I think she was making certain I was going to be okay. And if Seb is somewhere around us, he would have loved seeing that. He’d be smiling, too.’

Ashley nodded. ‘I suppose the funeral staff must hear it a bit.’

‘Yes, of course, although some of the time it’s people celebrating their inheritances.’

Ashley was laughing again as a suitably sombre man arrived.

‘Sebastian’s ready for you. Come with me, please.’

Ashley took the old lady’s elbow, helping her rise, and followed. The closer they got, the more Ashley’s pace faltered. Without looking over, Glenda put a hand on Ashley’s back and gave her a gentle push that kept her moving, like a mother guiding a reluctant child to their first day of school. As Emma had done to her in the office when she’d originally heard the news.

When they entered the room, it felt unnaturally quiet, as if time itself had come to a standstill. The cool air smelled of furniture polish and lilies.

‘Take as long as you like.’

Ashley padded in and stood next to the coffin, which was positioned in the centre of the low-lit room. She hadn’t dared look down yet but knew she must.

Seb, who in life was a languid, lithe six feet plus, appeared much smaller with his lower body concealed by a white sheet. Ashley had never seen him in a suit. She assumed Glenda had brought it in for when he arrived. His shaven hair had grown a little, and he had been spending time outside in the sunshine because his complexion was darker than when he’d left.

Even so, he seemed a hollow, gaunt stranger, with waxy skin. The person below her did not resemble the man she loved. Ashley felt the tense knot between her shoulder blades dissolve as a long, shuddery breath finally escaped her.

In some ways, it proved what she’d always believed. The body was a shell, and the face a mask. Ashley could find comfort in the idea of Seb’s spirit being out in the world, still investigating war crimes, maybe giving strength to those who struggled, or even guiding the way for others into the next life.

Her Seb wasn’t in this room. He had gone. He was already free.

Ashley stayed for only fifteen minutes. The comfort she had initially found dissipated, slipping away like smoke to be replaced by the full burden of her loss. The certainty that nothing would ever be right again, that her misery would endure until her final breath, became an unbearable weight pressing down on her chest.

She turned to tear-streaked Glenda, who hadn’t let go of her son’s hand.

‘I’ll wait in Reception. Say farewell to your boy. I’m sure there are things only you and he know. Special words just for you two.’

Glenda couldn’t drag her eyes away, nor could she nod. Ashley patted her shoulder and stepped quietly outside.

She said yes to the offered coffee, and that simple act pulled her from the abyss. The busy hum of the receptionist’s office, the mundane hustle and bustle, reconnected her to reality and stopped her descent.

She pictured Glenda, back still bent over her greatest joy. A woman who would no doubt have lived a virtually sinless existence, patterned by acts of compassion, forgiveness and sacrifice. Her kindness had been repaid by having the most important thing in her world ripped away. Such were the cruelties of life and death.
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Driver Jack Simms stepped out of the toilet at Holt station and returned to the train. There was no mistake, he was having to go more frequently during the day as well as at night. He’d been ignoring the obvious, seeing as he was only just sixty, but a trip to the GP’s was needed. He hated anything like that. The thought of someone poking around, yuck, and what if it was a woman? He supposed you could ask for a bloke, but a finger up the bum was a finger up the bum, whoever was inserting it.

He stepped onto the footplate to find his fireman closing the firebox door. She gave him a worried look.

‘What’s up with you, Jack? My dog’s nostrils flare like that when I take him to the vet.’

‘Nothing, love. Bit of gout, maybe.’

Alice laughed, which made her face light up, showing wonderful teeth. He couldn’t help grinning at her. Such a marvellous woman. It was hard to believe she was the same age. With those blue eyes and petite features, she could pass for forty in his book.

They often worked together, with both doing a couple of Fridays each month. He found his eyes connecting with hers, and an unfamiliar feeling came over him. Her smile faded into a new expression. Not a pout, perhaps something more akin to affection. Ah, well. She was probably thinking of that dog.

‘Jack. If you want me to go with you…?’

‘Where to?’

‘The doctor’s.’

A flush crept up his neck and over his cheeks, his mind instantly racing to the procedure’s most invasive detail. He blinked, realising she would only be there to provide emotional support.

‘Ah, you noticed.’

She took a step closer to him. ‘Of course. My Jeremy had the same problem. He was worried too, but they prescribed him some pills, and he’s been all right since.’

‘Excellent. I’ll give them a ring.’

Alice was still close. He glanced down at the firebox, wondering if it was the open door that was making him so hot. Then he remembered she’d closed it.

‘How is Jeremy? Enjoying his walks?’

Alice turned away, seemingly checking the pressure gauge. When her head jerked back, her normally rosy cheeks had drained, leaving her paler than the blonde highlights she used to mask the grey.

‘He’s much the same, possibly worse. It’s made me consider leaving him.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

Her eyes searched out his. ‘Are you?’

Jack managed to pull his gaze from her only by staring at his watch, because no, he was bloody not.

‘Time to go,’ he said, pulling the whistle.

Jack leaned out of the cab and nodded at Donovan, the guard, who was standing ready next to the brake van. The green flag was raised, and Jack released the brakes. A grin crept onto his face.

Jack opened the cylinder cocks, releasing great puffs of white steam and water to clear the condensed moisture. He slowly opened the regulator, admitting pressure from the boiler into the cylinders. Even with the vents open, the pistons began their heavy labour. With a clanking of iron, the wheels gripped the rails and the train moved. Once the cylinders were hot and the exhaust had cleared, he closed the cocks, letting the full force of the boiler take over. A large puff of smoke burst from the chimney, making a glorious sight for anyone watching.

He absolutely loved locomotive number 4277. Hercules, made in 1920, was a side tank engine designed to haul heavy mineral trains weighing thousands of tonnes. She looked splendid in her unlined BR black livery with the early British Railways Crest on the side of the tanks. Driving her was the only time Jack felt truly in control.

At least it had been until a few minutes ago, when Alice had blurted out her confession.

The pair coordinated quietly and efficiently as they built speed. With the cylinder cocks now shut, the engine’s light hissing was replaced by a sharp, energetic bark from the chimney. The 2-8-0T was a torquey beast and, even with this comparatively light load, every exhaust stroke sent a rhythmic pulse through the footplate. The vibration travelled through the steel and up through their boots, filling the void left by Alice’s words with the raw, mechanical energy of the locomotive.

Jack glanced over at Alice, who offered a shy smile. Silly old fool, he thought, falling in love at his age. He had a job to do, so he tore his eyes away to stare down the track.

He blinked for a moment, his mind working at a cold, professional pace, honed by hundreds of journeys. A train driver did not panic. A train driver made swift, firm decisions because lives depended on it. His hand went straight to the brake lever. There was an object on the line.
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With a steady pull of the lever, Jack applied the brakes. The once-roaring rhythm of the pistons slowed to a heavy, deliberate chuff. A piercing, metallic shriek erupted from beneath the carriages as the brakes bit hard against the wheels, a grating sound of steel-on-steel friction that sliced through the peace of the countryside.

Alice, having banked the fire, closed the firebox door with a resonant clang, while the hissing from the safety valve on the boiler became a louder, more constant presence as the train’s great, heaving body shuddered and pitched.

There was a final, drawn-out groan of metal and a burst of steam from the cylinder cocks. The smell of hot brake shoes filled the air. Hercules rolled with a last juddering lurch, then its monumental mass finally came to a halt.

With the recent incidents on the line, Jack had deliberately kept his speed lower than the maximum. His mind had quickly judged the distance upon first sight, and, while it would feel too close for comfort, he had been confident they would stop in time.

Now they were near the object, he blinked his eyes in disbelief. There was indeed a man across the track. Although it turned out his concerns about stopping had been unnecessary, because this poor chap was already in pieces.
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Ashley had drunk her coffee and checked her emails by the time Seb’s mother reappeared from the viewing room.

Glenda looked shaky.

‘I’m sorry, love. I could have stayed all day, but I can return on my own now.’

‘That’s okay. Must have been tough for you.’

‘It was, but I didn’t sense him there. I still had a good cry, mind.’

They walked back to Ashley’s car and returned to Glenda’s address.

‘Do you want to come in for a brew?’

Ashley needed to get on but nodded and helped the once robust woman into her house. Seb’s father was nowhere to be seen. Five minutes later, they were seated in the lounge with tea and a slice of carrot cake. There were two photograph albums on the table.

Glenda pointed at them.

‘They’re mostly of Seb when he was younger, then a few more dotted throughout the years. Have a look if you like.’

Ashley reached over to select one, then withdrew her hand.

‘I don’t think I’m ready for that.’

‘My husband wasn’t either, but it made me feel grateful we had all that time together. I was wondering, did you consider whether you could say a few words at the funeral?’

The morning spent with Seb’s mother had helped Ashley find clarity on the decision she had been struggling with.

‘Yes, I will.’

Glenda beamed at her. ‘Thank you. I appreciate it.’

The older woman visibly wilted, so when Ashley had finished her cake, she kissed her on the cheek and left. She’d barely driven around the corner when she received a call from Control.

‘DI Knight speaking.’

‘Morning, Inspector. There’s been an incident on the North Norfolk Railway a little before the station at Kelling Heath Park.’

‘Another body?’

‘Yes, this one has been run over by a train, but that’s all the detail we have. The responsible officer, Phil, has called us. He’s decided to suspend all services. He’s awaiting instructions and has provided his number, which I’ll text to you.’

‘Thank you, do that now.’

Ashley pulled into the side of the road and called the man when the message came through.

‘Good morning, Phil speaking.’

‘Hi, it’s DI Ashley Knight. I’m the Senior Investigating Officer for the ongoing incidents. Can you give me more information about what’s happened?’

‘I’m heading to Kelling Heath Park now. The guard said to leave my car there and walk up the track in the direction of Holt for about three hundred metres.’

‘I’m going to join you. I’ll be there in just over an hour. Nobody should move or touch the body until CSI and hopefully our pathologist have processed the scene. Keep everyone, and that includes your employees, on the train.’

The line went quiet as he was likely thinking about her order. Ashley supposed the guard at least would have got out to check the body. She hoped they hadn’t touched anything.

‘I’ll make sure that happens when I arrive. What should I do with the passengers?’

Ashley knew there were no toilets and probably no refreshments on the train and the killer was unlikely to have been a passenger.

‘Uniformed officers will be en route. Liaise with them. If there’s a gap in the fence they can get through, I suppose anyone who wants to walk to Weybourne could.’

‘Yes, it’s only a mile. There’ll be a place they are able to pass through. Normally, I’d have the crew drive the train back to Holt.’

‘Yes, that sounds like the best option when we’ve checked everything out.’

‘Do you have any thought as to how long before we can return to normal service?’

Ashley wanted to be fair to the railway, but CSI was painstaking work that couldn’t be rushed.

‘I think it’s safer to say it will be tomorrow before it’s business as usual. No more trains past Kelling today. You could still run from Sheringham to Kelling, but let me reach the location first, and we’ll make that decision when I’ve spoken to the driver and the officers at the scene.’

‘Agreed.’

‘I assume it was the guard who got in touch with you.’

‘Yeah, a man named Donovan.’

‘How did they describe the victim?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Was the deceased tied up with rope? Did he or she get knocked off the track by the force of the train?’

‘No mention of rope. The guard’s guess was the person put themselves on the line and got run over. The body is between the tracks, with the head on one side, and the feet on the other.’

Ashley pictured the gruesome image.

‘Suicide.’

‘That’s what he implied.’

‘Anybody recognise the victim, or give you a description?’

‘Donovan said it was a large bloke, nothing more so far.’

She was about to say goodbye when she had a thought.

‘Is Donovan local?’

‘No, he’s from Dereham.’

‘Okay, I should be there in about an hour.’

With Seb’s parents living in Wymondham, Ashley was close to the office. She rang in and asked Emma to meet her outside. It was hard to predict who else she would need without knowing who the victim was.

A flustered Emma was waiting for her in the car park when she arrived and climbed in the passenger side.

‘I just spoke to Kettle and told him you and I are on our way. Do you know who died?’

Ashley shook her head. ‘It seems the train guard saw the body up close, but, unfortunately, he isn’t local, or he might have recognised him. All the RO heard was that it was a big man.’

Emma’s eyes widened. ‘It has to be Jacob.’

‘Either him or Spencer.’

‘If it’s Jacob, that could be the end of it.’

Ashley nodded, but she wasn’t getting that feeling at all.
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Ashley was considering their next steps while she drove.

‘Emma, ring Michelle. See if she’s free to come to the scene. Otherwise, she’ll get a bag full of body parts.’

Emma’s jaw tightened, but she made no comment.

Michelle’s assistant picked up. She explained that the pathologist was in the mortuary, so she’d be a little while coming to the phone.

Michelle spoke a minute later.

‘Hi, Emma. How can I help?’

Emma put her phone on speaker.

‘We’ve had an accident on the railway line. Someone’s been run over. Head and feet separated. Any chance of your attending?’

‘Sorry, I have two PMs that need doing. I’ve just started the second. I’ll be free around three, or will that be too late?’

Leaving body parts in situ on a balmy day wouldn’t help Michelle.

‘Michelle, it’s Ash. How about we get the deceased to you mid-afternoon, and you have a preliminary look straight away? Details are sparse, but it seems no restraints were present, so there’s a chance it was suicide.’

Michelle hummed down the line. ‘Are you suggesting they lay on the track?’

‘They may have been stunned or killed, then positioned that way.’

‘Suicide by placement of the head on the rails isn’t common. When decapitation does occur in these types of incidents, it’s usually a secondary consequence. Like hanging with a significant drop, or by accelerating into an immovable object. With trains, the most common modality of suicide is victims standing or jumping in front of one. Anyway, give me a bell when you’ve seen the victim. I’ll be able to deduce a lot from how the wounds appear, even if it’s just you describing them.’

Ashley smiled at the pathologist’s coolness and efficiency. The job certainly took a certain type of person.

‘Thanks, Michelle.’

‘While I have you, Ashley, it’s Slade’s PM I’m on now. We’ve noticed something interesting. If you ring me when you’ve seen the victim at Kelling, I’ll have had a chance to confirm my suspicions.’

Ashley nodded at Emma, who said they’d speak soon and cut the call.

Emma waved her phone. ‘Anyone else?’

‘Scott Gorton. We don’t know who’s died, but chances are their relatives will need a Family Liaison Officer. See if he’s available.’

‘Sure you don’t want to ring him?’ Emma’s face instantly fell. ‘Oh, God, I’m so sorry, Ashley, that just slipped out.’

Ashley couldn’t help laughing out loud at Emma’s mortified expression. It even felt good. Scott and she had almost slept together many years ago but, despite their getting on well, nothing further had occurred. Emma often teased her about it.

‘I should at least wait until after the funeral.’

Emma’s eyes bulged as she made the call. Scott picked up on the third ring.

‘Hiya, Ems. What’s up?’

Emma gave him a quick update, which caused him to whistle down the line.

‘Brutal. You might be in luck. I’m not far away, in Plumstead, visiting Slade’s sister and mother, giving advice concerning the funeral and when they’ll get the body back.’

Ashley shouted over. ‘We’ll be in touch when we know who it is.’

‘No problem, I’ll be ready.’

When Emma had put the phone down, Ashley tried to sum up.

‘So, Emma, the identity of the deceased could change our focus. Neither Spencer nor Jacob would be an easy snatch, so if it’s one of them that would lead me to suspect the motive concerns involvement in a criminal activity we aren’t aware of.’

‘I think we need to be careful. The victim’s body might just appear bigger because they’ve been separated into pieces.’

‘Separated, what, like an egg yolk, or do you mean severed?’

Emma couldn’t suppress a chuckle escaping. ‘Either is fine. The odds are we’ll know them. We could be making a bleak call to the Goldmans’ property or the Hardys’.’

‘God only knows how Tyra would respond if Jacob has died, but at least you bonded with her.’

‘Lucky you brought me. Perhaps the overwhelming guilt over what someone did drove them to end it all.’

Ashley frowned. ‘No, I don’t think it’s suicide.’

‘Agreed. The MO is too similar to what nearly happened to Dillon.’

Ashley nodded. Yet another crime with a link to the railway. It was only the kidnapping of Beau that wasn’t connected to the NNR.

The road leading up to Kelling Heath Park Halt was snarled up with a multitude of vehicles. CSI was already there, as were a number of marked response cars. The platform, which was pretty much the only structure there, had been cordoned off. Ashley and Emma showed their warrant cards to the scene guard and strode through the entrance. A light wind was coming off the sea behind them.

An officer directed them to the right, so they walked to the end of the platform and set off down the track. As they picked their way along, Emma slowed down.

‘Wait a minute. If the train stopped in time, it must mean the one preceding it ran over the deceased. Surely the driver would have spotted him and contacted the RO.’

Ashley recalled the swirling breeze that the driver had said caused him to see Dillon late, but these were different conditions.

‘If I remember the timetable right, the first locomotive to leave Sheringham and return is a diesel locomotive. They would pull the train up to Holt from the front, then uncouple and, in effect, reverse back to Sheringham, pulling the carriages from what had been the rear. It’s possible they didn’t see the body, but there wouldn’t have been any steam, so that seems unlikely.’

Emma frowned as she considered the facts.

‘They dropped the speed from the maximum in light of what happened, and wouldn’t the drivers now be on the lookout?’

‘What are you saying? That he drove over it deliberately?’

‘Just that even if the people on the footplate had seen it too late, they’d have noticed. Why didn’t they tell anyone?’

Ashley suspected a bag of skin and bones would make at the very least a crunching sound. The cab was open, too, but trains were noisy machines. Would there be a thud as the heavy wheels rolled over the remains? An experienced driver would likely notice even a mild shudder or jolt that was different from the locomotive’s normal motion.

Ashley and Emma followed the single railway line as it curved around a bend, the vibrant green of the surrounding vegetation a vivid contrast to what would be a disturbing scene ahead. A stark white tent, a temporary home for the deceased, had been erected on the rails. In the vicinity, figures in white coveralls moved with a quiet purpose.

A man in railway attire stood with a group of fluorescent-clad officers, all clustered at the edge of the police tape that marked the inner cordon. Even from a distance, Ashley could perceive the rigid tension in his shoulders, the way he seemed to be staring at something unseen. A man profoundly shaken by what had happened.

And behind it all, the train. A silent, monstrous witness to the tragedy, its black, hulking mass was a physical manifestation of brutal, unthinking force. A plume of smoke drifted from its chimney, an ominous, ghostly breath that sneered aloofly at the shocking spectacle.

Ashley showed her warrant card to the officer at the tape but spoke to the man next to him.

‘Are you the RO, Phil?’

‘Yes. You must be DI Knight. I’m in your hands. I assume you’ll want to ID the body.’

‘Yes, bear with me.’

She recognised the crime scene manager in his disposable suit by his posture. He was talking to another CSI twenty metres on the other side of the tape.

‘Gerald. I need to see the victim’s face.’

He took shoe covers and plastic gloves out of his pocket.

‘I thought you might. We’ve processed the track itself so we can walk along it to approach. Peer into the tent, but don’t enter.’ Gerald gave her a wry smile. ‘He’s staring this way. We’ll chat after you’re done.’

Ashley covered her boots, crouched under the tape, and stepped down the track, each crunch of gravel a stark sound against the surrounding hush. At the tent, she steeled herself, then pulled the flap open.

Her gaze bore down on a terrible sight. The guard had been right. It was a big man. The victim’s fishlike eyes seemingly stared into hers.

She studied the familiar features, a horrifying clarity dawning on her. The mystery of the man who’d gone missing was over.

Ashley was looking at the dead face of Caleb Hardy.
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As Ashley’s mind attempted to compartmentalise the sight of a mutilated human body, she registered a sharp coppery smell in the tent, laced with a sweet, sickly edge of spoiled fruit. She pushed away any thoughts about what Caleb’s death meant to their investigation and focussed on the condition of the remains in front of her.

The parts were closer to the track than she had expected. The head and the feet up to the shin were intact except for where they’d been attached.

Where she could see exposed bone, it was broken and chipped away. She’d been expecting clean cuts as the steel and iron wheels sliced through the body, but the muscle, cartilage and ligaments seemed more frayed and jagged. Even the neck looked wrong. What Ashley guessed was the spinal cord was severed, but it appeared as a thick white and grey exposed bundle of torn tissue.

Ashley then glanced at the torso, which appeared intact and undamaged. It sat neatly between the rails, with not much space at either end. Caleb had been a big man. Wouldn’t the train have caught the body and dragged it along? The other noticeable fact was the absence of blood. There was plenty of it around the wounds, but nowhere near enough from such blunt force trauma.

She pulled out of the tent, stood up and hauled in a succession of deep breaths. The clean salty air cleared her head, and she walked back to Gerald and Emma.

‘Should I look?’ asked her sergeant.

‘I wouldn’t recommend it, but it’s up to you.’

Emma straightened her shoulders. She was committed to the role and knew all experience helped, as long as she could cope. Emma was as resilient as officers came. She marched down the track.

Ashley turned to Gerald. ‘It looks staged.’

‘Yes, I’ve sadly seen quite a few actual train impacts on humans over my forty-year career. Are you ready for physics 101?’

‘Go for it.’

‘The easiest way to explain it is by comparing a human being hit by a vehicle at twenty miles per hour and by a train at the same speed. A car has much less mass and momentum than a train. When a vehicle hits a person, the individual will absorb the impact and be propelled forward. The front of the car is designed to protect the occupants by absorbing and distributing some of the energy. As you would have seen, bodies get knocked into fields or bumped into gardens.’

‘And trains don’t do that?’

‘No. A train has enormous momentum. The impact is essentially an inelastic collision. The train’s sheer mass and rigid structure don’t deform or decelerate as a car would. The locomotive carries on its merry way. Instead of launching the person into the air, the overwhelming force of the front end and the wheels pins the casualty underneath. The body absorbs the energy and is swiftly destroyed as it’s dragged along.’

‘What if the train is going slow or the feet and head are hanging over the rails?’

‘I suppose, in that case, the ankles and throat would be crushed, and the extremities would fall away. A train’s destructive power comes from its weight, which is tens of thousands of times greater than a human body. Even if the engine is only trundling, the force is a consequence of that weight, not its velocity. At a lower speed, the person wouldn’t be dragged as far if the brakes were applied, and there would perhaps be less smearing on the track bed. But the initial massive pressure and tear damage would be the same.’

‘Thanks, Gerald. Succinctly put. Although please don’t test me on the physics later.’

Gerald inclined his head in acknowledgement. Humour would help at the scene, but he knew there was no unseeing the contents of the tent. They would all carry the scars.

Emma spent much less time observing Caleb. She appeared a little green around the gills when she returned to them, as well as suspicious.

‘That’s all too precise. Caleb was placed there. I’d say he was chopped up in the wood where Chip and Pin found a strong indication of blood. Then he was brought here. His weight would be simpler to handle in pieces.’

Gerald smiled at her.

‘Correct. I’d guess the deceased was around fourteen stone. The torso would still weigh eleven stone, but that would be significantly easier to lift.’

‘The smell, too,’ said Emma. ‘I reckon he died yesterday, but probably less than a full day.’

Gerald looked pleased.

‘Excellent. My deductions exactly. Decomposition has begun. He certainly wasn’t killed this morning. The eyes are a point of interest, too. They appear cloudy and damaged.’

Ashley had noticed the same thing. ‘Perhaps whoever attacked him threw something in his face to blind him.’

Gerald nodded. ‘Ask Michelle about that. I should get on. Is the GP en route to confirm life extinct? You know, just to make sure.’
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Ashley waved Gerald off without comment. Her mind had plunged deep into the investigation. What was the significance of Caleb’s death?

Emma, standing next to her, stated the obvious.

‘If Caleb isn’t responsible for the other incidents, then who is?’

‘It doesn’t mean he didn’t attack Dillon, Slade, Terry and Beau.’

‘What, and then got taken out? By whom?’

‘Someone or an organisation we don’t currently know exists.’

‘Are we back to the victims of the burglaries?’

Ashley considered that, then dismissed it. ‘No, this is all too personal, and the railway line has something to do with it.’

‘Maybe it’s Chad. There was anger there, even before Beau was taken.’

Ashley weighed the possibility. ‘I guess he could have had a total loss of control and done all this, and then Jacob hit back by attacking his son but didn’t want to murder him.’

Emma ran a hand through her hair. ‘The person doing all this hasn’t had a mental breakdown. They’re following a plan. What’s worrying is we’ve still not got a clue what that is, and three people are already dead, with two others traumatised.’

‘Well, we can see what Jacob has to say – surely he’s potentially the next victim. There’s nobody else left apart from Spencer.’

‘Unless Spencer’s responsible.’

‘Yes, we’ll drive to his after delivering the death message to Tyra and Jacob.’

Emma’s face fell. Death messages were the toughest part of a hard job, made worse if the deceased was young. Telling an already volatile couple their son was dead held an element of danger, and Ashley wondered whether to take a few uniformed officers with her.

Emma was clearly thinking along the same lines. ‘The two of us and Scott can probably handle it. Extra officers might inflame the situation. I’ll ring Scott, you call Michelle.’

Ashley took out her phone and rang. The pathologist had to be collected from the post-mortem again. She listened without commenting while Ashley gave her the pertinent details. Michelle was quiet for a moment.

‘You’re right to be suspicious. If Caleb’s remains smell already, he died before today. Gerald’s correct, too. The train would have mutilated the body if it had been rested across the track. I’ll know more when I have him on my table.’

‘What were the thoughts you mentioned earlier about Slade?’

‘I’d heard Caleb was sent down for cutting a man’s hand off with a sword in a fight, but Slade’s hand was definitely removed post-mortem with a hacksaw.’

‘Not an industrial one, or a power tool?’

‘I don’t believe so. They’d have been more precise.’

‘Maybe he couldn’t get his hands on a sword.’ Ashley cursed under her breath after that last comment. It sounded lame to her.

‘I’m glad I’m not a detective,’ said Michelle. ‘I have to say it’s unusual there had been no sign of this Caleb at all until you found his body. You said he was a tall man with an aggressive manner about him. It’s odd that, even after a thorough manhunt, there were no sightings or tip-offs.’

Others on the team had mentioned the same thing. There had been The Roman Camp Inn incident, but that was likely a ruse. Ashley’s brain built a new theory.

‘It makes me wonder if Barry was on the money. Perhaps Caleb was collected from jail and kept somewhere until yesterday.’

‘Sounds as though it would have been like keeping a tiger in your basement.’

‘Ah, sorry. I forgot to mention his eyes. They appear destroyed. Maybe acid or similar was thrown at them.’

‘Was there damage around the eyes as well? Burns?’

Ashley racked her memory. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Acid seems unlikely, then. Look, get the body to me as soon as you can. I’ll work into the night and have some conclusions for you by tomorrow morning.’

‘Thanks, Michelle. That’s really helpful.’

Emma finished her call to Scott at the same time as Ashley’s conversation ended. She put her phone away.

‘Scott will meet us at the tyre garage opposite Hempstead Road in thirty minutes.’

‘Excellent.’

Ashley trekked over to Phil and the sergeant. ‘Okay, where are we?’

‘The sergeant here has advised us no further trains should run today, except Hercules’s return to Holt. Are you in agreement?’

‘I am.’

‘Fair enough. Some of the passengers got off and walked to Weybourne, but most stayed on board. There are children and people with health issues remaining, so they need to get going.’

‘That sounds sensible.’ Ashley turned to the sergeant. ‘A GP should be here shortly. Once he’s done his job, have the deceased picked up immediately. The undertaker needs to take the body straight to the N&N’s mortuary.’

‘Understood.’

‘Let CSI continue as long as they’re able. Keep a strong Uniform presence here.’

‘Will do.’

Ashley looked at the RO. ‘Come on. Let’s go and talk to the driver and the guard, then we’ll get them on their way.’

Phil was shaking his head. ‘The scene isn’t right. Bodies don’t lie on the track like that after impact.’

Ashley rested a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘Yes, we’d worked that out, too. You should be extremely cautious over the next few days. Whoever did this is still out there, and, for whatever reason, your railway is important to them.’

OceanofPDF.com


77




Gerald directed Ashley, Emma and Phil past the evidence tent along the side of the track so they could talk to the train crew.

Ashley recalled Simone having taken an impromptu holiday.

‘Phil. What’s Simone like?’

‘Organised, efficient, rarely makes mistakes.’

Ashley smiled. ‘So, she does make a few.’

‘Not as many as I do.’

Ashley considered the type of person Simone was. ‘Is she close to her niece, Summer?’

Phil shrugged. ‘No idea. Being the RO, I keep relationships professional and don’t get too familiar with the staff.’

Sitting at the door of the guard’s van was a slim, middle-aged man in a dark uniform. He had taken off his cap and was idly running his fingers along its brim, his gaze distant. He jolted in surprise as they drew near, before dropping nimbly onto the track below.

‘Sorry, miles away.’

‘That’s okay, Donovan,’ said Phil. ‘These detectives would like to hear what happened.’

Emma took notes as they listened, first to the guard, then to the driver and fireman. None of the witnesses had anything significant to impart apart from what they’d already heard or surmised for themselves.

Ashley could imagine the fractious people stuck in the carriages. She nodded at Phil. ‘Okay, get the train going.’

‘I’ll go with them, chat to the passengers and assist at Holt. I’ll ring ahead to make sure they’re ready for us.’

‘Thanks for your help.’

‘No problem.’

As the guard turned to leave with Phil, Ashley had a thought.

‘Donovan, may I have a quick word before you leave?’

‘Sure thing.’

Ashley waited until Phil was out of earshot. ‘Do you know Simone?’

‘Yeah, of course. We work together a lot.’

‘I keep seeming to miss her. What’s she like?’

‘Professional, but she can be feisty.’

‘Ah, so she doesn’t suffer fools lightly.’

Donovan frowned while he thought. ‘More that she hates injustices.’

‘Such as?’

‘Graffiti artists defacing the trains and stations drives her crazy. People not paying when they are obviously able to afford it.’

‘Does her family love the railway too?’

‘She’s divorced, but I’ve met her niece a few times. Simone didn’t have kids, so Summer’s the apple of her eye.’
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Ashley and Emma proceeded back down the track to the tent. She briefed the sergeant at the scene, said goodbye to Gerald, then continued to the platform to update the officers there. While she was doing that, the platform sign caught her eye, and she cursed under her breath.

‘What is it?’ asked Emma.

‘Kelling Heath Holiday Park is on the doorstep to here, and not far from Weybourne. They’ll have lodges, caravans and tourers. It’s not a bad place to lie low.’

‘What are you thinking?’

‘That there are tens of thousands of places in the area where people could hide out, but maybe Caleb was much closer than we thought.’

Emma blew out a breath. ‘I think we need to regroup back at OCC after we speak to Jacob, Chad and Spencer.’

‘Agreed. We would need a large, specialised search team. There are hundreds of properties in Kelling Heath and Kelling, and whatever the holiday park has. It would be interesting if either Jacob, Spencer or Chad had been spotted in the vicinity.’

Emma gave Ashley a serious look. ‘What are we missing?’

Ashley’s reply spilled from her. ‘The person who committed this type of crime would normally have to be incredibly angry and vengeful, which tends to make them careless, but we’ve not seen that. We may have a talented actor on our hands.’

‘Either that or those responsible were killers for hire.’

Ashley hated the idea of hit men. The railway connection made her think that was unlikely, but what event or events might have caused such brutality?

‘Ring Kettle, please, Ems. Explain that we’ll need a vast team of doorknockers. Chase Zelda to see if Border Force has confirmed Simone is abroad and not practising her butchery skills next to a mobile home in Kelling Heath. We’ll be back in the office by five for a full meeting around seven. Michelle will have done a preliminary examination of Caleb by then, and maybe there’ll have been a break on Barry’s prison car park angle. We can go from there.’

While Emma made the calls, Ashley thought about the logistics of putting a body on the track. Simone wouldn’t have been able to carry Caleb’s torso on her own, which begged the question, if she was involved, who would help her?

Ashley and Emma set off and found Scott parked at the kerb near Tyre Pros on Station Road in Holt. They got out of their car and sat in the back of his.

Ashley shifted in her seat to look at him.

‘I assume your visit to Slade’s mother didn’t reveal anything important.’

‘No. She described him as loveable and cheeky, but not one to break the law.’

Emma scowled. ‘Doesn’t he have a low-level but extensive criminal record?’

‘Yep, but I didn’t push too hard. His sister rolled her eyes, but the mum was in a wheelchair and devastated by his death.’

They were all quiet for a moment with the realisation that they were about to shatter another mother’s heart, and Ashley couldn’t help but think of Seb’s parents. Death, the great equaliser. Two sons with such different lives, but the mothers and fathers would grieve the same.

Ashley and the other two officers discussed how they were going to give the Hardys their terrible news and set off, driving the long way around, so as not to pass Spencer’s property.

Tyra Hardy opened the door after Emma’s knock. The two similarly sized women’s eyes met. Tyra’s hand covered her mouth. She retreated from the officers, shaking her head.

‘Jacob! Jacob!’

Her husband hurried into the hall and spotted the detectives. ‘Bloody hell, darlin’. I thought we were being robbed.’

Jacob noticed Scott standing behind Ashley. He shifted his gaze back to her, tried to raise his chin, but then appeared to deflate.

‘You’d better come to the lounge.’

Instead of introducing Scott, they had no choice but to follow Jacob through a door on their right. Emma had to assist the snivelling Tyra onto the sofa, where she also sat and held the woman’s hand. Ashley and Scott each perched on an armchair.

Jacob couldn’t sit still. He paced up and down.

‘Do we need to bring Damon down?’

Ashley decided to stand again. ‘You’ll want to hear me out first.’

Jacob took a huge, slow breath, then crossed his arms. ‘It’s Caleb. He’s dead.’

Ashley nodded. ‘It falls to me to tell you that his body was discovered on a train track a little before midday.’

Tyra let out a piercing wail.

Jacob’s face, a second ago slack, hardened. The muscles in his jaw locked.

Ashley allowed the words to sink in.

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

She nearly took a step back from Jacob’s expression.

It wasn’t sorrow on his features, but its absence. As if the shock had erased all his feelings, leaving behind a cold, unreadable mask. His voice was without emotion.

‘Let me guess – unlike Dillon, he didn’t wake up in time.’

‘We don’t know what happened. CSI are at the scene. There’ll be a post-mortem.’

Jacob’s eyes bored into hers. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’

‘He’s part of a live murder investigation. I’m restricted in what I can and can’t explain. I promise you, the moment I have more, I will immediately be in touch. Right now, we need to conduct our investigation, which sadly won’t bring your son back.’

Jacob began to walk up and down the lounge again.

‘Is he a mess?’

Ashley had decided not to tell the Hardys about the exact injuries, nor that Caleb had been dead for a little while.

‘His injuries will be a shock to you.’

Jacob’s knuckles turned white as he clenched his fists, one of which he waved in Scott’s direction.

‘You seem to be doing a lot of inquiring, but not much solving. Who’s this guy?’

Scott stood up and held out his hand. ‘Scott Gorton, Family Liaison Officer.’

Jacob leaned menacingly towards him, arms ramrod straight at his sides.

‘Tell you what, I’ll shake your hand if I finish this bad dream with any of my family and friends left.’

‘I’m here to support you, whatever happens.’

Jacob scoffed in the FLO’s face, then turned to Tyra. ‘This guy’s going to help us bury our boys. Ain’t that great?’

Tyra, initially stunned by the confirmation of her son’s death, collapsed onto Emma and wept quietly.

Ashley had the troublesome objective of trying to probe Jacob for answers when he was clearly in no fit state to provide any. But before she could speak, he surprised her with an order.

‘Out of my home. All of you. Go and fucking investigate.’

Ashley rose from her seat. ‘Jacob. We’re doing everything we can, but people aren’t talking to us.’

Jacob almost manhandled the three officers out of the house. At the door, Ashley turned around, desperately thinking of something to get the furious man to speak to them.

‘I think you have an idea of who’s responsible.’

Jacob’s meaty hand grabbed the side of the door. He snarled his reply.

‘Oh, I do.’

Then he slammed it in their faces.
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The officers had driven the final distance to Jacob’s in Scott’s vehicle. They returned to it in silence.

Scott started the car but didn’t pull away. He smiled at Ashley.

‘I’ve had those go better.’

‘Yeah, and worse. If you think about it, he told us more than we told him.’

‘Explain.’

‘Both parents were devastated in their own ways. Tyra dissolved. Jacob wanted to hit out. His blood was clearly boiling, anger raging through him, so he actually showed some restraint.’

Emma nodded. ‘Yeah, but he won’t be able to control himself for long. It has to be Chad whom he suspects.’

Ashley couldn’t argue otherwise. ‘That’s true, but I’m struggling to see Chad, a slim sixty-year-old, tackling a brute like Caleb, especially on his own. If he’s in any way responsible, someone’s helping him.’

‘Simone?’ offered Emma.

‘If you’re referring to Kettle’s suggestion that the great people of Holt have risen up to clean up the town, I suspect even the two of them would struggle. I can’t help but think of Spencer, but would he really be conspiring with Chad after all this time?’

Emma shrugged. ‘Perhaps Spencer will finally have something to say, or we’ll need to consider how we’re going to play it if he’s sitting on his seat and won’t engage.’

‘Chad told me Spencer was bright enough for university, and that he was brilliant at rugby. Didn’t you see intelligence in his eyes when you were leaving that time?’

‘No, that was Dillon, but you’re right. I think if Spencer is told to his face that Caleb is dead, he’ll struggle to hide his surprise.’

‘Or lack of it,’ added Scott as he pulled away.

Less than a minute later, they had parked outside Spencer’s property. The bench was occupied, but by Dillon, who had his head tipped back and eyes shut. Ashley recalled being told how much he had reeked of drink during their interview with him. Judging by the manner in which he was listing to one side, they might have arrived too late in the day to extract any sense out of him.

Emma got out of the car first. ‘I suppose if he was falling off the wagon anyway, all that’s happened would have given him a firm shove to complete the job.’

Ashley led the way as they approached the bench.

‘Luke. Can you open your eyes for me?’

Dillon managed one.

Emma sat on the bench beside him. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Been better. I’d like to be alone, if you don’t mind. I told you everything I know.’

By the slight slur of his words, Ashley gauged him to be around seven-or-eight-out-of-ten drunk.

‘Is Spencer in?’

‘In what?’

‘His flat?’

‘No, I don’t reckon he is.’

Ashley gestured for Scott to go and knock.

‘Why don’t you think so?’

‘He went out yesterday. Told me he might not return.’

‘I thought he didn’t talk.’

Dillon’s other eye slowly opened. He blinked a few times and sat upright.

‘I said he occasionally chats to me.’

Ashley frowned. She suspected Spencer spoke a lot more than Dillon had told them he did.

Emma shifted up the bench closer to him. Her nose wrinkled.

‘Did he say where he was going?’

Dillon’s eyes rolled as he tried to concentrate.

‘No, but I should think he’ll be back soon.’

‘What makes you believe that?’

‘I’ve only known him to stay out for one night, never two.’

Ashley wondered what other friends a guy like Spencer might have.

‘You don’t drive, do you?’ she asked.

‘Occasionally, if Jacob wants something and there’s nobody else, but I can’t manage more than ten minutes, or my leg seizes up. That’s why I don’t have a motor.’

She scoured her mind for the information. Neither Dillon nor Spencer had a vehicle registered in their names.

‘Does Spencer own a car?’

‘No, but he occasionally hires them. He used to borrow one of Jacob’s old bangers until the timing belt went.’ Dillon’s eyes suddenly focussed. ‘Why are you asking all this? Spencer’s done nothing wrong, just cos he isn’t on his bench.’

Dillon scrambled unsteadily to his feet. Emma got up and stood next to him.

‘We had a couple of questions for him. That’s all. I don’t suppose you’ve seen Caleb?’

Dillon peered up at her, alarm evident on his face.

‘Why? Is he about?’

‘We’re pretty certain he was nearby today.’

‘Yeah? I think I’ll head inside then.’

Dillon took a few steps, then looked back.

‘Spence wouldn’t have hurt Terry, or Chad’s boy, and there’s no way on earth he’d have put me on the track. No way, José. I’d bet my life on it.’

Dillon used the wall to support himself as he staggered down the path at the side of the house.

He seemed certain of Spencer’s innocence, but Ashley was far from convinced.
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Ashley returned to the car and directed Scott to Chad’s house in Weybourne. She gave the liaison officer a quick rundown of events while he drove.

He made a few surprised facial expressions at various points but waited until she’d finished before he commented.

‘Obviously, I’ve been wrong once or twice before, back in the early nineties.’

Ashley groaned. ‘Spit it out.’

‘Seems to me that your investigation is ready to conclude, but I reckon there’s been a set-up.’

Scott pulled over as they had nearly reached Chad’s property.

Emma leaned forward from the rear seats. ‘What do you mean?’

‘If you don’t mind me quoting Aliens, this has gone smooth and by the numbers.’

Ashley smiled.

‘I don’t care if you quote Barry, as long as you crack the case.’

‘The first crime was committed by one or more individuals who knew Terry’s routine, or at least what he liked to do. So, I can’t see this having been done by a stranger. Caleb might well have been Terry’s murderer. To be fair to Simone, she may not have recognised him. Slade and Dillon were likely overpowered. That also sounds like Caleb, but then it shifts.’

Ashley couldn’t help grinning at Scott.

‘You’re right. Beau was captured and, in effect, tortured. The railway didn’t feature. The abduction was meant to distract and confuse us. Caleb never had the funds or organisation to do all this, not so soon out of prison, which means there was always someone else pulling his strings.’

‘Yes. Perhaps they killed Caleb last night. Maybe they had him holed up at a holiday home. He thought everything was sweet, then bang, some acid in the eyes, bleach, whatever, and he’s taken out, cut up and placed on the track.’

‘Which drags all our resources and focus to who murdered Caleb and why. It leaves us confused because he was the obvious suspect.’

Emma frowned. ‘But who is this big cheese?’

‘That’s the million-dollar question,’ said Scott. ‘The worrying thing is that I think, by looking for Spencer, you’d have tipped him off. Dillon clearly still trusts him. What’s the first thing he does when he gets inside?’

‘Calls his friend,’ said Emma with a frown.

‘Yes,’ replied Scott. ‘If Spencer is your man, he’ll know the game is up. He’s cornered, and there’s no one more dangerous than a murderer with nothing left to lose. However he’d planned to finish this, he’ll be rushing to complete the task now.’
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Ashley knocked at Chad’s house, but it was his son, Beau, who answered. She was expecting him to rush off and fetch his father, but he held his arm across the door in a strangely protective manner.

He was the one to speak first.

‘What happened?’

‘Afternoon, Beau. What do you mean?’

‘Someone’s died on the railway. It’s all over our chats.’

Ashley often found that children who went to private school had a confidence about them that wasn’t always seen in kids from comprehensives. Even so, Beau had an unusually adult air.

‘We’ve identified the victim. Is your father in?’

‘Yes, although he’s not coping well with what was done to me.’

Ashley debated whether it was wise to get into a doorstep conversation with a seventeen-year-old, but teenagers often spoke impulsively.

‘Is he crying?’

‘He has been, then he gets angry, won’t sit still. Keeps saying it isn’t the end of it, and that he should have done something years ago. Do you know what he’s talking about?’

Ashley didn’t have time to chat with Beau.

‘No, I’d better come in and talk to him.’

For a moment, she thought he wouldn’t allow them to pass, but then the boy stepped out of the way. Stopping next to him, she peered up to observe his face, which enabled her to take in his focussed demeanour.

‘You seem to have shrugged off your ordeal.’

‘I won’t be a victim. Let them come to the house. I’ll be ready this time.’

She nodded and strolled inside, where they found Chad slumped at the kitchen table, nursing a glass of amber liquid. He peered over at them, took in the three officers, then stared back at his drink.

Ashley sat opposite him. ‘I have some news.’

He glanced up, breathing heavily. She smelled whisky.

‘Who died?’

‘Caleb.’

A slow realisation spread across his face. ‘No.’

‘I’m afraid so.’

Chad pushed his glass away, then rose from the table. ‘Shit. Who killed him, or was it suicide?’

As Ashley watched him rapidly go through what the death of his old friend’s child meant, the chances of his involvement diminished.

Beau had followed them in. He shifted from foot to foot, glancing at his father, then at her.

‘What does that mean, Dad?’

Chad shrugged. ‘It means Jacob will be furious, assuming he wasn’t responsible.’

‘Please take a seat again, Chad,’ said Ashley. ‘This is Scott Gorton. He’s a Family Liaison Officer. It’s his job to help families after they’ve had an experience similar to the one your son had.’

Chad huffed out a breath. ‘You mean a kidnapping.’

‘Yes, and worse. Scott’s been doing the role for many years. You can ring him and get advice any time you like.’

Chad’s face collapsed as he dropped back into his chair.

‘Jacob will blame me.’

Ashley spoke gently. ‘I know. He’ll want to lash out. I’d suggest you stay somewhere else for a while, until this blows over.’

He grimaced, eyes bloodshot. ‘What do you think’s going to happen next?’

‘Who knows? And that’s what scares me. I reckon whatever it is, it’ll occur soon.’

Ashley’s gaze took in his flushed face. At the corners of his lips, a thin white froth had appeared. He didn’t appear in a much better state than Dillon, but gradually his expression hardened in the same manner Jacob’s had.

‘He came for my kid. I can’t let that go. He mustn’t get away with breaking the law, getting his own way, not again.’

‘Chad. We have no idea if he was responsible for that, so you have to steer clear of him. We will handle Jacob.’

Chad didn’t comment, but the downward shift of his eyes told her all she needed to know.

Ashley thought about how best to keep Jacob and Chad apart.

‘Look, I’m hoping for a breakthrough this evening. Promise me you won’t leave the house tonight, and I’ll return tomorrow. We’ll have clear heads, and we can talk this through. You have to admit, he may have had nothing to do with the deaths.’

Chad slammed his palm on the table, making everyone in the room start.

‘There is nobody else!’ He leaned back in his seat. ‘Okay. Call me in the morning. I’ll hear what you have to say.’

Ashley didn’t believe him.

‘You mustn’t confront Jacob. There’s no telling how he’ll react.’

Chad spoke as if the words grieved him, but he still uttered them with purpose.

‘I don’t think I’ll have a choice.’
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Ashley, Emma, and Scott returned to the office to enter their notes and prepare for the evening meeting. The discussion in the car had been frustrating because most of what they had was suspicion or circumstantial evidence. They needed something irrefutable before they drained Norfolk Constabulary’s resources again, especially as it was possible Kettle had blown his budget on a manhunt for an innocent man. He would need more than hearsay to commit to another for Spencer.

Ashley emailed a variety of people, chasing information so a plan could be formed for the following day. Zelda had received confirmation Simone’s passport had gone through Stansted Airport. Just before seven o’clock, an email arrived from Michelle. Ashley read the message hunched over with concentration, but the contents were so shocking, she slumped back into her seat.

She scanned the rest of the document. Apart from the severed limbs, the only other injury was a blunt force impact to the top of Caleb’s head. Perhaps a blow that knocked him unconscious before the butchery began. After a few minutes of reflection, Ashley took her phone with her to the meeting.

When her team and the representatives from the other involved departments had gathered, she ran through the latest sequence of events, culminating with the news that Caleb Hardy wasn’t run over, he was cut up, seemingly by hand. The room was stunned into silence.

‘I have just received a report from the pathologist, who kindly began the post-mortem this afternoon, even though she was only given the body at 5 p.m. The results aren’t confirmed, but this is what Michelle had to say.’

Ashley opened her phone and licked her lips to moisten them.

‘“It’s a popular misconception that when we receive a body for post-mortem, it is placed in a deep freezer. This is not the case. The temperature in the cabinets is above freezing, typically around three degrees Celsius. Bacterial growth is inhibited, slowing decay, but it doesn’t completely prevent it. The deceased remains flexible, not solid. It is therefore in a suitable state for viewing or examination. Negative-temperature freezing is used only for long-term preservation. This effectively halts the decomposition process. However, freezing can cause damage to cells and tissues due to the formation of ice crystals.”’

Ashley glanced around the room.

‘“So, when the remains are defrosted, the results of the post-mortem have become compromised. If someone is found frozen to death, we would notice ice crystal artefacts. These are visible as tears or expanded spaces within various tissues. When water is pulled from cells to form ice crystals, the cells themselves shrink. Under a microscope, the nuclei may appear darker because of these cellular changes.”’

Ashley stared at a sea of mostly confused faces, one of which belonged to Barry, but others had guessed. She continued.

‘“Areas with high water content are the most damaged, such as the eyes. Caleb’s are so affected. Decomposition is present in its earlier stages, giving us an approximate window of thawing of twenty-four hours.”’

Barry couldn’t help himself. ‘I don’t get it.’

Zelda smiled sweetly. ‘That’s why this department employs smart people, too.’

Ashley shot her a warning look, but even Kettle laughed.

‘Okay, clever clogs,’ said Barry. ‘What does it mean?’

The young woman blushed a little but spoke with confidence.

‘It means Caleb Hardy was killed a while ago and kept on ice.’
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Ashley observed as a wave of murmurs and gasps swept through the room, along with a few nods and frowns.

‘How does that affect our investigation, Zelda?’

‘It means he’s been dead for some time. We know Caleb was alive when he left prison, but since then, he hasn’t been seen. The manhunt didn’t uncover a single clue to his whereabouts. That would suggest he was murdered and frozen soon after being released.’

‘That sounds plausible. Anything else?’

Zelda shook her head.

Jan raised a hand.

‘Caleb was a big guy. He’s not fitting in an under-counter appliance, even if he was hacked into more manageable pieces.’

‘Very good. I would have thought he was stored in a chest freezer, which makes me wonder about his having stayed at a holiday home. Would there be something like that in a caravan? Would one even fit through the door?’

Kettle nodded appreciatively. ‘More likely someone’s house. Was there a large freezer at Spencer’s property? Perhaps in a garage.’

‘I was at the search,’ said Morgan. ‘Standard Hotpoint appliance in the kitchen, and there was no garage. The garden was overgrown and full of rubbish.’

‘Was the garden checked? A freezer could have been hidden among the crap?’

Another face reddened under Kettle’s gaze.

‘The warrant was for the house and any outbuildings. The communal garden wasn’t included.’

‘Okay. People often have wires running outside to security lights and cameras, so it’s a possibility. What else does it mean for our case?’

Barry stated the obvious.

‘We were searching for a guy who was already dead.’

Kettle shook his head in annoyance.

‘More than likely yes. All along, he’s been a red herring. We searched for him, not the person or persons responsible. Which brings us back to him being picked up from the jail.’

Gabriella rustled her papers.

‘The prison CCTV didn’t show him getting into a vehicle, but there are blind spots in the footage, and he could have slipped in one and lain down on the back seat. They sent me the registration numbers of twenty vehicles that left the prison’s visitor car park between nine and eleven. That was overkill, as the releases were processed on time and were outside by around a quarter past nine. Regardless, I ran all the plates. I’ve spoken to most of them, and they check out, but one that failed to answer the phone is interesting. The car came from a small local hire company, although it had gone 6 p.m. by then, so it’s not surprising they didn’t pick up.’

Ashley felt her stomach sink.

‘Local to where?’

‘The jail.’

‘Dillon said today that Ian Spencer occasionally rents a vehicle. What time do they open?’

‘Eight.’

‘Did the rest of the plates pan out?’

‘All except a Ford. I suppose criminals can run in families, because that car, which departed at nine-thirty, had been stolen a week ago.’

Ashley extended a hand for silence.

‘Where from?’

‘York.’

Ashley frowned because the town didn’t seem to have any meaning and was hundreds of miles north of Holt.

‘For those who haven’t been in the loop, Ian Spencer may have driven to collect Caleb from prison, and we now believe he could be responsible for these murders and assaults.’

‘What’s his main motivation?’ asked a member of the HOLMES team.

‘I suspect a hatred of Jacob and a desire for him to suffer. Jacob crashed the car that injured Spencer decades ago and caused Hazel to flee to Scotland. We think Jacob ripped both Spencer and Dillon off when they were committing their sequence of top-end burglaries, which also led to Spencer being sentenced to seven years in jail. Caleb was a nightmare, so maybe taking him out was an extra bonus, but Jacob had stopped using Spencer for work and generally treated him like dirt, calling him Silent Spence.’

Kettle pursed his lips. ‘Not the strongest reasons for murder.’

‘We’ve had many killed for less.’

Kettle nodded.

‘True. There’s money, a girl, humiliation, it’s enough. We don’t have the evidence for a full-on ground search or the use of NPAS, but we do have sufficient to stick a response vehicle outside his home, a couple more nearby. I doubt a magistrate will sign another warrant for the garden with the intel we have. What’s your plan, and what do you want from me?’

Gabriella spoke before Ashley could.

‘I’ll obviously ring the rental company in the morning to get confirmation either way, although it doesn’t seem likely Spencer’s bright enough for this sequence of events, but then stupid enough to hire a local car in his own name.’

Ashley double-checked a detail. ‘The firm definitely didn’t have any connection to Holt or Norfolk?’

‘No, Spencer could have caught a train up there, but he’s been inside before. He’ll know jails and the areas outside them are covered by CCTV. That makes me believe the stolen car is just as good a possibility. I’ll put the registration through ANPR. If either vehicle ferried Caleb back here, it would have triggered around fifty cameras on the A1.’

Ashley nodded encouragingly.

‘Excellent. Barry, check Spencer’s record for vehicle theft. Sir, I’d like that unit outside Spencer’s place in case he returns. Actually, he’s an extremely dangerous man, so make that two vehicles. What are the chances of an ARV?’

‘I doubt I can have one loitering without more proof, but I’ll brief their department.’

‘Thank you. Now, with Caleb gone, I think this is going to kick off tomorrow or Sunday. The other problem we have is Jacob and Chad appearing to have unfinished business from years ago. Chad’s lad was taken, and Jacob’s boy is dead. Neither father is thinking straight. How about surveillance over the weekend for both their properties?’

Ashley gave Kettle her most winning smile, knowing her request was a long shot. Surveillance was incredibly intrusive, and there needed to be a significant risk of harm to the public for it to be signed off.

‘Nice try, but no chance. How high do you think the chances are that one of them might attack the other?’

‘Extremely.’

‘Look, I’ll give you two more marked cars. They’ll be tasked with monitoring Spencer’s return if he arrives from a different route. Where’s best to place them?’

Ashley pictured the map of Holt.

‘A unit on the road facing the bypass, another at Lodge Farm, and if we keep a unit outside the property, the fourth can loiter at the junction of Hempstead and Park Roads. They’ll know if Spencer goes home, or if Chad heads towards Jacob’s house, and vice-versa.’

‘Noted,’ said Kettle. ‘If your team finishes for the day shortly after we put this in place, you’ll then be fresh for whatever the morning brings.’

Ashley made her final choices, assuming nothing further happened overnight.

‘My guys will be here by eight. Let’s see if anything has changed, then we’ll proceed from there. I’m intending to have a total of six of my people in the vicinity tomorrow to check in on Jacob and Chad.’ She smiled. ‘Courtesy calls after what’s occurred, but both men will be warned implicitly again about taking matters into their own hands.’

Kettle had been watching her.

‘You really think the case will unravel this weekend?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll speak to an ARV first thing. Have them prepped and primed. They’ll be on the left side of Norwich, assuming they’re not called elsewhere. You’ll be able to summon the cavalry within half an hour.’

Ashley smiled at her boss, but what he’d just confirmed was that if a threat needed an immediate response, they would be forced to face it alone.
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SATURDAY 14TH JUNE


Ashley arrived back at work the next day at seven and headed straight to Kettle’s office.

‘Morning, Ashley. There were no dramas overnight.’

‘So, Spencer hasn’t returned, assuming he isn’t hiding in the property. We only have Dillon’s drunken word he went out.’

‘Well, the officers outside said he’d have been sitting in the dark if he was at home. Give me a second.’

Kettle picked up the phone on his desk and rapidly tapped out an extension.

‘Gabriella, come to my office, please.’

He gently returned the receiver to the cradle.

‘She’s been here all night. The stolen car came all the way down the A1. The last sighting was before Grantham, then more on the A52 and A17 to King’s Lynn, then nothing.’

‘The back roads to Holt?’

‘Probably. It’s been parked somewhere quiet since then because it hasn’t shown up again.’

‘Okay. Stolen vehicle it is, then,’ replied Ashley. ‘Barry said Jacob, Dillon and Spencer all have TWOCs on their files.’

TWOC stood for taking without consent: the act of taking and driving a vehicle without the owner’s permission, but without the intention of stealing it permanently.

Kettle didn’t look surprised.

‘Gabriella’s been trying to find a council camera that may have captured the vehicle. There’s one near Holt. She’s going to visit the council office in the hope of observing the footage there.’

Ashley checked her watch.

‘Get her a driver so she can keep working. Minutes might be important today.’

‘Good idea. I reckon that’s enough for another search warrant.’

‘Don’t we have sufficient to just kick Spencer’s door down?’

Kettle smiled.

‘Probably, but our investigation, from gathering evidence to following procedure, must be flawless. No mistakes, because we’ve got nothing that puts Spencer at any of the crime scenes. No axe or saw. No rope. If he’s our man, he has to have another location where he keeps things.’

Ashley considered who could assist them.

‘Dillon might have an idea of what Spencer’s up to, although he may refuse to give up his only friend.’

‘He may help if we tell him Spencer stole a car, collected Caleb from the prison and brought him to Holt.’

‘Yeah, that’s true.’

Gabriella knocked and walked in. Ashley wasn’t surprised to see she still appeared fresh-faced after pulling an all-nighter. Ashley would have looked like the living dead.

‘Thanks for staying, Gabriella,’ said Kettle. ‘How long do you think it’ll take to check the council’s camera at their control centre?’

‘An hour or so. It’s an older model, a red Ford Escort, which makes things easier.’

‘Memorable colour,’ said Kettle. ‘The neighbours might have seen Spencer with a red car. That would be a coincidence too far if he had one for an unrelated reason.’

Ashley nodded. ‘True. I could try to catch Dillon out. I’ll prep my team while we wait for a magistrate to sign the warrant. Assuming we get it, I’ll head down as planned with three cars.’

‘Why three? Uniform will still be at the scene.’

‘Beau’s attack was an outlier. I reckon he was a distraction. The other incidents all happened near or at Sheringham, Weybourne, Kelling and Holt stations on the North Norfolk Railway. If there’s going to be a grand finale, I think it will be somewhere on the line, but perhaps at a different point along it. We’ll have words with Jacob and Chad, then post a car at each of the main stations. When the trains start running, we can ask people if they’ve seen Ian Spencer.’

‘Good thinking.’

‘I assume I can have my ARV immediately.’

‘It’s been called to a residence out in the sticks, but it’s at least in the general direction. A farmer threatened his neighbour with his shotgun. I’ll send them on when they’re finished, but you’ll have to make the call about whether it’s safe to barge into Spencer’s place before they arrive.’
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The lone man strolled past the sign for Kelling Heath Park Halt and paused to enjoy the view on such a tranquil, clear, sunny morning. It was seven o’clock, and the sun was rising.

The platform was cool due to a brisk breeze, and he shivered. Although his reaction might have been caused by his gaze fixing on the dark wood in the near distance where he’d sawn through Caleb’s neck and shins. The single line of track stretched towards it and seemed to end, which summed up his future. He had started a journey, and now it was almost over.

After smothering Terry, it had felt as if he was doing the right thing. The old man had told him what he intended to do to himself, anyway, so it wasn’t as if his future had been stolen. Terry had perished about fifteen minutes early, that was all, and he’d probably have preferred to go that way.

Caleb was evil and always had been. He’d been unruly as a boy but had terrified those who’d encountered him as a teenager. Freakishly strong and with a horrifying absence of empathy. The prospect of an adult version returning to the town had been too much to bear. A plan had been put in place, one that had been sat on for years, and the moment to execute it had arrived.

When Caleb had walked out of HMP Frankland, a familiar face had been waiting to drive him home. A bottle of his father’s Rasputin vodka on the seat to greet him. Jacob had boasted it was 70 per cent proof when he’d brought it back from a Rhone cruise he and Tyra had been on. The jailbird had unscrewed the cap before they’d left the car park.

Caleb had accepted the drink as he had the lift. Without question. He would have had no idea it was a stolen car. By Grantham, the strong spirit had turned the young man into something sinister. Anger had simmered under his skin, violence bubbling not far from the surface. Molten rage, but it hadn’t been directed at any one person, it had been against the world. Caleb had been an argument away from killing someone.

At King’s Lynn, the youngster had become groggy. By the time they’d reached the planned location just before Holgate Hill Car Park, having driven through the empty back roads, he’d been so quiet, he could have already been dead. Holgate Hill saw little traffic. After removing the tool bag from the boot, he’d pulled the big lad out of his seat onto a sheet of thick cardboard, tied his wrists with cable ties and dragged him along a narrow track.

When he’d finished tying Caleb to a tree, the youth had started to stir. After he’d nipped back to the car to fetch the iced water, the temptation to berate and ridicule had been strong. Having removed the axe from his bag, he’d put on the mask and inserted the ping-pong ball into his mouth to disguise his voice. Caleb was going to die, but he wouldn’t know for sure who was going to kill him.

The chilled water had done the trick, and the unconscious man had jerked awake, then groaned. Caleb had tried to answer his questions, but the lad hadn’t known much. Certainly, nothing of what Jacob had been up to lately. The lad had recovered faster than he’d thought possible. The time had come, but, in his haste, he’d hit him on the crown with the back of the axe, merely knocking him out cold. In the end, it had been easier to lay him out to complete the gruesome task he had planned.

The axe blade had been sharpened, but the job had proven harder than he had expected. The saw had still been needed to completely detach his head, same with the feet. With the four parts bagged in large heavy-duty bin bags, he’d used the cardboard again to take them to his boot. Later that afternoon, they’d been placed in the freezer, with the stolen vehicle hidden down a lane.

There’d been no guilt after killing Caleb or Slade. Perhaps there had even been a sense of performing a public service. Hitting and scaring Beau had been much harder. The final part was always destined to be the toughest endeavour. Jacob himself wasn’t in danger. He never had been.

The father had to survive, because he deserved to suffer.

Jacob had called him with a strategy after Caleb had been found. He had been making his own plans to get the main players to Sheringham station, so Jacob’s idea was an opportunity. After careful consideration, it had made sense to let his boss’s idea run.

He put the cardboard box he’d brought with him on the wooden seat. It had been strangely heavy when it had arrived. He opened the lid and removed the bag of Terry’s ashes, received that morning without fanfare. Kelling Heath Park Halt was the place the ancient git had chosen to be scattered.

The panorama featured a patchwork of green and tan agricultural fields. The small village nestled among trees with All Saints’ church tower tall and proud. A vast expanse of calm blue sea met the horizon, all under a crystal cerulean sky without a single cloud in sight.

While gulls circled overhead, he unceremoniously emptied out what was left of Terry onto the track itself. It wasn’t quite what the old fella had requested in his will, but he didn’t have time to be throwing ash in the air in handfuls.

So, his agenda was almost complete. There was one final thing to do. One last life to take.

Tyra had been in his crosshairs once, but how to do it? She was as risky a proposition as her oldest son. He decided she should live. The marriage wouldn’t survive, anyway. She would hate Jacob for the ills he had brought down upon their lives.

It was Jacob’s time for justice. Real justice. He’d abused and stolen and ripped off everyone, from his family to his friends. Let his sleep be troubled. Terry’s killing would have worried the big man. Slade’s murder must have eaten away further at his soul, and Caleb’s demise, even though he had been a psycho, would have been a huge body blow. He’d been his own flesh and blood after all.

But Damon’s death would destroy him.
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Jacob had been talking on his phone in the lounge for five minutes. He waited for confirmation, then angrily pumped his fist.

‘I’ll see you there. Whatever you do, don’t miss the train. After that, the slate’s wiped clean.’

He put his mobile back in his jeans pocket and massaged his forehead. He had not slept a wink. Tyra had staggered towards the sofa after he’d thrown the police out. She hadn’t moved, not to drink, nor to eat. He wasn’t even sure about the toilet. She was still lying there now. Eyes open.

It was hard to think his own child had been killed. Wasn’t it a father’s job to protect his family? Jacob had to admit he had a habit of looking after himself without too much concern for others. He knew when to attack, and when to back off. How to look after number one. That was why he’d survived, prospered.

If he was honest with himself, it felt like a time to hunker down, but a serious wrong had to be righted. Chad had denied killing Caleb, but that had been expected. He had always been a man with no balls. Jacob had tried to provoke him in the past, but they’d never come to blows. Not even as kids. Today would be different.

He shouted up the stairs.

‘Damon. Get down here.’

Jacob gritted his teeth as he was made to wait. When Damon finally graced him with his presence, his son’s recent belligerence was clear on his face, as if he were the one in charge. Damon needed taking down a peg or two himself. He would soon see who was the boss.

The boy looked up from his phone.

‘What?’

Jacob’s arm moved back, ready to slap that look away, but he managed to stop himself.

‘We’re going to meet Beau and Chad. His dad and I need to have a little head-to-head. Straighten a few things out.’ His chest puffed up. ‘Then I’m planning to straighten him out.’

He hadn’t expected the expression of ridicule that crossed his son’s face. To his surprise, Jacob felt the energy draining from his body. It seemed Damon had inherited more of his personality than he’d suspected, because the lad pressed his advantage and stepped forward.

‘Are you out of your fucking mind?’

‘How dare you talk to me like that?’

‘What is this? Back to school? You seriously think I want to watch you scrap with your old pal? You can do one, you pathetic saddo.’

Jacob felt a familiar rush of rage. A storm that had accompanied him for most of his life. In fact, ever since he could remember. Not anger, but something more primal. It was an urge that could not be controlled. His hand shot out, and his fingers seized Damon’s slim upper arm. He began to crush it.

The lad howled and swung his other fist around in a wild blow, which Jacob nonchalantly knocked aside. He squeezed harder while almost lifting the boy off the ground.

The next thing Jacob understood was that he was lying on the floor. His ears were ringing. He’d been hit many times over the years, but that blow was up there. Little shite could certainly swing a punch. Yet when Jacob’s vision cleared, it wasn’t a young boy’s face that he saw. It was his wife’s, twisted with fury.

‘He’s right. You’re off your head. What did you tell me a fortnight ago?’

Jacob cautiously hauled himself to his feet, keeping a space between him and Tyra. Damon was sobbing on an armchair.

‘I don’t know,’ Jacob quietly replied.

She hissed her reply slowly, having enough restraint to stop Damon from hearing exactly what she said.

‘That you lost a gun, stupid.’

Jacob recalled the missing pistol. He had bought it a year before after a business relationship had started to sour. Most of the men he was dealing with were armed, so he’d chosen a SIG Sauer P365. One of the best concealed carry weapons there were, but it looked ridiculous in his large hands, so he’d lobbed it in a drawer. He’d only searched for it after the prison visit to Caleb, and discovered it was gone.

Jacob had been forced to tell Tyra in case Damon had found the gun, or, worse, had taken it. When he’d told his wife the weapon had been bought to keep his family safe, she’d bellowed at him that perhaps if he stopped moving drugs, they wouldn’t need to be armed. She’d been furious then, even though she’d known what had been going on, but that was a state of pure joy compared to how she looked now.

Tyra was quick for a big woman. She slapped his back hard before he could move.

‘Think, genius! We’ve only got one child left. He’s going nowhere. You’ll get him shot, or are you planning to use him as a shield, you selfish prick?’

Jacob was struggling. Between his current state and Tyra’s rattling, he’d definitely need backup for what came next. Especially if Chad was taking that sparky son of his. The last thing Jacob needed was a public kicking.

‘Okay, okay. I’ll take someone else.’

He took out his phone again. There was only one option left.
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While the magistrates scrutinised the paperwork, Ashley occupied herself by sending the adjusted plan to her team. It was ten o’clock by the time she and her people left OCC with a signed search warrant in hand.

Hector and Sal were to head to Holt station, Zelda and Barry to Kelling Heath Park, and Emma and Morgan to Weybourne. Ashley would take Jan to visit Jacob and Chad, then go to Sheringham station. But first, all of them would attend Spencer’s place, in case he’d been hiding there the whole time. They were going in.

While Jan drove, Ashley called the unit parked outside Spencer’s house to inform them about the forced entry. She explained they were to expect a further team of six officers from King’s Lynn station with a big red key and shields.

‘They’ve just arrived, ma’am.’

‘Excellent. Keep a lookout on the street. We’ll be there in ten minutes.’

After she finished the call, Jan kept quiet. Ashley suspected he had something on his mind.

‘What are you thinking about?’

The tall Dane flicked his eyes to her, then back to the road.

‘Controlling all these volatile people.’

‘I think we have the numbers.’

‘Yes, but even if we catch Spencer, Jacob and Chad are still going to want to knock seven bells out of each other, or worse.’

‘I know. Perhaps finding out someone else has been responsible for all of this will calm those two down.’

Jan looked uncomfortable. ‘What if Spencer isn’t involved?’

‘I doubt he’d have disappeared in that case. Dillon said he never stays out for more than a night.’

‘Maybe he met a woman.’

‘There is that. Let’s hope it wasn’t Simone, and that she and Spencer have turned into Natural Born Killers.’

Ashley smiled, but Spencer’s innocence was not something she particularly wanted to focus on. It was perfectly plausible that Jacob was up to his ears in another business. An illegal enterprise where brutal murders were commonplace. It wouldn’t be an outrageous idea to think they might find Spencer scattered around his flat in various pieces.

Ashley pushed the thought away. There was too much history in this case. It was too complex, and there was definitely too much railway for it to be anything other than personal. Spencer fitted the profile they’d built.

When they reached the Holt bypass, a text came through from Kettle. The Armed Response Vehicle was on its way. ETA half an hour. Officers Cash and Khan. Ashley looked over her shoulder and spotted Barry driving, two cars back. The others would be following him. She took a deep breath. They could wait for the armed police, but who knew what a few minutes might mean further down the line?

She glanced over at Jan.

‘Let’s get on with it.’

He turned left, then right, and parked behind the two police estate cars and two vans that were already there. All eight uniformed officers were out of their vehicles. An old man strolled past on the other side of the street, he and his terrier rubbernecking the scene. The remainder of Ashley’s team also arrived and stood with the rest.

‘Gather round, ladies and gents,’ said Ashley. ‘Assume our target is in there and, remember, he could be responsible for multiple deaths.’ She focussed on the men who were going in first. ‘Ian Spencer might be prepared for us with an axe or a saw. I don’t need to tell you your jobs, so if he’s in there, bring him out and put him in the van. Then we’ll search the garden.’

The MIT team hung back and watched the front door get smashed in. The officers charged in with enthusiasm. A few shouts of ‘clear’ echoed out, but it was a small flat and the men soon began to filter out, shaking their heads. Ashley went around the side and observed the wooden gate to the rear of the property shatter into pieces, then followed them through it. There was a fridge in the garden, but it was a standard under-the-counter one. After a check behind an overgrown rockery and an enormous blackberry bush, it was confirmed. Nobody was home. No freezer had been found.

She heard her name being shouted out and jogged to the front of the building. Barry had Dillon with him, who was explaining that Spencer hadn’t returned the night before.

Barry pointed at Dillon. ‘He came out because of the noise.’

Dillon licked his lips. ‘I’ve no idea where he is. I tried to ring him, but it went to voicemail.’

Dillon wore clean jeans, trainers and a black sports jacket. It was the smartest she’d seen him, even though he had huge bags under his eyes; however, his demeanour was worse. His shoulders sagged, and his head was bowed as if it was an effort to hold it upright.

‘Jacob called me. Said he wants me to help him with something.’

‘You don’t have to drop everything and do as he says.’

Dillon just lifted his eyebrows, and Ashley knew immediately how foolish she sounded. After the case was solved, and the officers had left, this would still be his life. And Jacob would still be king.

Dillon spoke in a staccato. ‘Damon’s let him down about a job that needs doing. Didn’t say why. He needs me to give him a hand. I don’t have a choice.’

‘Luke, did Spencer drive a red car recently?’

‘Yeah, last week. Why?’

Dillon’s face fell. Even though Ashley’s expression had remained neutral, he presumably realised he’d dropped Spencer in the mire. She imagined the gears grinding in his head upon understanding what that likely meant.

He frowned. ‘Spencer’s the only friend I have. I won’t think the worst of him, not until it’s undeniable.’

Ashley decided to trail Dillon as he trudged up the road to Jacob’s. She beckoned for Jan to follow her but mouthed ‘wait here’ to Barry and the others.

Jacob was waiting outside his property, leaning against his Volvo. He shouted at Dillon. ‘Where the fuck have you been, and why have you brought them two with you?’

Ashley sped up and strode past Dillon.

‘I was coming to see you, regardless.’

‘You’ve wasted your time.’ Jacob peered over her head. ‘Get in the car, Luke.’

The big man’s gaze dropped to meet hers.

‘Don’t even think about chasing me. You’re out of uniform and you’d never get authorisation, even if you tried. Besides, there’s no need. We’re just heading to McDonald’s in Cromer. There’s zero risk to the public.’

Jacob was right. An unlawful pursuit could jeopardise any prosecution. She had to think fast. There was only one card left to play. One she’d hoped not to use yet.

‘We’re travelling the same way.’

‘Yeah. You hungry too?’

‘I’m heading to see Chad. I’ve got some news for him.’

‘What’s that?’

‘We’ve found Hazel Croft.’

Jacob gritted his teeth. ‘Don’t you dare try to pin that bollocks on me.’

Interesting. He thought they’d found her remains.

‘She’s alive and well. Married. Grandkids. Happy.’

Jacob’s face was unreadable, but Dillon had a smile on his. It spread into a grin as he clambered into the car and pulled the door shut.

Jacob slowly shook his head. ‘Chad blamed me.’

‘I know.’

He sniffed, then smirked. ‘When you get to his house, tell him I’ll accept an apology.’

Jacob walked to the driver’s side of his Volvo and got in. Ashley and Jan ran back down the street and leapt into their vehicle.

She shouted at Emma, who was close to the car. ‘I’ll ring you in a minute.’

Jacob cruised into view, seemingly in no hurry, and Jan followed him easily. Ashley called Emma and told her that the rest of them should continue as planned by heading to their respective stations. The uniformed officers should remain at Spencer’s.

Ashley had been worried Jacob was driving straight to Chad’s. His and Dillon’s body language had been similar in some ways. Dillon appeared resigned to his fate, knowing events were out of his hands, and what was about to happen was no good thing. Jacob had also accepted his destiny, but he would charge towards it.

At the turning for Weybourne, Jacob carried on in the direction of Cromer. Jan had to turn left. Ashley’s eyes stayed on the Volvo until it disappeared. The moment it vanished, her phone burst into life, making her flinch.

‘DI Knight,’ she barked.

‘Jacob here. Something you should know. It’s hot off the press.’

‘What?’

‘Spencer has a gun.’
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Ashley could hardly believe her ears. Did he mean an air pistol?

‘What type of gun?’

The line went dead.

A firearm elevated the issue beyond their remit, possibly even that of an ARV. She called Kettle and gave him the news that Jacob was heading in the direction of Cromer and that Spencer might be armed.

He didn’t hide his concerns.

‘Shit.’

‘Yep, my feelings exactly. How long for a CTSFO?’

Counter-Terrorism Specialist Firearms Officers represented the next tier of tactical response. Highly trained for hostage rescues and urban sieges, they were a resource typically reserved for major metropolitan hubs. MIT and the ARV would have to deal with any situation as best they could before they arrived. Cash and Khan were not trained to attack, only control. Their purpose was mostly to de-escalate violent offenders who didn’t have guns.

‘Luckily, I already briefed the specialists, but you’re probably still looking at an hour. Control will inform all units of the elevated risk. Make sure you and your team don’t do anything stupid before they arrive.’

Ashley didn’t comment immediately. Kettle had never spoken like that to her before.

‘Ashley, do you hear me?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Ashley ended the call and realised why he’d been so concerned. A certain unease had been dogging her lately. The frantic pace of the investigation had held the feeling at bay, but her defences were finally beginning to crumble. It was a sinking, almost dying sensation, making her movements heavy and her heart slow. Seb’s death had made it seem her life was over, too. That was a normal part of grief. She knew that, and so did Kettle, but it was a dangerous time for her. She might not always be thinking straight. The warning wasn’t for her team, it was for her.

Jan bit the corner of his lip. ‘That sounded like you said gun.’

‘I’m afraid so.’

Ashley checked her watch. She had Officer Cash’s mobile number from previous cases. Khan usually drove. She pinged Cash a text.

Suspect here possibly armed. No sightings yet.




Your ETA, please. Kettle arranging CTSFO.




Consult with him.




Jan whistled.

‘That changes things.’

‘Yes, but we still do what we planned. If Spencer appears with a shotgun or similar, we adjust.’

Ashley’s phone pinged. She grinned after reading the message.

‘The ARV is twenty-five minutes away. Let’s focus on what Jacob could be up to.’

‘There’s a load of possibilities, from actually going to a fast-food joint to meeting Spencer somewhere, or dealing with whatever other mischief he’s clearly up to.’

Jan slowed to allow an oncoming campervan to pass on the narrow road.

‘You know, Jacob has to be the focus in all this. Nobody else could provoke this kind of fury. It must be Spencer or Chad, and I don’t like Chad for it.’

Ashley had to agree.

‘No, me neither. Chad will be angry and volatile after what happened to his son, and I wouldn’t put it past him to hurt or even kill Jacob now, but it’s a leap to think he’s been planning all these incidents for years. He’s effectively Beau’s only functioning parent. Where would his father’s incarceration or death leave his son?’

‘Rich if he died.’

Ashley laughed as Jan pulled up outside Chad’s lovely house. Her smile widened on seeing his car on the drive. Hopefully, Beau wouldn’t have done anything daft like insisting on going for a run. The officers got out, and Ashley pressed the doorbell. A prickle of unease grew in her chest at the absolute stillness in the air. That feeling bloomed with the unanswered second buzzing.

‘Check the back.’

Jan disappeared around the side of the building, while Ashley kept her finger on the doorbell. When there was still no answer, she wandered to the road and looked up and down it. Chad had a double garage, so she supposed he could have owned two cars, but the way his Mercedes was parked wouldn’t have left enough space for another vehicle to get past. She heard a knocking on glass from the rear of the house and her sergeant shouting ‘Chad’ at the top of his voice. A flash of grey hair emerged from behind a hydrangea two houses down.

Jan trotted back into view, shaking his head.

‘No TV or radio on. Windows closed. Washing up done. Table cleared. Quiet as the grave.’

Ashley raised an eyebrow at his choice of idiom. She pointed up the street.

‘There’s someone gardening. Maybe father and son went for a walk to buy a coffee or something. Otherwise, let’s drive to Sheringham and discuss our next steps.’

The lady’s garden was a delightful jumble of vibrant colour. Ashley recognised the strong fragrance of roses. Poppies in fiery reds and oranges and irises were scattered through what could be described as a cultivated wild space. Only the mown grass around the various bushes indicated it could have simply been a lawn.

The woman waved a trowel in greeting as they approached.

‘Lovely day. You look like the police. Are you after Chad?’

Ashley beamed back at her. ‘Yes, we are, and Beau.’

‘I’m afraid you’ve not long missed them, but they’re on foot, so they can’t have gone far.’

‘Which way did they go?’

‘Towards the village.’

Ashley relaxed slightly. At least they were alive and seemingly doing normal activities.

‘Do you speak to them much?’

‘Chad’s a nice enough fellow, I suppose. Been living there for years now. I’ve never heard him have a cross word with anyone, if that’s what you mean. He’s very much a person who keeps himself to himself, you know? He’ll give you a little nod if you walk past him, but that’s about it.’ The lady widened her eyes. ‘A bit of a mystery man.’

‘Must be nice having his son around. All that energy.’

‘The boy is friendlier, although I did see him drunk on his bicycle once.’

‘A couple of years in prison will soon knock that out of him.’

The gardener giggled eccentrically.

‘The youngsters don’t have it easy nowadays.’

‘I guess not.’

Ashley fished the sheet of paper with the photograph of Spencer out of her pocket.

‘Have you noticed this man before?’

‘Can’t say I’ve seen Chad have any visitors of late, except for your people. There was a yellow car parked up the road, but I don’t know if it had anything to do with him. He just gets on with his own life, and that’s that. I assume you want to talk to him about the railway incidents.’

Ashley detected shrewd eyes behind the woman’s dated glasses. With subtle probing techniques like that, she’d have made a good detective. Ashley handed over her business card.

‘Chad knew one of the victims, but a long time ago. Even so, will you keep an eye out for me?’

‘Of course.’

Ashley and Jan had returned to their vehicle and set off when Ashley’s phone rang. It was Hector, who’d gone to Holt station.

‘Ashley, no preamble. I asked the station staff if they’d seen Spencer recently as soon as I got here, and they had.’

‘When?’

‘This morning. He arrived shortly before we did.’

‘What was he doing?’

‘Buying a ticket.’

‘Then what?’

‘I can’t say for sure. Station staff spotted him walking along the platform, looking towards Weybourne. I believe we were about ten minutes too late because he’s no longer here.’

Hector didn’t need to state the obvious. The last act had begun.
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Ashley raced through her options, all of which seemed dangerous. Her phone beeped again. A second call was waiting, but she stayed on the line with Hector just long enough to finish.

‘Thanks for that. Emma’s on the line. Stay where you are for the moment, communicate to Control. I’ll be in touch.’

She cut him off and ran back to their vehicle.

‘Jan, get in the car, drive us to Weybourne station.’

She accepted Emma’s call while Jan accelerated away.

‘Yes, Emma.’

‘Morgan and I are here at Weybourne station. A train has just arrived at the platform and so have Chad and his son. Both men walked in when it appeared, as if they had been waiting outside. They boarded in front of me, deep in thought. I haven’t met them before, so they won’t have recognised my face. They’re sitting in the last carriage but one.’

Ashley pictured the locomotive, certain that Spencer would have climbed on at the other end.

‘Ashley,’ said Emma, her voice laced with urgency. ‘What do you want me to do? Shall I stop the train?’

Ashley’s breath caught, and the noise of the outside world dissolved into the background. Inside her mind, a thousand connections searched for split-second solutions. Every path a maelstrom of possible outcomes. Each one potentially a stark, life-affecting choice. Her job demanded a solution. Seconds bled away.

She heard Sal’s voice. He must have been standing close to Emma.

‘Don’t turn around, but I think I’ve just seen Spencer lean out of a carriage window.’

A whistle blew, deep and mournful, down the phone line. Ashley knew she only had moments to decide. If she prevented the train from leaving, Spencer would guess he’d been rumbled. He might be armed. The carriages would be packed with families. She needed to buy time.

‘Both of you get on board.’

Ashley heard the clumping of shoes and a door being opened at Emma’s end of the call. A different voice crackled.

‘Cutting it fine, miss.’

Then Emma’s slightly distant tone.

‘Sorry. My friend distracted us. She’s pregnant.’

Another whistle, shrill and metallic, echoed through the phone. The guard. Ashley cut the line.

A few seconds later, Jan screeched to a halt outside Weybourne’s full car park. She leapt from the vehicle and dashed towards the entrance, arms pumping. Dodging the crowd of departing customers, she reached the platform just in time to see the final carriages shrinking into the distance.

She took a moment, bouncing on her heels, then twisted around, her eyes searching for a timetable.

One of the station staff warily eyed her. She shouted at him.

‘When does it arrive?’

‘At Sheringham?’

‘Of course.’

‘Ten minutes at 11:37. We’re running a touch late, so give or take.’

Ashley didn’t wait. She strode to the exit and ripped the keys from Jan’s hand as he jogged towards her. ‘Sheringham. Now. You speak to Emma, I drive.’
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Ashley’s brain was still whirring as she rammed the car into first gear and swung left out of the car park with barely a pause at the blind crest of the bridge. She recalled Kettle’s words and forced herself to ease up. She guessed their journey to Sheringham would be under ten minutes, but they’d lost a tenth of that already.

Jan didn’t seem to know what to do with himself. He waggled the phone at her.

‘Emma’s waiting.’

‘Put her on speaker.’

Emma’s voice filled the car.

‘Ash, you’re about to give me a heart attack. What’s the plan, and please tell me it’s not to challenge Spencer in a tight train corridor?’

‘Emma, I think Jacob is on his way to Sheringham station. He was supposed to go with his son Damon, but he had to take Dillon instead. They’ll be waiting for Chad and his boy to arrive.’

‘Why does that sound like the finale of a cowboy film?’

‘The platform will be crowded. It’s the end of the line. Everyone gets off.’

‘Are you going to clear the station?’

‘I don’t have time, and this is all guesswork. It would create panic.’

‘Perhaps they chose to meet somewhere public so they can thrash things out but avoid a huge bust-up.’

Ashley thought of Jacob’s resolve.

‘Maybe, but Jacob might not care who’s watching. His oldest child has been killed, and he wasn’t famous for his control before that. I wonder if he arranged it just to get Chad out of his house and in front of him.’

‘What’s Spencer’s part in all this?’

‘It’s hard to say. Look, we don’t know if Spencer has a gun. Jacob could have told us that knowing we would likely back off until we had armed support. He also understands we put the public first. It gives him an edge, but I’m not sure what for.’

‘What do we do?’

‘Find Chad on the train. See if he’ll tell you what’s going on. I need to know if he’s made some crazy arrangement with Spencer to take out Jacob. That’s all I can come up with, or how would Spencer have known to get on board?’

Ashley could hear the rattling of the carriages as this time it was Emma’s turn to think.

‘How long do I have until we arrive?’

‘Six or seven minutes. If Chad isn’t aware of what he’s walking into, do not let him step onto the platform. Tell him to protect his son.’ Ashley almost gasped with relief as she realised Chad didn’t know Hazel was safe and sound. She suspected that was a big part of his anger. ‘Tell him Hazel’s alive.’

‘What do we do about Spencer?’

‘Pray he doesn’t walk down the carriages. I’ll be looking for him when he gets off.’

‘Ashley! How long after us will the ARV reach Sheringham?’

She glanced at her watch.

‘Five minutes. Maybe more, maybe less.’

‘Why not wait until then to confront Jacob?’

‘You need to persuade Chad to stand down now. You can do it, Emma. See you soon.’

Jan cut the call but held on to the phone.

‘Okay, how do we play this?’

Ashley had barely concentrated on the road as she’d accelerated past cars and taken sharp corners. She had deliberately seized the keys from Jan, knowing if they had an accident, it would be her career in peril. She checked the time again as they approached the edge of the town: 11:33.

‘We park up. You stay outside to greet the ARV and update them.’

‘No, we both go in.’

‘Sorry, Jan. More bodies wouldn’t be useful. I want this kept low-key. If Chad doesn’t get off the train, maybe whatever was going to happen won’t.’

‘Does that sound likely with Spencer present?’

‘No, but if Spencer’s armed, the ARV is our only chance. Your directing them when they arrive improves that chance.’

Jan grimaced, then nodded.

‘Okay.’

‘Ring Control. Ask if other units are approaching. Then call the ARV and guide them in.’

‘What are you planning to do?’

‘I’ll approach Jacob. Hopefully, my presence will be enough. I only need to buy a few minutes, then we’ll have Spencer in custody.’

Ashley swung through the last roundabout and accelerated towards the station entrance. A bus was dawdling in front of her. One final glance at her watch told her it was 11:36.

She opened the car door, leapt out and burst into a sprint.
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Emma told Morgan what she was planning to do as they walked down the carriage towards where she hoped Chad and Beau were sitting. She exhaled deeply upon spotting them in the last set of four seats, sitting opposite two middle-aged passengers. Emma decided she had no time for anything but a direct approach. She rested her fists on the table and spoke to Chad in a loud voice so Beau could hear.

‘You’re going to meet Jacob. It’s a trap. You are not to get off until I give you the word.’

It was Beau who replied.

‘What? You can’t tell us who we can and can’t talk to.’

Emma kept her eyes on Chad.

‘Jacob blames you for what happened to his son. He doesn’t want to talk. I don’t believe you’ve thought this through. Your anger comes from that car accident all those years ago. You believe he killed Hazel, but she is alive and married with grandchildren in Aberdeen. I’ve spoken to her.’

Emma didn’t think anyone would mind that white lie. She leaned forward, her forehead almost touching Chad’s, and whispered her final comment.

‘Spencer is on this train. He’s armed.’

She took her hands off the table and stood next to Beau, blocking him from leaving his seat. In fact, she had ten stone on the kid, and only a little less on his father. She would stop them both getting off herself if it came to it.

Chad showed his palms.

‘Okay, you win.’
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Ashley had to slow as a group of people ambled through the entrance in front of her. She didn’t want to shout ‘police’, so she barged her way through them, getting a sexist insult for her trouble. She relaxed slightly – there were only about thirty passengers dotted along the platform. She assumed the train wouldn’t immediately head back out. It would need preparing for its next journey. Perhaps add coal or water.

For a moment, Ashley thought her conclusions had been wrong, but then a tall man in a railway uniform and cap moved from the middle of the platform. He revealed Jacob behind him, with Dillon a metre away, perilously close to the edge.

It was the sound that grabbed her attention first. A low, rolling rumble that vibrated through the rails, accompanied by a distant rhythmic chuffing. To her right, a billowing white plume of steam appeared above the trees, stretching out against the perfect blue sky.

Ashley marched forward and stared into Jacob’s face.

‘This isn’t McDonald’s.’

His jaw tightened, teeth grinding as he searched for a response.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Catching a train.’

She imagined his mind, used to getting its way, processing an approach where he still could.

He finally gave her a small nod. ‘Don’t let me stop you.’

‘Thanks. This looks a good place to wait.’

The train cruising into the station behind them was a magnificent spectacle. A great, powerful green and black locomotive, its massive wheels turning in a blur of steam and sound.

To Ashley, it looked alive. A monster of steel and fire, running with unstoppable force along the track. Its whistle pierced the air, and a cloud of smoke blew from the chimney. The rumbling grew deeper and louder as it approached them.

Dillon and Jacob had turned to see the beast arrive. Dillon had moved closer to her.

‘That’s the 6880 Betton Grange. The last of the Grange Class were scrapped in 1965 with none preserved, so this is practically a new build. She’s a mixed-traffic locomotive, which means she is versatile enough to haul both heavy passenger trains and long freight. My absolute favourite.’

The way he spoke with such reverence pulled her eyes from the great engine that was trundling ever closer. He was staring at her, fervent, and at that moment, she realised they had all been fooled.

Dillon was the killer.
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Ashley’s breath hitched in her throat. Their investigation had been fixated on Caleb, then on Spencer, the only person seemingly left to gain from Jacob’s pain. That was because Dillon had been placed on the track to die. Yet, as she stared into Dillon’s bottomless eyes, the truth was revealed. That incident had been staged.

She felt exposed on the wide-open platform. Dillon glanced over his shoulder as if checking the machine bearing down on them was watching them. His hands came free from his jacket pockets. Ashley’s eyes dropped – she was expecting to see a pistol glinting in the morning light, but his fingers were empty.

She recalled his walking to Jacob’s earlier, the limp almost gone. As her mind cleared, she remembered him saying Chad and Jacob scrapped all the time when they were younger, but Chad didn’t seem the type, and Jacob said they never had. It wasn’t so much complete lies they’d been told, rather a series of adjusted stories, designed to confuse and distract. Until this moment.

She glanced at Jacob, who had checked to see what Dillon and she were doing. He squinted, but then turned back to stare at the train, which had almost reached them.

Her gaze flicked to Dillon’s. Black voids held her captive, and it felt as if she could read his mind. A scream formed in the back of her mouth as Dillon took a single, deliberate step to the right, his body bracing. With teeth clenched and bared, he released a primal roar, then shoved Jacob sideways and over the platform edge.
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Ashley rushed forward, but all that did was enable her to see Jacob’s back arched over the closest rail. A shriek echoed under the platform roof. She guessed it was her own as the mighty train edged over Jacob’s waist, crushing and slicing him in half.

Her screams were joined by others, a symphony with the screeching brakes. She pushed the horrific sight from her mind, took her warrant card from her pocket, and yelled out, ‘Police! Evacuate the station now!’

Dillon had been staring down, admiring his handiwork, but his hand had reached back into his jacket. A small silver pistol appeared.

Ashley’s brain buzzed with panic, but she knew she needed to keep him talking, she had to stay calm.

‘Why, Luke? Why?’

‘There’s not just a single reason.’

‘I never thought you were capable of something like this.’

Dillon’s ‘Ha!’ was short and sharp, like a cough. ‘I put things right here. Although it was supposed to be his son down there. You see, to die is to feel peace. It’s living that is suffering, and that’s what I wanted for Jacob.’

‘But you know he didn’t kill Hazel.’

‘He’s still a terrible person. She should have been mine, but he scared her off. That’s not to mention him taking more than his fair share of our thefts and talking to me like I’m nothing. I’ve had my revenge, and now I want to be remembered.’

His hand raised, and the gun pointed at her face.

Ashley felt her legs weaken, knees trembling, as she stared down the muzzle. In quiet moments of late, she’d debated whether she wanted to give up, but she realised in an instant that she was desperate to live.

Dillon frowned.

‘Chad should be here.’

Ashley was relieved Emma must have persuaded Chad and Beau not to get off the train, even though her life was still in danger.

‘You don’t need to do this, Luke. Trust me, you’ll never be forgotten.’

‘I’ll be the gunman at Sheringham station.’

‘They’ll close the railway down. Do you think people will come to a place where a police officer was shot?’

The nod and sneer on Dillon’s face told her that, yes, he had thought of this already.

Ashley saw his knuckles whiten as his hand tensed to pull the trigger. Behind Dillon, rising like a giant, appeared Spencer. He reached over Dillon’s shoulder. His huge paw grabbed the gun and lifted Dillon’s arm. A blast rang out.

More screams came from the people left on the platform, many fleeing back into the carriages.

Dillon twisted around, keeping a solid grip on the weapon, and prised it free of Spencer’s hand. Ashley expected him to shoot Spencer, but the look that came over Dillon’s face was not one of hate, it was friendship, love even.

Dillon whispered two words.

‘My friend.’

He retreated from them, then turned and dashed the few paces to the footplate. The driver had been foolishly watching. He backed into the cab as Dillon hollered at him. The black cap bobbed up and down in agreement with whatever he was tasked to do.

Dillon sprinted to the pedestrian bridge over the track. He bounded up the steps making a mockery of his alleged gammy leg. At the top, looking over the entire station, he pointed the gun in the air and pulled the trigger once more.

The locomotive gasped and lurched into motion, then almost tiptoed down the line. As it reached Dillon, it released an enormous blast of white smoke and steam that engulfed the bridge.

Ashley had taken a few steps forward but was very conscious she was approaching a man with a loaded weapon. She became aware of running men, wearing back fatigues. They carried rifles. She managed to point to the dissipating smoke, where she expected to see an empty platform.

Dillon was still there, arms held aloft, as though receiving plaudits for all he had done. The pistol had gone. As the train trundled under him, the last of the steam blew away.

Dillon remained standing, gazing down the track. It was hard to say if he was laughing or crying.
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SUNDAY 15TH JUNE


Ashley awoke the next morning, and for a moment wondered where she was. There was a presence beside her. She rolled over and saw Hector, his features softened by sleep. Fragments of the previous day returned, pebbles tumbling down a mountain, which swiftly turned into an avalanche.

She had begun to wobble and would have hit the floor if Spencer hadn’t grabbed her. A minute later, Emma took her to a seat, while Sal cuffed the big man. Cash and Khan had brought Dillon down from the bridge and secured him under their watchful gaze in the waiting room. Ashley was on empty. The loss of Seb and the lack of sleep with a complicated investigation had finally caught up with her.

Emma had offered to collect her car from Holt and speak to Jacob’s widow, while Hector had driven Ashley home. She pictured him trying to get her to eat a microwave meal he’d found in her kitchen, while reading the ingredients with a horrified look on his face.

Ashley’s mind slipped back to the case. Their mistakes, their assumptions, and the people who’d died because of them.

A distant tinkling of her mobile had her slipping from the duvet. She padded downstairs and checked the clock on the mantelpiece where her phone was ringing. It was eight o’clock. The caller was Kettle.

‘Morning, sir.’

‘Look, I know you’ve been through a lot, and I hate doing this, but we need you to come in.’

Even to Ashley, her voice displayed no emotion.

‘Why?’

‘Dillon’s interview.’

‘Emma can do it.’

‘No, it’s Dillon. He won’t talk to anyone but you, Spencer won’t speak at all, and I doubt Emma will be in any time soon. Scott said she was still with Tyra at midnight, having broken the news to her and Damon.’

Ashley puffed out her cheeks. She wanted to rest in bed, but common sense prevailed. If Dillon was going to talk, she needed to listen, before he changed his mind.

She stood in a cool shower for ten minutes, letting the water run down her body, washing away the exhaustion that threatened to swamp her. Hector was dressed and seated at the kitchen table when she came out.

He gave her a slow, questioning look.

‘You all right?’

‘Dillon will only speak to me.’

She explained, and Hector ran the same logic through his head.

‘Let’s go.’
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An hour and a half later, Ashley and Sal sat opposite Dillon, who seemed much diminished. Sal cautioned him again and explained the process. Dillon had eyes only for Ashley, but he confirmed again that he had no need of a solicitor.

He appeared genuinely contrite.

‘I’m sorry for pointing a gun at you.’

‘Well, at least you didn’t pull the trigger.’

Her joke was rewarded with a sad smile.

‘I’m not going to say much, although I’ll answer a few questions, but after this, you’ll be calling me Silent Luke.’

Like a lot of criminals when they were caught bang to rights, she suspected Dillon wanted to have his moment. Explain how clever he was. These revelations were great for tying up a case, but the killers never spared a thought for the people they’d murdered.

Dillon sat upright in his chair and straightened his shoulders. ‘I suppose the final trigger was hearing that Caleb was returning to Holt. He thumped me once in the face, you know, for nothing. That was the kind of kid he was. I’d been planning on getting back at Jacob ever since I went to prison for that long stretch, but they weren’t really plans, they were just dreams.’

Ashley leaned back. ‘Wow. All those years.’

‘Yes. He took advantage of me and Spencer. It was Jacob who sold us drugs back then. At the time, we barely knew what we were doing for him. Then he ripped us off. He’s still got loads of money, whereas Spence, me and Jacob’s dad were all struggling on benefits. Stuff’s expensive now. I finally told Jacob what I thought about his behaviour, and he stopped using me and Spence for odd jobs. Used Slade instead.’

‘Surely Slade didn’t deserve to die.’

‘You don’t know what they were up to. I wonder if you ever will.’

Ashley pondered that. The NCA had emailed her back saying they had nothing on Jacob, but he could have been flying under their radar.

‘Tell me, then. Have your final revenge.’

Dillon ignored her. It was his story he wanted her to hear.

‘I put my plan into operation and ended Terry’s misery. I think he recognised my voice despite its disguise, but he was ready to go and didn’t struggle. I collected Caleb and did what was necessary. Then I lay on the track to shift your focus first to Caleb, then to Jacob and Chad, and finally to Silent Spence.’

‘Does he really talk?’

‘To be honest, not a lot, so I guessed the strange voice I did would lead you to suspect him.’

‘Meanwhile, you were next door and could see us closing in.’

‘Yes, I was in my bedroom, peering out of the window, while sitting on my new-to-me cabinet freezer. You’ll discover some rope, the axe and the saw in there. Also a lamb shoulder. Its blood was for the false trail. And the keys to the stolen red Ford, which is dumped in a layby on Hunworth Road. The car’s old number plates are in the boot. You won’t find my mobile, but there’s a burner phone, which I used to ring Spencer to make sure he got off at Sheringham yesterday. I wanted him to see my work. In a way, I did it for both of us, because he would never have got involved.’

Dillon talked and talked and didn’t stop for half an hour. If it was all true, his travails were almost heroic in ambition, except for the vanity, but Ashley suspected he was protecting Spencer. She said as much to Dillon.

He grinned.

‘No, honestly. Spencer was told to be at one end of the train, and me at the other. Jacob arranged with Chad and his son to meet him at Sheringham station. I think in his head he was going to finally fight Chad, but the loss of Caleb had tipped him over the edge. I probably stopped a murder.’

Ashley realised he’d told them a lot of lies and half-truths throughout and probably wasn’t being completely honest with them now.

‘You told us they often fought.’

‘All part of the plan to complicate your investigation. Then Damon refused to go with his father to the station and Jacob called me to take his son’s place. He didn’t know I’d stolen his gun.’

‘No, he thought Spencer had it.’

Dillon released a short, manic bark that set Ashley’s teeth on edge.

‘He only said that so you’d hang back until he could settle things with Chad. I had a feeling you’d try to pull Spence into it, so when I smothered Terry, I knew my friend could prove he was elsewhere. He was at the hospital visiting Summer.’

Ashley leaned in. ‘How does he know her?’

‘Through Simone. I’m sure he was with her when I stabbed Slade. She’ll confirm that.’

Ashley kept quiet, but she suspected Simone would. Sal hadn’t said anything during Dillon’s monologue, but now he piped up.

‘Why didn’t you change the plates on the red car until you returned to Holt?’

‘I needed it to run around while I did my errands, but I also wanted you to track the vehicle back here. Your sussing out what happened was part of the process. It just had to occur at my pace.’

Ashley felt the annoyance that appeared on Sal’s face. He poked a finger at Dillon.

‘You decapitated a young boy who’d paid his debt to society. Stabbed an innocent man and pushed a grieving father in front of a train. They aren’t what I’d call errands.’

Sal had never lost his cool in an interview before, but the case was cut and dried, apart from Spencer’s involvement, so Ashley let him stare Dillon down. Spencer’s alibis could be confirmed or dismantled the following week.

Ashley picked up the phone to Custody.

‘Interview’s over.’

She watched Dillon and recalled the platform at Sheringham. The North Norfolk Railway had been the single thread tying this whole investigation together.

‘Why did you commit most of your crimes on the line?’

He shrugged, looking down at his hands as if they still gripped his axe.

‘It’s always been around, hasn’t it? Since I was a lad. Friends come and go, they let you down or they die, but the tracks don’t move. They’re solid. Permanent.’

He looked up at her, his voice dropping to a flat, hard tone.

‘I wanted to give something back. Make it unmissable. Now, when people flock to Sheringham and Holt, they won’t be looking at the scenery. They’ll be remembering what happened.’ He hooked a thumb into his chest. ‘They will be thinking of me. I’ve put the North Norfolk Railway on the map. I’ve made sure we’ll both be talked about for a long, long time, and, if I’m honest, it’s the only thing in this world that’s ever really been there for me.’

Ashley sat back, the plastic of the chair creaking in the silence. A heavy, numbing weight settled in her stomach. The confession wasn’t what shocked her; it was the utter loneliness of it. He had spent his life surrounded by people, yet he’d found more comfort in cold iron and steel than in a human touch. She stared at him and felt a sharp, unexpected twist of sadness. Underneath the violence and the obsession was a hollow man who had traded his soul for infamy. He believed he would become part of the heritage, but, to the rest of the world, he was simply a depraved killer.

‘I expected you to jump from the bridge.’

‘I planned to, then I needed everybody to know exactly what I’d done.’

Ashley couldn’t help shaking her head in disgust.

‘Goodbye, Dillon.’

After the murderer had been collected, Spencer was escorted to the interview room.

But he said nothing at all.
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SATURDAY 21ST JUNE


After a week of completing all the paperwork for the case and trying to break Spencer’s alibis, Ashley headed to the hospital. Simone had appeared at the police station the previous day, having returned from her holiday. Her statement gave them no option but to drop the charges against Spencer, even though it seemed unlikely Dillon had completed his reign of terror on his own.

Ashley had the following week booked off as holiday after a rather firm suggestion from Kettle. She had to admit to being spaced out, so it made sense.

When she arrived at Summer’s bedside, Simone was there, peering down at the girl.

‘She’s sleeping.’

‘That’s okay, I can talk to you instead. Off the record.’

‘I have nothing else to say.’

Ashley pulled up a chair.

‘Don’t you feel bad about what happened?’

Simone shook her head. ‘It had nothing to do with me.’

Ashley glanced over the woman’s face as though searching for evidence of a lie.

‘I wonder if you spotted Dillon on the train the day Terry died.’

‘People are forgetful at my age.’

‘I certainly won’t forget Jacob being severed in half, nor seeing the mutilated body of his young son.’

Simone paled. ‘I don’t agree with what Dillon did, even if Jacob deserved to suffer for the life he led.’

‘Enough for you to turn a blind eye.’

‘The world is safer now, for people like Summer.’

The ward door opened, and Spencer appeared. Ashley wasn’t surprised to see him there, and neither was she scared, even though he towered over her when he paced in and stopped in front of her.

Simone came to stand next to him. It was she who spoke.

‘I think it’s best you go.’

Ashley nodded and walked towards the exit, noting for the first time that the young man was no longer in the next bed. She turned around.

‘Will Summer be okay?’

Simone smiled briefly. ‘She’ll make a full recovery. It’ll just take time.’

Ashley felt she deserved a final answer.

‘One last thing. Is it all over?’

Simone sat down beside her niece, leaving Spencer staring impassively at her. Ashley concluded there was no point in waiting for a reply and spun around to leave.

A male voice broke the silence.

‘It is.’

Spencer’s voice was muted, fluffy, as if it hadn’t been used in a long time. It seemed as though his mouth were full of cotton wool.
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Ashley watched as the sleek modern train drew in. She’d come to drop Hector off at Norwich station for his trip back to London to see his parents before he left for Liverpool. His car’s lease had run out, so a brand new one, electric of course, was waiting at a dealership in the capital for him to drive up north.

Ashley checked the time on the big clock above the concourse. They had three minutes. With it being an early departure, there were only a few others on the platform, so they could speak freely. Hector pressed the button to open the carriage door, then placed his bag inside.

He turned around, grinning at her, ear to ear.

‘I love you, Ashley. I shall love you always until the end of my life.’

She smiled at the lines stolen from the film they’d watched together.

‘Well, be careful when you’re up north, and make sure that’s not soon.’

The young man chuckled. ‘I will.’

‘You loved Brief Encounter, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, it was a special movie on a unique day. I shall remember it always.’

She laughed. ‘Yeah, right. It was all the posh accents making you feel at home.’

‘There was that, too.’

Hector pulled her into a long hug.

‘Thanks for everything, as usual. I’ll visit soon, probably with one of those funny Scouse accents.’

‘Barry was spot on – they’re going to love you.’

Hector got on and closed the door. She stepped back and followed him down the carriage so she could wave to him at his window, then she forced herself to stride down the platform with her heart breaking in two.
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Ashley returned home, like always, to a profound stillness. She paced the rooms, feeling an outsider in her own body. As her pulse quickened, someone knocked on the door. Relieved of the distraction, she walked over and opened it.

‘Bee!’ she cried. ‘And my little man.’ She squatted down and picked her friend’s toddler up. ‘You’re so big. Come in.’

Bhavini was on maternity leave and had gone through a difficult break-up with the lad’s father. After fussing with Jagat for a few minutes, Ashley made them both a coffee, and they sat in the lounge while he ate a dark chocolate digestive, which was the only biscuit she had. He munched on it with a mild look of distaste.

Bee put her drink on the table.

‘I’ve come to a decision, Ash.’

‘What about?’

‘I’m going to resign from the force.’

The words hung in the air and, for a long moment, Ashley gawped at her. The composure she had carefully maintained all day, perhaps since she’d returned to work on hearing of Seb’s death, shattered. Her chin trembled, and a small, wounded gasp escaped from her throat. She tried to smile, but her shoulders shook, and she buried her face in her hands.

Bee sprang out of her seat and put an arm around her.

‘Oh, Ash. I’m leaving the police, not you!’

There was another knock at the door. Bee went to open it, and in paraded Scott, Emma, Barry and Michelle. Ashley wiped her eyes and managed a smile.

‘Have you got any booze?’ asked Barry.

Emma playfully whacked him on the back. ‘Hector said you might be a bit down, so we’re here to take you out for lunch.’

Ashley sniffed. ‘That’s very sweet of you, and of him too, I suppose.’

She imagined Hector on his train, speeding south towards London, but he would always be a telephone call away. She had other friends in her lounge, supporting her, and there were more elsewhere. The quiet warmth of familiar faces filled the room, and she felt an intense, abiding gratitude. She was in good hands.

There had been a sense of her happiness having disappeared with Seb, perhaps never to return. Yet, if nothing else, the last few weeks had proven one thing. Even though she would grieve, and she would hurt, there were hands to help her carry the burden.

Deep down, the question of whether she would ever get over his death lingered, but she wouldn’t have to face the silence alone, and, in that, there was hope.

* * *
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I must admit, I thoroughly enjoyed writing this one. There is something truly spellbinding about a steam locomotive. It’s more than just a machine, it’s a living, breathing beast. I found myself daydreaming about their heyday a century or so ago, when these titans of iron and fire ruled the landscape, unrivalled in their majesty.

Think of the Mallard in 1938. A blue streak of lightning hurtling down the line between Grantham and Peterborough, hitting a record-shattering 126 mph. It was the pinnacle of an era where the railway was the heartbeat of the nation.

Today, that pulse is kept alive by thousands of dedicated volunteers across the country. They pour their souls into these heritage lines, but the truth is simple: we must use them, or we will lose them. I took a trip on the Norfolk Lights Express this year. It was an incredible sight with the carriages and the trackside aglow with thousands of lights. If you haven’t taken a ride, it’s pure magic.
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I genuinely love reading your reviews, so please do keep them coming and let me know what you think of Ashley’s latest turn.
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OceanofPDF.com


ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Ross Greenwood is the author of crime thrillers. Before becoming a full-time writer he was most recently a prison officer and so worked everyday with murderers, rapists and thieves for four years. He lives in Peterborough.

Download your exclusive bonus content from Ross Greenwood here:

[image: Ross Greenwood newsletter QR code]


Follow Ross on social media:

[image: Instagram icon] [image: X (Twitter) icon] [image: Facebook icon] [image: BookBub icon]

OceanofPDF.com


ALSO BY ROSS GREENWOOD

The DI Barton Investigations

The Snow Killer

The Soul Killer

The Ice Killer

The Cold Killer

The Fire Killer

The Santa Killer

The Village Killer

The Book Club Killer

The Christmas Killer

The Norfolk Murders

Death on Cromer Beach

Dear at Paradise Park

Death in Bacton Wood

Death at Horsey Mere

Death at Fakenham Races

Death on the Norfolk Express

Standalone Novels

Prisoner

Jail Break

Survivor

Lifer

Chancer

Hunter

OceanofPDF.com


[image: The Murder List is a newsletter dedicated to spine-chilling fiction and gripping page-turners! Sign up to make sure you’re on our hit list for exclusive deals, author content, and competitions. Sign up to our newsletter at https://bit.ly/TheMurderListNews.]

OceanofPDF.com


[image: Boldwood Books is an award-winning fiction publishing company seeking out the best stories from around the world. Find out more at www.boldwoodbooks.com. Join our reader community for brilliant books, competitions and offers! Follow us @BoldwoodBooks and @TheBoldBookClub on TikTok, Facebook, Instagram and X. Sign up to our weekly deals newsletter at https://bit.ly/BoldwoodBNewsletter.]

OceanofPDF.com


First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Boldwood Books Ltd.

Copyright © Ross Greenwood, 2026

Cover Design by Head Design Ltd

Cover Images: iStock and Shutterstock

The moral right of Ross Greenwood to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologise for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

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

Paperback ISBN 978-1-83617-816-3

Large Print ISBN 978-1-83617-815-6

Hardback ISBN 978-1-83617-814-9

Trade Paperback ISBN 978-1-80656-359-3

Ebook ISBN 978-1-83617-817-0

Kindle ISBN 978-1-83617-818-7

Audio CD ISBN 978-1-83617-809-5

MP3 CD ISBN 978-1-83617-810-1

Digital audio download ISBN 978-1-83617-813-2

This book is printed on certified sustainable paper. Boldwood Books is dedicated to putting sustainability at the heart of our business. For more information please visit https://www.boldwoodbooks.com/about-us/sustainability/

Boldwood Books Ltd, 23 Bowerdean Street, London, SW6 3TN

www.boldwoodbooks.com

[image: ]

OceanofPDF.com

OEBPS/image_rsrc5YD.jpg
Christrhas
Killen
@9

ROSS <
GREENWOOD






OEBPS/image_rsrc5YH.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5YM.jpg
Boldwad

Boldwood Books is an award-winning fiction
publishing company seeking out the best
stories from around the world.

Find out more at www.boldwoodbooks.com

Join our reader community for brilliant books,
competitions and offers!

Follow us
@BoldwoodBooks
@TheBoldBookClub

lﬂ@@

Sign u{) to our weekly
als newsletter

https://bit.ly/BoldwoodBNewsletter






OEBPS/image_rsrc5YF.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5YC.jpg
Boldwad





OEBPS/image_rsrc5YJ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5YE.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5YG.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc5YN.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Title Page

		Dedication

		Epigraph

		Contents

		Norfolk Major Investigation Team Structure

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16

		Chapter 17

		Chapter 18

		Chapter 19

		Chapter 20

		Chapter 21

		Chapter 22

		Chapter 23

		Chapter 24

		Chapter 25

		Chapter 26

		Chapter 27

		Chapter 28

		Chapter 29

		Chapter 30

		Chapter 31

		Chapter 32

		Chapter 33

		Chapter 34

		Chapter 35

		Chapter 36

		Chapter 37

		Chapter 38

		Chapter 39

		Chapter 40

		Chapter 41

		Chapter 42

		Chapter 43

		Chapter 44

		Chapter 45

		Chapter 46

		Chapter 47

		Chapter 48

		Chapter 49

		Chapter 50

		Chapter 51

		Chapter 52

		Chapter 53

		Chapter 54

		Chapter 55

		Chapter 56

		Chapter 57

		Chapter 58

		Chapter 59

		Chapter 60

		Chapter 61

		Chapter 62

		Chapter 63

		Chapter 64

		Chapter 65

		Chapter 66

		Chapter 67

		Chapter 68

		Chapter 69

		Chapter 70

		Chapter 71

		Chapter 72

		Chapter 73

		Chapter 74

		Chapter 75

		Chapter 76

		Chapter 77

		Chapter 78

		Chapter 79

		Chapter 80

		Chapter 81

		Chapter 82

		Chapter 83

		Chapter 84

		Chapter 85

		Chapter 86

		Chapter 87

		Chapter 88

		Chapter 89

		Chapter 90

		Chapter 91

		Chapter 92

		Chapter 93

		Chapter 94

		Chapter 95

		Chapter 96

		Chapter 97

		Chapter 98

		Chapter 99

		Thank you!

		More from Ross Greenwood

		Acknowledgements

		Author’s Note

		About the Author

		Also by Ross Greenwood

		The Murder List

		About Boldwood Books

		Copyright




Guide

		Cover

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321

		322

		323

		324

		325

		326

		327

		328

		329

		330

		331

		332

		333

		334

		335

		336

		337

		338

		339

		340

		341

		342

		343

		344

		345

		346

		347

		348

		349

		350

		351

		352

		353

		354

		355

		356

		357

		358

		359

		360

		361

		362

		363

		364

		365

		366

		367

		368

		369

		370

		371

		372

		373

		374

		375

		376

		377

		378

		379

		380

		381

		382

		383

		384

		385

		386

		387

		388

		389

		390

		391

		392

		393

		394

		395

		396

		397

		398

		399

		400

		401

		402

		403

		404

		405

		406

		407

		408

		409

		410

		411

		412

		413

		414

		415

		416

		417

		418

		419

		420

		421

		422

		423

		424

		425

		426

		427

		428

		429

		430

		431

		432

		433

		434

		435

		436

		437




OceanofPDF.com




OEBPS/image_rsrc5YK.jpg
THE MuroAor LIST

S —

THE MURDER LIST IS ANEWSLETTER
DEDICATED TO SPINE-CHILLING
FICTION AND GRIPPING
PAGE-TURNERS'!

SIGN UP TO MAKE SURE YOU'RE ON
OURHIT LIST FOR EXCLUSIVE DEALS,
AUTHOR CONTENT, AND
COMPETITIONS.

SIGNUPTO OUR
NEWSLETTER






OEBPS/image_rsrc5YB.jpg
For someone it's

IEATH

NORFOLK
EXPRESS

ROSS GREENWOOD

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR





