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Chapter One

Tuesday 7th December 2010

Andrea Barnes should have been winding down her work duties, handing everything over to her second in command and making sure they knew what to do in her absence, not hurtling through the streets of Sheffield on a mercy dash for a man she didn’t even like.

She should have known this would happen. Every time she had some time off or was preparing to go on holiday something always spoiled it. She was beginning to think all those months at spinning class firming up her bum to fit into a £125 bikini had been a waste of time. Would she ever feel golden sand between her toes? This time, Iain Kilbride had failed to show for work (again), so a replacement driver had to be found at short notice, which would cost the company extra money. This also meant that a coach load of pensioners would be late setting off for a tinsel and turkey Christmas lunch in Leeds.

Under normal circumstances, Andrea would have left a note with her assistant to fire Iain if he dared to show his face while she was soaking up some winter sun but, despite Clare Wilkins being a wizard at admin, she was lousy at discipline. Iain would have to be fired face-to-face, and that required a manager.

Without slowing down, without indicating, Andrea turned left into Stayleigh Lane. She returned the two-fingered salute she received from the prick in the Audi behind and turned left again into the private car park of Hallam Grange Close.

The concrete block of flats was nothing special – soulless boxes for the divorced and the widowed. Pathetic window boxes and limp hanging baskets tried to add a dash of colour to the grey but it was a feeble effort. At this time of year, and in these temperatures, everything was dead.

Andrea parked her Vauxhall next to Iain’s Skoda and climbed out. There was a bitter chill in the air and a stiff breeze cut through her polyester uniform. She couldn’t wait for her holiday to begin. Goodbye freezing Sheffield and hello sunny California. She had checked the weather over breakfast and it was currently in the mid-20s in Pasadena. Sheffield wasn’t even close to double figures. 

She marched to the main entrance and pressed the buzzer for the ground-floor flat. She waited. Andrea was well known for her impatience and was seething well before the echo of the buzzer had carried away on the breeze. She buzzed again leaving her finger pressing hard on the button, her fingertip turning white.

An elderly man in a dressing gown and walking with a frame slowly came into view through the toughened glass of the front door.

‘Do you have to do that? I can hear it right through my flat. He’s obviously not in.’

‘He obviously is,’ Andrea shouted back. ‘Because his car is still here.’

‘I can’t let you in.’

‘Why not?’

‘You could be anyone.’

‘I’m his boss. I want to see if he is all right.’ It wasn’t technically true but the old man didn’t need to know that.

‘Have you got any ID?’

‘Bloody hell! Who do you think I am, a suicide bomber?’

‘You can’t be too careful.’

‘Oh for God’s sake,’ she muttered under her breath. 

Andrea rifled around in her handbag for her purse. Opening it she found as many forms of ID as she could.

‘Take your pick: driver’s licence, work pass, credit card, gym membership, another credit card, Boots Advantage card, library card, Waterstones club card, credit card, Nectar card, donor card. Will any of those do?’

The old man opened the door. ‘There’s no need to be sarcastic.’

‘You know what your trouble is? You’ve got too much time on your hands.’ Andrea said, barging past the elderly man.

 As she passed the open door to his flat she felt a blast of nuclear heat coming from within. She headed straight for Iain’s flat. Andrea knocked on the door hard with her leather-gloved fist. She didn’t wait for a reply but knocked again, harder.

‘You’ll have the door off,’ the old man said, moving slowly towards her with his walking frame.

From the floor above a tall young man with a shaved head was coming down the stairs putting a knitted hat on. ‘What’s all the banging about?’

‘Have you seen Iain lately?’ Andrea asked.

‘Not since last night.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘No. I don’t really know him. We say hello, that’s about it.’

She knocked again, louder this time. ‘Iain, it’s Andrea. Can you open up please?’ She shouted, her voice resounding off the walls in the foyer. Andrea crouched down and looked through the letterbox. She immediately screamed and fell backwards onto the cold-tiled floor.

‘What’s the matter?’ The young man asked.

‘It’s Iain. He’s on the floor.’

‘Are you sure?’ 

‘Yes I’m sure. He’s just lying there.’

The man crouched and lifted the letterbox up. ‘There’s nobody there,’ he said, looking at Andrea with a confused frown.

‘Of course there’s somebody there. I know what I saw.’

‘What did you see?’

Andrea had a hand on her chest and was breathing deeply. Her face was white. ‘I saw Iain on the floor. His eyes were wide open.’

‘On the floor in the hallway?’

‘No. In the living room.’

‘The living room door is closed.’

‘No. It’s open. I saw through the door and Iain was on the floor. I could see the dining table behind him.’

‘The door is closed and there’s nobody in the hallway,’ the man said, looking through the letterbox once again.

‘I didn’t imagine it,’ she said, looking between the young man with the woollen hat and the old man with the walking frame. They seemed to be frowning, judging her. ‘I’m not lying.’

‘Have another look,’ the old man said.

‘I’m not looking through there. He’s dead. I’m telling you.’

The young man held up his hands to silence them before the exchange became too heated. ‘I’ll go around the back and have a look through the living room window. You stay here.’

Andrea watched wide-eyed as the young man left the building. She smiled at the older man, a sympathetic I’m-not-crazy kind of smile. He returned the awkward gesture but started to shuffle away. He couldn’t get back into his flat fast enough. The door slammed closed and Andrea heard the rattling of the security chain being fastened. She was alone in the hallway.

There was an underlying smell of cold and damp. The bile-green floor tiles were scuffed and in need of a good scrub, or replacing completely. The walls had once been cream but over time had turned to nicotine yellow. The lighting was poor and headache-inducing. Why did Iain live here? It was depressing.

The front door to Iain’s flat burst open making Andrea jump. She turned around, half expecting to see Iain in his dressing gown making an excuse for not turning up to work. She was shocked to see the young man in the woolly hat whose name she didn’t know. 

‘I think you’d better call the police.’


Chapter Two

Matilda Darke opened her eyes and for a brief moment had no idea where she was. Then it dawned on her. She was no longer in her room in a king-size bed with fitted wardrobes and an en suite wet room. She was in a cramped caravan sleeping on a converted sofa where the only privacy was a beige curtain. Suddenly, this did not seem like such a good idea.

The curtain was pulled back and she sat up. The man at the foot of her ‘bed’ was holding two mugs of tea on a tin tray. There was a tiny vase with a single red rose in it.

‘Did you sleep well?’ He asked with a hopeful smile.

‘No. I had springs sticking in me where springs should not be sticking.’

‘Oh. It won’t be for long.’

‘Really? We’ll be back in our house before Christmas, will we?’

‘Hardly,’ he scoffed. ‘Christmas is only three weeks away.’

Matilda rolled her eyes.

‘Look on the bright side, we’ll have the house of our dreams when it’s finished. A gorgeous sunken bath tub, dressing room just for you. No more nasty wardrobes. A walk-in pantry in the kitchen. A real log burner in the sitting room. This time next Christmas will be bliss.’

Matilda smiled. It was difficult to be angry with James Darke for too long. All he had to do was smile that perfect smile, twinkle those ice-blue eyes and she’d agree to anything. 

‘Will you buy me diamonds next Christmas?’

‘I’ll buy you diamonds every Christmas.’ He placed the tray on the only available floor space and crawled into bed with his wife. He leaned in and kissed her passionately on the lips. 

‘Morning breath,’ she said, turning away.

‘I don’t mind.’

‘I do. Besides, I’ve got to get to work.’

‘Call in sick. Let’s pretend we’re children of the earth and we’re travelling the country in a horse-drawn caravan, making love at every stop.’

‘Nice idea stud,’ she smiled. ‘First of all, I can’t call in sick as I’ve only had the job a week. Secondly, nice to see you finally admit this is a caravan. What happened to the Winnebago I was promised?’

‘I’ve had to order one from Norway. It should be here next week.’

‘We do have motorhomes in this country you know.’

‘Have you tried to find a company that will lift one over our house into the back garden without charging an arm and a leg for insurance?’

‘They’re going to drop it on the house, aren’t they?’

‘The British probably would. The Norwegians wouldn’t.’

‘Please tell me you know what you’re doing.’

‘I know what I’m doing.’

‘Now say it like you mean it.’

Matilda struggled to wash herself in a shower the size of an airing cupboard. As she towelled herself dry she knocked over her coffee cup and banged her head three times on the ceiling. This was definitely not going to work.

‘James, where’s the red suitcase?’ She called out to him in the next room. Was it really a different room when the ‘wall’ was so thin you could put your fist through it?

‘What red suitcase?’

‘The red suitcase on our bed that I asked you to bring down because it was too heavy.’

There was no reply, though she might have heard a mumbled ‘shit.’

‘Late for work. Got to go. Love you, bye,’ James called, slamming the door behind him.

‘James Darke, get back here right now!’ Matilda called out after him. ‘That had all my work clothes in it.’


Chapter Three

The new Murder Investigation Team (MIT) at South Yorkshire Police had a brand new open plan office with ergonomic desks, state of the art computers, soothing decoration and potted plants to increase productivity and maintain a calm and healthy atmosphere. The one failing was the heating system which looked and sounded like it had been salvaged from the wreck of the Titanic.

Detective Chief Inspector Matilda Darke was in charge of the MIT and all the officers working there. It took six months of interviews, shadowing, presentations and training courses before the job was finally offered to her. When ACC Masterson gave her the news she tried to remain professional. The plan had been to nod, give a brief smile and thank the ACC for having faith in her. Unfortunately, she briefly lost control, punched the air and almost grabbed her boss in a bear hug, until she remembered where she was. She tried to cover up her emotional outburst but it was too late. Never mind.

She pulled open the glass door to the MIT suite and was hit in the face by the smell of new carpet.

‘Bloody hell, Sian, open a window will you? It took me all night to get rid of the headache from the smell of this carpet.’

‘Open a window? It’s freezing,’ DS Sian Mills said. ‘Besides, it’s not that bad over here. Aaron dropped his Bolognese yesterday which has taken the newness off it.’

‘Oh. Well when he gets in ask him to drop his breakfast in my office, will you?’

Sian smiled. ‘Coffee?’

‘I’d love one. What are you doing with that lot?’ Matilda asked, pointing at a plastic bag full of chocolate bars.

‘It was an idea of Stuart’s last night. A woman in his office has a snack drawer. You help yourself to whatever you fancy but you have to replace it with something similar.’

‘I like that idea. I often need a chocolate rush in the afternoons.’

‘Well as you’re the boss you can have a Twirl on the house,’ she said, tossing one to her.

‘Thanks. So, have we settled in now?’ Matilda asked, looking at the white boards which held details of the cases they were currently working on.

‘I think so. I know the desks were strategically placed for karma or whatever it’s called but I prefer the straight lines, don’t you?’

‘Definitely. What’s the matter?’ Matilda noticed Sian was looking down at her feet.

‘Nothing. I just wondered if you knew you were wearing odd shoes.’

‘What?’ She looked down. They were both black, they were both plain, only one was matt while the other was shiny. ‘Shit!’

‘Get dressed in the dark this morning?’

‘No. I got home yesterday to find James had started knocking the house to pieces a month early. I had less than half an hour to pack everything I wanted into a small caravan at the bottom of the back garden. I could have killed him.’

Sian stifled a laugh. ‘Oh. That would account for the toothpaste stain on your shirt then.’

‘What?’ She looked down. ‘Oh bloody hell. I’m not putting up with this for the next eight months. I was perfectly happy with our house. Yes, it was a tad dated but it just needed decorating. You should see the plans he’s drawn up.’

‘He is an architect.’

‘I know but can’t he demolish someone else’s home and not mine?’

The MIT had been in operation for less than a week yet they already had three murders to deal with. One was a domestic: Jennifer Skinner, thirty-three, had hit her lover with a frying pan in the kitchen following an argument. The victim fell, hit her head on the marble worktop and was dead before she hit the floor. Jennifer had appeared at Sheffield Magistrate’s Court where she pleaded guilty to manslaughter. She was on bail pending sentencing at Crown Court.

Alec Thwaites, forty, stabbed his ex-wife to death on the eve of her wedding to his former best friend. He admitted murder and was currently on remand in HMP Doncaster. 

There was an arrest warrant out for Craig Matthewman who was on the run in connection with the death of a Sheffield Wednesday fan last weekend. Craig, a lifelong Sheffield United fan, was caught on CCTV fleeing an alleyway where Shaun McMurray was found with three stab wounds in his stomach. Despite several reports of Craig Matthewman hiding at various friends’ houses throughout the steel city, he still eluded Matilda and her team. 

Matilda was going through her emails when DC Aaron Connolly entered the MIT suite. He had only been back at work two weeks following his honeymoon in Barcelona with Katrina and already the defeated look of a man under the thumb was showing on his face. Matilda and James had been married for less than a year, did they look like that too? She didn’t think so. James definitely wasn’t under the thumb. However, if he continued to knock their home to pieces, he’d be buried under the extended kitchen.

‘Aaron, any joy with Craig Matthewman?’ Matilda called through her open door.

‘That’s where I’ve just been. Uniform had a sighting of him near Asda in Gleadless Valley. His step-father lives just around the corner but he’s not there.’

‘His step-father isn’t hiding him, is he?’

‘No. Actually he’s the ex-step-father and, by all accounts, if Craig did turn up on his doorstep he’d drag him down here by his hair. And he’s in a wheelchair.’

‘Ma’am,’ Sian said coming into Matilda’s small office, smiling at Aaron on his way out. Matilda didn’t look up at first. It was strange hearing someone call her ma’am, especially Sian, a woman she had known for over a decade. Sian didn’t seem to mind. ‘I’ve had a call from DS Brady. There’s a suspicious death at Hallam Grange.’

‘Really? Excellent.’

‘What?’ Sian asked, a surprised look on her face.

‘We have to pass my house to get there. I can stop off and change these shoes.’


Chapter Four

‘DI Darke, DS Mills,’ Matilda said to the uniformed officer at the entrance to the block of flats on Hallam Grange Close. They both briefly flashed their ID.

‘DCI,’ Sian reminded her boss.

‘Sorry, yes, DCI Darke. I can’t get used to that at all.’

Matilda and Sian were handed forensic suits which they struggled into in the cold foyer before heading for the scene of the crime. 

The flat had a small dark hallway which was decorated in dull, lifeless colours. The light brown carpet and grimy cream walls, with old reproduction art work that no serious artist would have painted, were a taster of the rest of the flat. It was depressing, drab, and energy-sapping.

The living room had been brightened up by the floodlights brought in by the scene of crime officers. Forensics were dusting for finger prints around a broken window. Three people wearing identical paper suits were crouched over the body. 

‘I’m guessing the one in the middle with the big bum is Dr Adele Kean,’ Matilda said, folding her arms.

Adele almost jumped up. ‘Cheeky cow. I lost three pounds last week.’

‘Really? Hole in your purse?’

‘My bum doesn’t look big does it?’

‘Adele, in these suits we all look like fat Teletubbies.’

Adele looked around the room. ‘No wonder kids are weird these days if this is what they’re watching.’

‘DCI Darke?’ DS Christian Brady came into the living room. ‘DI Hales has had to go back to Central. He asked me to talk you through the scene.’

Matilda rolled her eyes. Her main competitor for the DCI job in MIT was DI Ben Hales. When a dedicated murder unit had first been mooted he had thrown himself at the mercy of the ACC and practically begged for the job. However, being married to a former Chief Superintendent’s daughter doesn’t necessarily open doors for you. In Ben’s case many doors were double locked and the key thrown away. Matilda often felt sorry Ben still hadn’t been promoted. He was a good detective and deserved recognition for his hard work. Unfortunately, those higher up felt nepotism might be suspected if Hales was given the head job.

To say Ben took losing out on the MIT role hard would be an understatement. He had barely said two words to Matilda since she started. Although he was solely in charge of CID, he was bound to resent handing over cases to her when he was qualified to see them through to the end.

His mood had dropped. He had never been one for socializing with officers at the end of the day and was an incredibly private man, but since the MIT came into force, he had retreated further into himself. It was like he was plotting something, like he was seething inside, and waiting until the time was right to stage a coup. 

‘Is Ben still in a mood?’ Matilda asked Christian.

‘As usual. It doesn’t help that a drug dealer he’s been after for the past three months turned up dead yesterday.’

‘Murder?’

‘Overdose. It shuts down an angle he’s been working on into dealing on Burngreave. It’s back to square one. There’s no room on the MIT for a DS is there, ma’am?’ Christian asked, looking hopeful.

‘We’ve only been going a week! Tell me what’s going on here.’ She said, wanting to get off the subject of Ben Hales. He really did need to grow up.

‘Ok. Well, a woman called Andrea Barnes came calling for her colleague, Iain Kilbride, when he failed to show up for work. There was no answer so she looked through the letterbox. She thought she saw him dead. When a neighbour looked through, he didn’t see anyone. He went around the back, noticed the broken window and blood on the windowsill and gave us a ring.’

‘And who is Andrea Barnes?’

‘She is, or rather was, Iain Kilbride’s boss.’

‘Why did she come calling for him?’

‘Because he hadn’t turned up for work or called in?’

‘What did he do?’

‘Coach driver. Barnes Coaches. You must have seen them; bright green and yellow things.’

Matilda nodded. ‘Yes, I know them. Where is Andrea Barnes now?’

‘She and the neighbour have given brief statements. I’ve said we’ll need to talk to them in more detail. They’re in the flat next door with an old man and a PC.’

‘Thanks Christian.’

Matilda turned and looked at the stricken man on the living room floor. Iain Kilbride was overweight and balding with thin, brittle brown-grey hair, three days’ worth of stubble and stained clothing. His fingers were yellowed with nicotine; his brown cardigan was covered in cigarette burns as were the arms of the battered looking armchair in the centre of the room. 

‘Iain Kilbride. Why is that name familiar?’ Matilda asked.

‘Doesn’t ring any bells with me,’ Adele said. ‘Anyway, if you take a closer look,’ she continued, leaning over the body and turning the head slightly to one side. ‘You will see a very deep and very nasty head wound.’

‘Is that what killed him?’

‘At a guess I’d say he suffered massive internal bleeding from the blow to the head. But look around you at the empty vodka bottles – he could have been blind drunk and just fallen over.’

‘So it might not be murder at all?’

‘No.’

‘Then what the hell are we doing here?’

‘There’s a broken window.’

‘Scuffle with a burglar maybe?’

‘You’re the detective. I’ll try and fit Mr Kilbride in for a post mortem today. I’ll let you know.’

‘Thank you. I know it’s not an exact science, but any clue on time of death?’

Adele gave Matilda a knowing smile. ‘You’re stealing my lines. No more than a couple of hours at the most. I’m sure you’ll let me know if I can improve on that time frame after the PM.’

‘You’ve missed your calling, Adele. You should be a stand up.’

Matilda turned away from the body. Iain Kilbride looked in his late fifties and obviously lived a solitary life. One armchair, one chair at the small dining table in the corner of the room. There were no expensive items, no ornaments, paintings or framed photographs. This was a sad man living out his sad life in a very sad-looking flat. An unhappy end too.

‘Well I think we can safely say it is definitely Iain Kilbride,’ Sian said, looking through the passport she had found in a 1970s sideboard.

‘Let’s have a look,’ Matilda took it from her. ‘It’s expired. Bloody hell, he’s only forty-four. I’d have added fifteen years at least,’ she said, turning back to the body. ‘Have you found anything else?’

‘No. It’s mostly bills, a few receipts, and a copy of the Radio Times from 1983.’

Matilda looked at the front cover of the slightly dog-eared magazine. It was dated 5-11 March 1983 and showed actors Geraldine Chaplin and Christopher Guard in character for an adaptation of the Daphne du Maurier novel My Cousin Rachel.

‘I wonder why he kept this,’ she said, flicking through it.

‘I don’t know,’ Sian replied. ‘It was lying at the bottom of the drawer under bank statements and gas bills.’

‘I doubt he’s been living here since 1983. He would only have been what? 17? Maybe the magazine came with the sideboard.’ Matilda was about the throw the magazine down when she stopped. ‘Oh my God. It’s him.’

Matilda showed the article to Sian. There was a half-page photograph to accompany it which showed a teenage Iain Kilbride in a leather jacket and tight dirty jeans sitting on a bale of hay in a barn. His hair was dark, thick and wavy. He skin was healthy and tanned and he stared directly at the camera with a smouldering look. It was a world away from the bloated corpse of a forty-four-year-old man on yellow-brown carpet in a depressing flat in Sheffield.

‘That’s where I recognize the name from,’ Matilda said, as she read through the article. ‘He was in Emmerdale. Well, it was called Emmerdale Farm then.’

‘Oh. I’m more of a Coronation Street fan myself. Did you see the big tram crash last night? The effects were poor but it was a good stunt. I can’t wait to see who they’ll kill off.’ 

Matilda had stopped listening. She was reading the article about a new heartthrob joining the soap. The story described Billy Hodges as a bad lad from Manchester who would arrive in Beckindale and cause trouble with the men and a flutter among the women. Played by new up-and-coming actor, Iain Kilbride. Matilda frowned as she vaguely remembered him.

She turned to look down at the body on the floor. It couldn’t be the same man, surely. The glossy photograph showed a handsome, tall, muscular young man with a thick head of hair and full red lips. The corpse on the ground didn’t seem tall; he was overweight, his skin was grey and wrinkled, his lips were chapped, his fingers were fat and yellow. This was not a former soap star. It couldn’t be.

‘Somebody might want to come and look at this.’ A voice called out from one of the rooms in the hallway.

Matilda put the magazine down and, with Sian following, made her way to the master bedroom.

Inside was a double bed and wall of fitted wardrobes. The veneer doors were tar stained. This room was just as dated as everywhere else in the flat.

The wall of scene of crime officers moved aside when Matilda entered the room to show her what was lying on the bed.

Matilda looked down at the three laptops. ‘So?’

‘Three laptops,’ one of the officers said. He pointed to the bedside table. ‘An expensive mobile phone and iPod. There’s also a wallet on the chest of drawers with over two hundred pounds in twenties and several credit cards inside.’

‘So he wasn’t robbed then,’ Matilda pointed out. ‘Which begs the question – why break in to kill a man and not take anything?’


Chapter Five

Andrea Barnes was standing outside the block of flats smoking a cigarette. She was shaking under her winter coat, partly from the single-figure temperature and partly from the shock of seeing the dead body of one of her drivers. 

‘Andrea?’ Matilda asked, shivering as she stepped out of the warmth of the flats. She introduced herself. ‘May I ask you a few questions?’

‘I’ve already spoken to someone,’ Andrea said, turning her head to blow away smoke.

‘I know. I have a few more questions about Iain Kilbride. How long has he worked for you?’

She thought. ‘Maybe five years. I’ve got his file back at the office.’

‘Was he a good employee?’

‘He was. He always turned up on time. Hardly ever had a sick day. He sometimes gave his holiday entitlement to others as he didn’t need it, so he said. Lately, though, he’s been missing shifts or turning up late.’

‘What did he do?’

‘He was a driver. We have a fleet of fifty coaches and we go all over the country.’

‘Do the drivers have set routes they travel?’

‘Some do. Iain was one of our few drivers who didn’t mind where he went – local or long haul. He wasn’t bothered.’

‘Sounds like an ideal employee.’

Andrea gave a weak smile. ‘He was. We’ve had some crap drivers over the years, some real troublemakers.’

‘Did you like him?’

Andrea looked at Matilda with a frown. ‘I don’t need to like my staff. As long as they do a good job and turn up on time, I’m happy.’

‘So that’s a no then?’

‘I didn’t know him. He was quiet. I like to think of Barnes Coaches as one big family. That’s how my dad used to run it when he was alive. Iain wouldn’t come on the Christmas parties and he didn’t come for a drink or socialize with anyone. Sometimes he wouldn’t say two words to you – just take his route and his coach and leave.’

‘Was there anyone at work who  knew him well?’

‘I’ve just said, he didn’t mingle. I probably chatted to him more than anyone else.’

‘It looks like he lived alone. Was he married? Any children?’

‘I don’t think he was married but he did mention a daughter once. It was years ago. I phoned him up asking if he could do a last-minute run and he said he couldn’t because he was looking after his little girl. He never mentioned her after that. I thought it was an excuse, but, you can never tell.’

‘Do you know anything about Iain’s life before he came to work for you? Any previous jobs?’

‘No. He worked as a cab driver for a couple of years, took his full Driver CPC and applied for the job.’

‘So he never mentioned anything about what he did for a living in the eighties and nineties?’

‘No. How old do I look? I was at college in the nineties.’ 

‘Can you tell me what you were doing earlier this morning?’

‘You think I’d kill one of my employees at the busiest time of year? If you must know I’ve spent the last two hours trying to organize twenty-three drivers with only nineteen coaches. And if you need witnesses it’s all on CCTV in the depot and nearly two dozen hairy-arsed, moaning drivers can vouch for me. Look, can I leave? I’m supposed to be going on holiday in the early hours of tomorrow.’

‘Anywhere nice?’

‘California,’ she replied without smiling.

‘Lovely.’

‘Well, it was going to be until I found a dead body. Now I’m not so sure.’ Andrea flicked her dying cigarette onto the grass and headed for her car as quickly as she could without running.

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t given your name.’

‘Robert. Robert Blyth,’ said the man in a woollen hat and body warmer. He was in shock and stared dead ahead, straight through Matilda.

Matilda had spotted Robert slowly walking back to his flat, his legs heavy, his mind obviously elsewhere, and followed. He lived in the apartment directly above Iain’s so the layout was identical. However, where Iain’s home was Spartan and devoid of atmosphere, Robert’s was full of life and personality. Framed paintings adorned the walls. The sofa was new and clean. The decoration was bright and airy and the windows sparkled in the winter sun. 

‘How old are you Robert?’

‘Why?’

‘Just asking.’

‘I’m twenty four.’

‘Can you tell me what happened?’

‘Well, I was coming down the stairs and this woman was banging on Iain’s door. She asked if I’d seen him and I told her that I had, last night on my way home. She bent down to look through the letterbox and screamed. She said he was lying on the floor, dead. I looked through the letterbox but all I could see was the closed door to the living room.’ His voice was a dull monotone, clearly shocked by what he’d seen. 

‘Did you try to open the door?’

‘No. I said I’d go around the back and try to see through the living room window.’

‘And could you?’

‘Once I saw the window was broken I didn’t want to get too close in case there was evidence, you know? I leaned in and tried to see Iain but I couldn’t. I’ve got blood on my sleeve,’ he said, showing Matilda the dried stain.

‘Where’s that from?’

‘I don’t know. I guess I must have leaned against the windowsill or something.’

‘Ok. How long have you lived here?’

‘A couple of years, maybe.’

‘And where do you work?’

‘In town. I’m a supervisor at Sainsbury’s.’

‘Do you know Iain well?’

‘No,’ he replied, scratching his head through the woollen hat. There was a sheen of sweat on his forehead. ‘I say hello when I see him. He took a parcel for me a couple of times and borrowed a sink plunger last month, but that’s about it.’

‘So you never went into his flat?’

He paused to think. ‘No. Well, I might have done to collect a package, but I don’t think I went right in.’

‘We will need to take your fingerprints to match against any prints in Iain’s flat. Don’t worry, they will be destroyed afterwards,’ she quickly added when she saw the look of panic on Robert’s face. ‘Have you seen anything odd lately? Anyone hanging around who shouldn’t be?’

‘No.’

‘What about your other neighbours? What are they like?’ 

‘I don’t really know them,’ he shrugged.

‘Have there been any attempted break-ins before?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘Ok. Well, if you can think of anything, please give me a call,’ Matilda said fishing a card out of her top pocket. It was slightly creased so she smoothed it out before handing it over.

‘Thank you.’

Matilda left him to his thoughts and showed herself out. 

It took Eric Chatterton a while to answer his front door. So long that Matilda almost turned away to leave. Opening a door while using a walking frame was not easy but eventually a small enough gap appeared and Eric popped his head around the door.

‘Mr Chatterton? I’m DCI Matilda Darke. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about your neighbour.’ She could already feel the heat coming from the flat and wished she didn’t have to enter. She wondered where the PC who was sitting with him had got to.

‘Come on in, love,’ he said without asking to see any ID. He shuffled backwards and let Matilda into the dark and cluttered flat.

The layout was the opposite of Iain’s and appeared smaller due to the number of armchairs he seemed to have. Every shelf, every windowsill, every table was chaotic with newspapers, magazines, and miss-matched ornaments. The curtains were drawn, making the flat oppressive. 

Eventually, Eric followed Matilda into the living room. He instructed her to take a seat and offered her a cup of tea, which she politely refused.

Matilda waited until Eric slowly sat and made himself comfortable before beginning her questioning. ‘Has a PC been sitting with you?’

‘Yes. Lovely girl. Very chatty. Lovely name too, Faith Easter, very religious. My Nancy would have liked that. I told her to go though. I’m more than capable of looking after myself. I’m ninety-three.’

‘Really?’ Matilda was impressed. He didn’t look his age. She would have guessed early eighties. She wondered what she and James would be like at ninety-three. She couldn’t imagine James using a walking frame.

‘My Nancy would have been ninety-seven if she’d have lived. It’s been eleven years now. She lived with that brain tumour for eight years and then one morning just didn’t wake up,’ he said, his eyes tearing up. ‘It won’t be long until I’m with her again though. I’ve got problems with my knee, back and hip, and there’s something wrong with my liver that I don’t understand. She’s up there waiting for me.’

Matilda wasn’t sure what to say. She was never good around grief. She smiled politely, tucked her hair back and straightened her trousers.

‘Mr Chatterton …’

‘Eric.’

‘Eric. What can you tell me about your neighbour?’

‘Iain? He’s a nice enough chap. He does me some shopping from time to time and he’s taken me to Waitrose too when my daughter’s not been around.’

‘Does he have many visitors?’

‘A few. I’m right opposite the main entrance so I hear that buzzer whenever it rings.’

‘That could have been for your neighbours upstairs though.’

‘Possibly,’ he mused.

‘Did you see them?’

‘No. I keep my curtains closed. There’s a glare on my TV all year round.’

‘When did he get his visitors?’

‘Well in the evenings, obviously. He works in the daytime.’

‘Did he ever talk to you about them?’

‘No.’

‘What do you know about the other neighbours?’

‘Well,’ he said, adjusting himself into a more comfortable position on his armchair. ‘There’s young Robert upstairs. He’s quiet, says hello. Juliet lives next door to him but she hasn’t been here lately. Her mother had a stroke in Hull. She’s been staying there since it happened in August. She rings me occasionally, asks how her flat is. The third flat upstairs is empty. Gladys died in July. I don’t think her kids have even emptied it; I’ve not heard anything. They didn’t bother with her when she was alive though so I’m not surprised. Poor woman. Someone’s just moved into the flat next to Iain, about a week or so ago. I haven’t seen anyone though. You don’t, these days. People are too busy to have a chat with their neighbours. That’s what I miss, a good chat,’ he said with a warm, but sad, smile. 

‘How long have you lived here?’

‘Just after my Nancy died. My daughter, Susie, she thought it would be best if I lived on one level. My old house was too big for me on my own anyway.’

‘How long had Iain lived next door?’

‘He moved in earlier this year.’

‘Was he married? Any girlfriends?’

‘No. He never mentioned a wife or anyone. I got the impression he was on his own.’

‘Did he ever discuss what he used to do for a living?’

‘No. Why all the questions? Is he a killer or something?’ he asked, his eyes widening in excitement.

‘No. Nothing like that,’ Matilda found herself smiling. She liked Eric, and, despite the heat, she could have spent the rest of the day chatting to him about ‘his Nancy’ and the local neighbourhood. She thanked him for his time and said she would show herself out. As she reached the doorway, Eric called her back.

‘There was something …’

‘Go on.’

‘About a week ago there was a hell of a row coming from next door.’

‘Are you sure it wasn’t the TV?’

‘No it was definitely a row. I could hear Iain. And there was another chap in there with him.’

‘What were they arguing about?’

‘I don’t know, love. I turned my TV up. I like to watch those box sets in the evening. I’m hooked on Breaking Bad. Have you seen it?’

Matilda tried to hide her smile. She hadn’t expected a ninety-three-year-old to be a fan of Breaking Bad. ‘I can’t say I have, no. How long did this row go on for?’

‘A while. Then it all went quiet. I didn’t hear any doors slam though.’


Chapter Six

Matilda hadn’t realized the snow had started to fall while she was interviewing the neighbours. It hadn’t helped that Eric Chatterton kept his curtains closed. Sheffield had been in the grips of a cold snap for the past couple of weeks. At the beginning of December, a record fall of snow had cut off some of the hillier parts of the city from the rest of civilization. The snow still hadn’t fully melted and now here was another arctic blast. 

Sitting in the front passenger seat with Sian driving, Matilda mused on Iain Kilbride’s life. It was difficult to picture him as a young man in that old copy of the Radio Times. She had heard of some actors falling on hard times when the work dried up, but it was sad to think that he’d been in one of Britain’s best-loved soap operas for more than a decade, then ended his life in a dingy flat in Sheffield. She hoped never to end up like that – spending her days doing a job she despised and going home to soak herself in a bottle of vodka. She shook the depressing thought from her mind. She hated vodka, anyway.

The new carpet smell seemed to have faded as people brought the outside in with them. There was a whiff of damp as detectives draped jackets and jumpers over radiators. Matilda even saw a pair of soggy socks on one as she made her way to the top of the MIT suite to begin briefing her officers.

‘Iain Kilbride was found dead this morning at his home in Hallam Grange Close. Upon investigation of his flat, we discovered he was a soap star in the eighties and nineties, but recently worked as a coach driver here in Sheffield. Now, what else do we know about him?’

‘Very little. Apart from the fact he hardly spoke to anyone but owned three top of the range computers,’ DS Richard Tanner said from the side of the room. Like Matilda, he had recently been promoted and was relishing the new role. In his late twenties, he was tall and slightly chubby. His mousey hair was cut short to hide the fact it was curly and untamed. He had permanent stubble which was patchy and didn’t suit him.

‘I hope those laptops have been taken to forensics.’

‘Yes they have. Are we sure they’re his though?’ Richard asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, look at the rest of the flat – dated furniture, manky carpet, tatty clothes, not much food in the cupboards. Then you see three really good laptops and a mobile phone I’d kill for …

‘Is that a confession, Richard?’ Sian asked which raised a small chuckle from the rest of the room.

Richard blushed. ‘Damn! Foiled by my own greed.’

Matilda smiled. ‘Ok. So the laptops don’t fit. We’ll have to wait and see what forensics find before we start making assumptions.’

‘I hope it’s not porn,’ DC Rita Morgan said, almost to herself. 

‘Sorry?’

‘Well, an old bloke, living on his own …’

‘He’s hardly old, Rita. He was only forty-four,’ Sian chimed in.

‘You know what I mean. What if he’s got kiddie stuff on there?’ she shuddered. ‘If he has, then there’s no wonder he’s been killed. Good riddance too if you ask me.’

Matilda raised her hands. ‘Ok everyone let’s get back to the investigation. Firstly, we have no idea what is on those laptops so until we do let’s not go hanging an innocent man. Secondly, even if he did have child pornography on his computer we still need to investigate his murder in the same way as every other killing. Is that understood DC Morgan?’

‘Yes ma’am,’ she said, bowing her head.

‘Good. Now, let’s move on from the laptops until we know more.’

Matilda turned to the white board behind her and looked at the photographs of the crime scene and the smashed window. ‘The door was locked from the inside and the window smashed from the outside. That is our entry and exit point. So if the motive wasn’t robbery what was it?’

‘Murder. Pure and simple,’ said DC Anna Evans, while chewing on the end of a biro.

‘And what’s the motive if it wasn’t to rob him?’ Matilda hadn’t warmed to Anna Evans as quickly as she had wanted. ACC Valerie Masterson had allowed Matilda to hand pick her team and she had chosen Anna for her hard work and dedication. Anna put in the long hours and never complained. However, she was a difficult woman to get to know. Still only young, in her early twenties, she wasn’t as chatty and fun-loving as the other DCs. Matilda knew this was a serious job, but her staff needed some light relief in order to function in such a demanding environment.

‘There are all kinds of motives for murder: revenge, money, sex, greed, or simple opportunity.’

‘And they all need looking into. Thanks for volunteering, Anna. So, what do we know about Iain Kilbride? Rita, have you looked him up?’

‘I have. There’s plenty about him too. He was in Emmerdale, or Emmerdale Farm, but was killed off when a new producer wanted to make room for fresh characters. Iain played Wesley Tucker, who died when he crashed his motorbike which had been sabotaged. After Emmerdale Farm – I can’t get used to calling it that – he had a few roles in The Bill, London’s Burning, Heartbeat and Casualty, but nothing major. He seemed to fall off the radar. However, I found an article dated 1999 – one of those “Where Are They Now …?” columns – which said he lived in Chester with his wife and daughter and ran his own minicab company.’

‘I wonder how much of that was true,’ Sian said.

‘His boss said he worked as a cab driver before taking his test to drive coaches. She didn’t mention he’d owned the company,’ Matilda added.

‘Maybe he didn’t. After being in a soap for twelve years you wouldn’t want people thinking you were a cabbie now, would you?’ Aaron said. ‘It’s quite a fall from grace.’

‘Andrea Barnes mentioned a daughter,’ Matilda said. ‘We need to find her and the ex-wife too. I also want someone to talk to his colleagues at Barnes Coaches. Tanner, you can sort that out for me. By the end of the day I want to know everything about this man.’

The volume in the MIT increased as everyone went about their tasks. Matilda entered her office and closed the door behind her. She wanted a few minutes alone to reflect and think about Iain Kilbride. She felt sorry for him. In the eighties and nineties, viewing figures for soap operas were through the roof. He would have been in the living rooms of about twelve million people most weekday nights. To go from that to being a bus driver must have taken some getting used to. The large number of vodka bottles around the flat suddenly made sense, as did the absence of a wife and daughter. It appeared that when his working life fell apart, so did his personal life. Was it then that he decided on a clean break, a move to Sheffield where nobody knew him and he could start again? If so, why not change his name? Any huge fan of Emmerdale would recognize the name, even if the man had changed beyond recognition. 

Then there was the broken window. Why break in to kill someone and not steal anything? There was nothing of value in the fixtures and fittings but plenty of cash in his wallet. Then there were those three laptops. Was this an argument gone wrong, poorly disguised as a robbery?

And finally, most importantly, whose blood was on the outside windowsill?


Chapter Seven

On her way to the ACC’s office, Matilda almost collided with DI Ben Hales as he turned a corner, head down as usual. She apologized but all she received in reply was a roll of the eyes and a loud tut.

‘Ben,’ she called out to him. 

He stopped but didn’t look round. His shoulders dropped as if letting out a huge sigh. Eventually he turned to face Matilda. His smile was false and looked painful. 

‘Is everything all right?’ She asked.

‘Yes thank you.’

‘Look, I know you were hoping for the DCI job and to take control of the MIT but we will have to work together at some point. There’s no reason for us to fall out.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Matilda almost scoffed. ‘Ben, come on, I know you’re pissed. I would be too, but we can’t allow this to get in the way of our work.’

‘It’s not going to. You’re MIT. I’m CID. You deal with murders and I’m currently involved in a nasty case of wheelie bin fires on Lowedges. Trust me, it’s cutthroat stuff in my office.’ His reply dripped with sarcasm.

‘Fine,’ Matilda admitted defeat. ‘I’m sorry you feel this way. I’ve tried to repair the animosity between us but you obviously don’t want that so I’ll leave you to it. I will say this though: when my team are working on something big we will need some of your resources, including your officers. We will work together and I will be in charge. You remember that.’

‘Oh, don’t worry, I’ll remember,’ he said, walking up to Matilda so he was inches from her face. She could feel the pent up rage burning through him. ‘I know exactly where I stand in the scheme of things – I’m the carcass you can pick at whenever you feel like it. I’m the carcass, and you’re the vulture.’

She met his stare which lingered longer than it should have done. Neither wanted to turn away first. It was only when Matilda could felt a bead of sweat forming on her hairline that she decided the standoff was childish. She shook her head at how pathetic Ben was being and walked away. Once her back was to him, she let out a massive sigh of relief. For a moment, she had been genuinely scared of him.

‘Do you know anything about coffee machines?’

‘Not that particular one, no.’ 

ACC Masterson had brought in a coffee machine from home. Since the bill for the vending machines had been cut they had changed to a different supplier and now the black liquid that came out of the spout tasted nothing like coffee. She stood at the low filing cabinet where her shiny silver coffee machine took pride of place along with a set of very stylish cups and saucers. With the instruction booklet in one hand, fiddling with the foaming knob with the other, she had no idea what she was doing.

‘I don’t even know where to pour in the beans,’ she said. ‘I’ve been looking at this all morning. I just want a sodding cup of coffee. I’ve had to send Liz out to Costa to get me one. Oh forget it.’ She threw the booklet on her desk and went to sit down. 

The ACC was a tiny woman who looked even smaller behind her huge crowded desk. Her neat uniform seemed to have come from a child’s dressing up box, but her greying hair and severe expression showed everyone that she meant business.

‘How’s the MIT getting along?’

‘Fine. We’ve settled in nicely.’

‘You’re keeping busy by the look of things too. I’ve heard you have a dead celebrity on your hands.’

‘Well, former celebrity. Are you an Emmerdale fan?’

‘Oh. No. I don’t watch much television. Any leads?’

‘Not so far. Plenty of questions that need answering.’

‘And you know where to look for the answers?’

‘We’re getting there.’

‘Good. Now, Matilda, as you know I’ve been trying to establish an MIT for years now. I’ve worked hard to finally get the budget so I need it to work smoothly and efficiently. I have every faith in your leadership and skills as a detective which is why I gave you the job. However, I will be keeping a close eye on you and the MIT as a whole. I hope you understand why.’

‘I do, ma’am, perfectly.’

‘Good. Now, the press will be all over this once they discover our victim is a dead celebrity so be prepared. I thought you’d have dressed in something a bit smarter.’

Matilda looked down at her clothes. ‘Yes, sorry about that. We’ve moved into temporary accommodation while the house is being renovated.’

‘Oh yes, I remember you saying. Didn’t your husband win an award last month?’

‘It was in the summer, and yes, he did,’ she replied, trying but failing to hide her beaming smile.

‘Good for him. Well, I won’t detain you, but remember what I said. The MIT needs to be efficient, dedicated, and above all a success.’

‘You can rely on me.’

As Matilda left the office she could feel the stress building up again. 


Chapter Eight

‘Bloody hell it’s cold out there. Sorry I’m late. Have I missed all the gory details?’

Matilda breezed into the autopsy suite to find it empty apart from Dr Adele Kean and one very pale-looking assistant who was scrubbing a stainless steel table into a shine.

‘You have, but don’t worry about it,’ Adele said, stepping out of her small ante-office. ‘Come on through. It’s warmer in here.’

Matilda followed her into the corner of the tiny office and held her hands above the heater, rubbing them together to get the circulation going. At her eye-line on the wall was a poster of a stab wound close-up.

‘Adele, why do you have a picture of a stab wound on your wall?’

‘Because it didn’t seem professional to have one of David Tennant.’

‘If you’re after a celebrity pin-up, I’ve got one to show you.’ Matilda rummaged in her bag for the Radio Times she’d found in Iain Kilbride’s flat. She flicked through to the photograph of him as a teenager sitting on a bale of hay, all moody brow, wavy hair and leather jacket. ‘What do you think of him?’

‘Not bad. A bit on the young side for me. I do like a man who can fill a leather jacket though,’ Adele said. ‘Who is he?’

‘You’ve just cut him open.’

‘What?’

‘This is Iain Kilbride in the eighties. He used to be in Emmerdale.’

‘Are you sure it’s the same man?’

‘As sure as we can be.’

‘Bloody hell. It’s lucky we can’t see what we end up like in the future isn’t it?’

‘So if David Tennant landed in his TARDIS you wouldn’t want him taking you to 2040 Sheffield to see what you were up to?’

‘God no! I’d like him to take me to Renaissance France; the artistic and cultural rebirth of Europe. Well, first I’d like him to do some very naughty things with that sonic screwdriver of his with me, and then show me around France.’

‘How romantically put. Shall we move swiftly on?’

‘What? Oh yes, of course. I was just starting my report when you arrived. I’ve sent his blood off for analysis but I wouldn’t be surprised if the results show he had all kinds of things wrong with him.’ She rummaged around her desk for her notes.

‘What do you mean?’

‘For a start his stomach contents reeked of alcohol. His liver is practically pickled. His lungs are black and there was something very suspicious on one of his kidneys. I’ve called up his medical records and he hasn’t been to see his GP in more than eighteen months. If there was something seriously wrong, he wouldn’t have known about it.’

‘What do you think was wrong with him?’

‘Take your pick – cirrhosis of the liver, lung and stomach cancer, the early stages of kidney failure. He had at least one of those if not more.’

‘With everything that’s wrong with him, would he have known he was ill?’

‘Yes. He might not have seen a GP but he would have been in great discomfort. We’ve found traces of blood in his mouth and there’s bruising on his lungs. I think he would have been coughing up blood for some time.’

‘Why wouldn’t you go to see your doctor though?’

‘Some people are like that, especially men. If he went from being a hunk in a soap to living in a sad little flat in Sheffield, maybe he was more than happy to drink himself to death.’

‘So what killed him?’

‘The head wound got to him before his body let him down. His skull was cracked and air was allowed to get into his brain causing a massive embolism. I dug out some grit from the wound on his head, which, as he was indoors, I’m guessing came from the weapon. I think you’re looking for a rock or brick of some kind.’ 

‘Any sign of sexual intercourse recently?’

‘Who? Me?’ Adele asked with a twinkle in her eye. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

‘I’m talking about Iain, you cheeky tart,’ Matilda laughed.

‘I don’t think so, no. Judging by what he’s got wrong with him, I’d add erectile dysfunction to the list too. Caused by heavy smoking, kidney, liver and breathing problems, and a lot of alcohol. I don’t think he would have been having much sex. Why do you ask?’

‘A neighbour said he thought Iain had visitors in the evenings. As he was on his own I wondered if they might have been women.’

‘Prostitutes?’

‘Maybe. Or regular friends.’

‘Well if he did they were probably just friends, no touching I’d have thought.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘Fancy a bite to eat tonight?’

‘Better not. I want to go and see what James has done to my home in the ten hours I’ve been out.’

‘Come round later in the week, both of you, and we’ll have a meal. I’ll cook.’

‘You’ll cook? Really?’ Matilda asked, pulling a face.

‘If you’re going to be like that I’ll serve you liver and onions, and I know just where to get a nice piece of liver from,’ she laughed.

‘You’re a ghoul, Adele.’


Chapter Nine

The house was empty of people and furniture. There was no evidence of any renovations or building work having started at all. Matilda stood in the hallway and looked around. With hands on her hips and a heavy frown on her face, she was decidedly unhappy.

‘What are you doing in here?’ James asked coming down the stairs carrying Matilda’s red suitcase.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I said what are you doing in here?’

‘Sorry, I can’t hear you over the sound of drilling and walls being knocked down,’ Matilda replied with a thick layer of sarcasm.

James smiled and shook his head. ‘Matilda, you don’t just come in on day one and start tearing walls down.’

‘It looks like day one consisted of putting the kettle on and discussing the weekend football results.’

‘Day one is all about stripping the house back, getting everything prepared, turning off the gas supply. That’s what’s happened today,’ James said, placing the heavy suitcase at the bottom of the stairs.

‘What about day two?’ Matilda asked, looking dejected.

‘Perhaps it would be best if you didn’t come into the house every day. You’re not going to see a great deal of progress straight away.’

‘I love this house, James. Promise me you won’t do anything too … drastic.’

‘You’ve seen the plans and the artist impressions. You know what the final result will be.’

‘I know you, too. You get an idea in your head and you just go with it. I don’t want to come in and find you’ve decided to replace the staircase with a water slide or something.’

James laughed. ‘Come on, let’s go. I’ve made you a very romantic meal in the caravan and you can tell me all about your day.’ He placed a strong arm around her shoulders and led her out of the back door, down the steps to the garden and the slanting caravan.

The romantic meal was fish and chips from the local takeaway by candle light at the foldaway Formica table. The wine was warm, the chips were soggy and they ate from one plate as there wasn’t enough room for two.

‘We’re not going to eat like this every night. Also, once the Winnebago arrives, we’ll have more space,’ James said, optimistic as ever.

‘Adele has invited us to her house for a meal one night this week.’

‘Excellent. That’ll be nice. How is Adele?’

‘She’s ok. I think she’s a bit lonely. Chris is out more with his new college friends and then there’s university. She’s realizing how much she’s given up to bring Chris up on her own and now he’s getting on with his own life, she doesn’t have anyone.’

‘She’s got us.’

‘It isn’t the same though, is it?’

‘No. Well, we’ll have her over here more and I know loads of people I can introduce her to,’ James said. ‘There’s Fat Stan at the builder’s yard. He’s single now.’

‘I don’t think Adele would like to go out with a bloke known as Fat Stan.’

‘All right. What about Dodgy Darren?’

‘Do I want to know why he’s dodgy?’

‘Probably not. Actually, now I come to think of it, he’s back inside.’

‘Perhaps matchmaking isn’t your strong point, James. Stick to being an architect.’

‘Award-winning architect, if you don’t mind.’

‘You feel tense, anything worrying you?’

James was sat up on the bed with Matilda in front of him. While a repeat of The Simpsons played out on a poor-quality portable television, James massaged his wife’s stiff shoulders. 

‘Not really.’ Where do I begin? She groaned with pleasure at the strength in his firm grip. ‘A man was found dead in his flat this morning at Hallam Grange. He used to be famous.’

‘Used to be?’

‘Yes. He was on Emmerdale in the eighties.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘Fractured skull. His career ended years ago. He wasn’t looking after himself, drinking, smoking, bad diet. It was sad.’

‘Some people find it difficult to adjust to a new life,’ James said as he kneaded her shoulders harder.

‘Do you ever think about the future? Where we’ll be in thirty or forty years’ time?’

‘Well, I don’t look that far ahead, but of course I think about the future.’

‘What do you see for us?’

‘Oh I won’t be with you. We’ll have divorced and gone our separate ways by the time I’m fifty,’ he said with a smile in his voice. Matilda elbowed him in the stomach. ‘Only joking,’ he kissed the top of her head and placed his arms around her, holding her in a tight embrace. ‘I picture us living in our dream house, maybe not this one. I see us being happy, getting a dog or two. Perhaps even retiring abroad.’

‘I like the sound of that.’

‘Where do you see us in thirty years?’

‘Probably still in this pissing caravan.’


Chapter Ten

Wednesday 8th December, 2010

More snow had fallen over night and with only seventeen days left until Christmas, bookies had slashed the odds on a white Christmas. James Darke was pleased. Every January he placed his one bet of the year that there would be a white Christmas. £50 that it would snow on December 25th. He’d lost more money than he’d won.

Matilda was late getting into work as traffic was crawling through the thin layer of snow. She wasn’t the last one in, which made her feel better. By the time she had brewed coffee, checked her emails, confirmed the man in custody was indeed the illusive Craig Matthewman, and had a brief gossip with Sian, the MIT had fully arrived and were ready to begin.

‘So, who went to Barnes Coaches to interview Iain’s colleagues yesterday afternoon?’

‘Me and Rita popped down, ma’am,’ DS Tanner said, trying to balance his wet shoes on the radiators so they dried before he had to go out again.

‘And?’

‘They all said roughly the same thing. Basically, Iain Kilbride was great at his job, would do anything for anyone, but when it came to going down the pub or having a laugh in the staff room he was nowhere to be seen.’

‘What did his colleagues make of that?’

‘At first they thought he was shy, you know, a bit quiet, but as the months and years went on, they accepted it. There was no, what’s the word …?’

‘Animosity,’ DC Rita Morgan helped him out.

‘Exactly. None of that,’ he concluded.

‘Did any of them know that he was in Emmerdale for twelve years?’

‘No,’ Rita said, trying to hide a smile. Rita Morgan was a small woman in her mid-twenties. She had elfin features, beautiful clear skin and dyed black hair. She had been asked out by the majority of the male officers in Sheffield and had turned them all down which made Matilda smile. Who wanted to date a copper?

‘What’s so funny?’ Matilda asked.

‘Well, when we brought it up, they didn’t believe us. Richard got his phone out and we found some clips of him on YouTube. Let’s just say I’m surprised he lasted twelve years on the soap.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, he was no Sir Laurence Olivier.’

‘Oh. He couldn’t act?’

‘Not really. I’ve been looking online at some interviews in soap magazines. Did you know there are so-called soap experts?’

‘Nothing would surprise me anymore,’ Sian said. ‘There was a story in the newspaper last week about a girl who’s writing her university thesis on Barbie. Can you believe that? What a waste.’

‘Anyway, Rita, you were saying?’

‘I found a feature from this soap expert that basically said Iain Kilbride was axed because he’d grown up and lost his looks. When he first joined in the eighties he was young, good looking, fit and lean. Over the years he filled out, gained a few wrinkles, his hair thinned and he didn’t fit his character anymore.’

‘That’s a bit of a cop out isn’t it?’ Sian asked. ‘I thought soaps were supposed to reflect real life. People grow up, they change and adapt. That’s what happens.’

‘It doesn’t make for good TV though, Sian,’ Matilda said. ‘So he was hired for his looks rather than his ability. When he grew older he was fired and couldn’t get any other work because he wasn’t a good actor.’

‘That’s basically his life in a nutshell,’ Rita confirmed.

‘Didn’t you say there was an article about him living in Chester?’

‘Yes.’

‘So we need to find out what made him leave Chester for Sheffield. Was there an ex-wife?’

‘Yes,’ Sian said. ‘According to Andrea Barnes, Iain Kilbride’s next of kin is Judy King.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘His ex-wife. Iain Kilbride is really Iain King. He changed his name after taking up acting. There was already an Iain King in Equity.’

‘They’re still in regular contact then?’

‘It would appear so. She lives in Greenhill but works in Waterstones in Orchard Square.’

‘Right, grab your coat and a few bars of chocolate then Sian.’


Chapter Eleven

With only two weeks until Christmas, shoppers were out in force. The hardy gift buyers were wrapped up against the bitter elements as they braved the arctic freeze to ensure their loved ones had a merry Christmas. Heavy winter coats, hats, scarves, gloves, and a good strong pair of comfortable shoes were the standard uniform of shoppers in Sheffield city centre.

Matilda left Sian in the car parked on double yellow lines, with the hazard lights flashing. As she made her way through the throng of shoppers, she saw the looks on their pinched red faces; steely determination. These people had a list and they would get every item regardless of whom they had to stand on to get it. Militant shoppers were to be avoided at all costs.

Waterstones was a large book shop on two levels with a welcoming Costa franchise upstairs. There was something about the lingering smell of freshly brewed coffee and books that made it so inviting. The effect was lost on Matilda. She read occasionally, mostly when on holiday, but she wasn’t a big reader. 

The store was heaving with people. Shelves and tables were stacked high with the bestsellers and carols played on a loop through the sound system. 

‘Excuse me, I’m looking for Judy King. Is she working today?’ Matilda asked one pale-looking shop assistant.

‘Yes she is. I last saw her in cookery. Follow me.’ Without smiling, he turned and led the way upstairs.

‘Is the new Lee Child out?’ Matilda asked, thinking of a possible gift for her husband. She knew he was a fan of the thriller writer.

‘Yes,’ the assistant said, stopping halfway up the stairs and looking at Matilda. ‘It came out in August.’

‘Oh. Thank you.’

The bookseller led Matilda up the stairs and around the corner into the cookery section. ‘Judy, you have a visitor.’

Judy King was standing in an alcove straining under the weight of half a dozen hardback cookery books in her arms. She was tall, slender and in her mid-forties. She had dyed brown hair and the face of a woman who had been through many troubles. She was drawn around the eyes and her mouth hung down at the corners. She looked as if she might burst into tears at any moment.

‘I’m DCI Matilda Darke from South Yorkshire Police. Would it be possible to have a word?’

‘Oh. Yes, sure,’ she said, taken aback. 

The young assistant left them. Judy placed the books carefully on the floor in front of her.  

‘Is he all right?  He looks like death warmed up,’ Matilda smiled.

‘Jonathan? Oh, he’s harmless. What can I do for you?’

‘Judy,’ Matilda said, stepping forward and lowering her voice. ‘I’m afraid I have some bad news. Your ex-husband, Iain, was found dead at his home earlier this morning.’

‘Iain’s dead? Oh my God. What happened?’ Her right hand went up to her necklace from which hung a large depiction of Jesus on the cross.

‘It looks like he’s been murdered.’

‘Oh my …’ and with that, Judy collapsed to the floor.

Matilda had heard about people fainting upon hearing bad news but she had never seen it happen. Until now. Judy King had dropped to the floor with a loud thud. People turned to look at them, and a couple of staff members rushed over to help. Matilda was given dirty looks from shoppers as if she were directly responsible for Judy’s fall. In a way, she was.

Judy soon opened her eyes and was helped into the staff room where she was given a plastic cup of water from the cooler. Matilda managed to win the staff round and eventually they were left alone.

‘I’m sorry,’ Judy said, wiping her brow. ‘I’ve never fainted before.’

‘That’s perfectly understandable. You’ve had a shock.’

‘Well, yes. It was awful. When you said Iain had died I thought you were going to say he’d choked on his own vomit or something.’

‘Why would I say that?’ Matilda frowned.

‘He’s been drinking heavily lately. God only knows what it’s been doing to his insides. I haven’t seen him too often over the last few months but each time I have he’s looked worse and worse.’

‘Has he always been a drinker?’

‘No. Well, I mean, he likes a drink, but don’t we all? Lately he’s been having more than usual. I’m surprised he’s kept hold of his job.’

‘Is there a reason he’s been drinking more?’

‘Not to my knowledge.’

‘Were you close?’

‘Well, we were married for twelve years. You don’t just forget twelve years. It’s a large part of your life. We haven’t seen much of each other recently. I work, and he worked, and we never made arrangements to meet up. We just kept in touch. Neither of us seemed to have a lot of people in our lives so we kept an eye on each other.’

‘When was the last time you spoke to him?’

Judy looked up as if thinking. ‘I haven’t seen him for about a month but I spoke to him on the phone a couple of days ago. Saturday I think it was.’

‘What about?’

‘Well, he was slightly drunk. I don’t usually like talking to him when he’s had a few but he sounded serious. He kept talking about the past. He hasn’t done that for years and doesn’t like bringing up the past. He said he wished he’d done things differently when we were still together.’

‘What did you say?’

‘There’s nothing I can say when he’s in that condition. I just listened and when there was a gap told him to go to bed and sleep it off.’

‘Judy, I’m going to need you to identify Iain. Is that something you’ll be able to do?’

‘Oh God,’ again she reached for the necklace. ‘I suppose so, yes.’

‘And I’ll need a formal statement from you too.’

‘Ok. I’ll have a word with my manager, let him know what’s happening.’

Judy stood up to leave the room but decided to check her appearance in the small smeared mirror in the corner. She wiped her eyes and ran her fingers through her tangled hair before disappearing through the doorway.

Matilda went over their conversation in her head. Something Judy had said seemed to turn a light on but then quickly extinguish it again. What had Matilda not picked up on?


Chapter Twelve

The identification went well. Judy didn’t collapse, she didn’t break down and wail. She looked through the small window into the viewing room at her dead ex-husband lying still. 

Placing her hand on the glass she whispered, ‘submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.’ 

She turned her tear-stained face to Matilda, nodded, said in a firm yet cracked voice that he was indeed Iain Kilbride, and then asked to leave. 

At the station, Sian made Judy a cup of tea and sat her in a room used for vulnerable witnesses giving statements of a more disturbing nature. She took her a KitKat too. The door opened and Matilda walked in. She set a recording device down on the coffee table.

‘Judy, do you mind if I record this conversation? It’s not a statement, or anything like that, I just don’t want to miss anything.’

‘That’s fine.’ Judy was sat on the edge of the pale green sofa, her hands cupped around the mug. She took sporadic sips of the tea and didn’t touch the KitKat.

‘When did you first meet Iain?’

A smile came to Judy’s sad-looking face as she remembered a happier time in her life. ‘We met in 1991 in a nightclub in Leeds. I’m from Leeds originally. I was nineteen at the time. Iain was twenty-five. You know he used to be in Emmerdale?’ She asked proudly. Matilda and Sian both nodded. ‘I’d grown up watching him on television and thought he was gorgeous. I read in the local paper that he was appearing at this nightclub so I dragged my little sister along with me. The second I saw him I was in love. It took me over an hour to pluck up the courage to say something to him. I can’t remember what I said but it was probably silly. Anyway, a bit later that night he came up to the bar and asked if he could buy me a drink. Towards the end of the night he had to go but asked for my number. I didn’t think he’d ring but he did. We arranged to meet up again the following weekend, only the two of us, and the rest just happened.

‘We married two years later. Clara was born the year after that, in ’94. We had our photograph in the tabloids when Clara was born. It was surreal,’ Judy was beaming at the memories.

‘What happened in 1995 when he was axed from the soap?’

The smile dropped from Judy’s face. ‘That was unfortunate. We found out in the February that a new producer was joining and his reputation came with him. He was known as a bit of an axeman. Every programme he’d worked on he liked to make his mark. He didn’t start until the summer and there were months of people worrying they’d be for the chop. Iain’s name was one of the first to be brought up.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, in the last couple of years he hadn’t had many great storylines. His character had grown stale. I think when he was told, it was a relief for him. He loved the show but needed that push to move on.’

‘Did he mind being killed off?’

‘He said he didn’t but a year or so after he left, when he couldn’t find work, he said there was no reason for him to have died. His character could have moved away and maybe gone back again one day. It wasn’t his decision though.’

‘Why did the work dry up?’

‘He had parts in Casualty and The Bill. He did two episodes of London’s Burning as well. At first casting directors liked having him because they could use his pedigree, from being in one of Britain’s top shows, to draw in more viewers. I hate to say this, especially now he’s dead, but he was never going to win an Oscar. He was good, but not good enough.’

‘How did he take it?’

‘Not very well as you can probably imagine. He got depressed. He couldn’t cope with being in the normal world. Being an actor, being in a soap, it’s another life. People admire you, they look up to you, and love you. Once you’re off the telly, that’s it, nobody knows who you are anymore. It’s difficult to come to terms with. When the realization dawned, that he was never going to have that life again, we left Leeds and moved to Chester. God knows why. We couldn’t afford it, but he wanted a fresh start.’

‘What did he do – work wise?’ Sian asked.

‘He knew someone who had a minicab firm and was looking for an investor. I told Iain not to but he was full of ideas about turning it into an up-market business. It was the happiest I’d seen him in a long time so I just let him get on with it.’

‘Wasn’t it a success?’

‘Oh it was. Until his partner decided to empty the bank account and do a runner. We tried everything to get our money back but it was no good. We had to declare bankruptcy just to keep the house.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Matilda said, genuinely upset by the story.

‘I was working in a card shop at the time. It wasn’t much but it was enough. We sold the house and rented somewhere in Chester but it didn’t feel the same. Again, Iain wanted a complete break so we came to Sheffield.’

‘When did you split up?’

‘I left Iain in 2003. I couldn’t cope with his moods, his drinking. I briefly went back but I couldn’t live with him anymore. I filed for divorce in 2004 and it was completed in 2005. He understood. Like I said, we remained in contact. Sort of.’

While telling her story, Judy had gone from happy and smiling to looking disheartened and sad. She was no longer looking at Matilda and Sian, she was looking past them, into the distance, into her former life.‘You mentioned your daughter, Clara. Did she have much contact with her dad?’ 

Judy’s bottom lip wobbled and a tear fell from her right eye which was immediately swept away. ‘Clara died two years ago in 2008. She was thirteen.’

Matilda and Sian exchanged glances. ‘I’m so sorry,’ Matilda said.

Judy picked up her bag from the floor, rummaged around in it and took out a dog-eared photograph from one of the inside pockets. ‘This is Clara.’ It was a school photograph. It showed a small blue-eyed girl with brown hair neatly styled into pigtails. She sat up straight and smiled into the eye of the camera. There were a few gaps in her teeth where she was waiting for her adult ones to come through. ‘She was twelve when this was taken.’

‘She’s very pretty,’ Matilda said, passing the photo to Sian.

‘Three weeks after that photograph was taken, she met a man. I didn’t like her using the internet, but schools encourage it. I had no idea she’d created a Facebook page. I didn’t even know what one was. I’m a bit naïve when it comes to technology. I shouldn’t be, but, well, I’ve paid the price for that now, haven’t I?

‘I know there was a boy she liked as she kept dropping his name into conversations – Danny. Whenever she spoke of him she went all dreamy and started biting her bottom lip. I didn’t discourage it but I didn’t encourage it either. I assumed it was a school girl crush that would eventually fizzle out. Anyway, she arranged to meet up with this Danny in town. When she got there a man showed up who said he was Danny’s big brother. Danny wouldn’t be coming as he’d twisted his ankle playing football but the man would take her to their house. I don’t know why she went with him.’

Judy looked away while she wiped the tears rolling down her face. She spoke in the monotone of a woman dulled by pain, a woman who had told this story so many times that her emotions were automatic.

‘We – me and her dad – told her many times, not to go off with strangers,’ Judy took a deep breath. ‘In the space of two hours he raped her three times. When she got home, she ran straight upstairs and locked herself in the bathroom. I went up and asked if she was all right. She said she was sweaty after running for the bus and wanted to have a shower. She was in there for so long. I knew there was something wrong. When she came out she was in tears. I held her and she let it all come out.

‘She didn’t want me to call her dad but I did and he came straight over. He wanted to call the police, Clara didn’t. She started crying and said she’d run away if we called the police. I wanted her to go to the hospital, get her checked, but Clara refused to go. She just couldn’t stop crying.  In the end we decided to just let her deal with it in her own way. We didn’t want to push her.’

Judy stopped talking. She reached over for the tissues and blew her nose. She grabbed for another and wiped her eyes.

‘What happened?’ Sian asked.

‘I noticed before Clara did. I don’t think she knew what was happening but I saw it. She was pregnant. I didn’t want to take her to the doctor. I got one of those home pregnancy kits from Boots. It was positive. She was devastated. She cried so hard I thought she would stop breathing. The next morning, I told her what the options were. She could have an abortion or she could have the child, it was entirely up to her. I didn’t tell Iain. I knew he would have gone crazy and I needed Clara to decide what to do for herself.

‘That weekend, we went to Skegness, to get some sea air and a walk on the beach, help to clear her head. It was a nice weekend actually,’ Judy smiled. ‘In the guest house on the Saturday night, Clara said how she’d enjoyed the day. She’d made up her mind. She didn’t want to be a mum, she still wanted to be a child. I told her that she had made the right decision and I’d stand by her. We spent Sunday as if nothing had happened. We went to the cinema, played in the arcades, went on rides and walked on the beach. It was lovely. We caught the evening train home and were back in Sheffield by eight o’clock.

‘The next morning I went to her room to get her up for school and she was hanging from the light fitting. She left a note. I never showed it to Iain. That’s when he really started drinking heavily.’

‘Judy, I don’t know what to say, I’m so sorry,’ Matilda said.

Sian leaned over for the tissues and wiped away her tears. As the mother of a twelve-year-old daughter, she knew exactly what Judy must have been going through.

‘The thing is,’ Judy said, swallowing hard. ‘I’m wondering whether Iain’s death might have had something to do with Clara.’

Matilda frowned. She leaned forward and looked at the recording device on the coffee table to make sure it was still working. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘When Iain was going to set up that minicab business, he went on a computer course. When Clara died, Iain spent hours on her computer trying to find the man who had raped her. He found the messages they’d exchanged but, on their own, there was nothing the police could do. Iain mentioned something about an IV addresses? Is that a thing?’

‘IP. Yes it is.’

‘He said the man could be traced through the IP address on the email. I had no idea what he was talking about. I was tired. I didn’t want him raking everything up. I’d lost my little girl, my only child. What use would a court case be? Besides, with Clara dead, it would be our word against his. I told him to drop it. I got quite angry and practically threw him out of the house. I know this was all a long time ago but what if Iain found him recently and he killed Iain?’

‘Wouldn’t Iain have told you if he’d tracked him down?’

‘He might have done,’ Judy said, looking at the floor. ‘But every time he brought it up I told him I didn’t want to know. Eventually he just stopped talking about it.’

‘Do you still have your daughter’s computer?’

‘Yes. It’s in her bedroom. It’s just how she left it. I can’t bear to get rid of her things.’

‘We would be able to trace the messages sent to Clara’s computer, but, like you said, it would be his word against yours.’

‘If you can trace the messages then please do. However, I don’t want to know where they lead you. If it turns out that he did kill Iain then charge him with that, but if he didn’t, then I don’t want to know who it was that raped my little girl.’

Matilda and Sian exchanged glances. Without knowing who raped her daughter, Judy would spend the rest of her life in limbo without closure. She was obviously numb from years of heartache but did she really want to live this way?


Chapter Thirteen

‘Ma’am, I’ve spoken to the rest of the residents in the block of flats Iain Kilbride lived,’ DC Anna Evans began, standing in the open doorway of Matilda’s office. ‘There are six flats in total. Two are currently unlived in and we’ve got statements from Robert Blyth and Eric Chatterton. Iain’s next door neighbour is a young lad, Tommy Bishop, who hasn’t even seen a neighbour yet. All of Iain’s colleagues at Barnes Coaches echo what we’ve already heard about him. It’s like he didn’t have a life at all, he just existed.’

‘Not difficult to understand why,’ Matilda said. Since returning from her chat with Judy King, she had retreated to her office. She was slumped in her chair, head resting in her hands.

‘Sorry?’

‘Nothing. What about the visitors Eric Chatterton heard coming and going?’

‘They weren’t for Iain. As I said, Tommy Bishop hasn’t been there long. His mates have been round after work to help decorate.’

‘Thanks Anna. Back to the drawing board, then.’

‘Is everything all right, ma’am? You look a bit tired.’

‘I’m fine,’ Matilda tried to smile but couldn’t manage it.

Anna left the office, wondering if Matilda had even registered her presence. She passed Sian and said hello but Sian didn’t seem to notice her either; she carried on walking, entered Matilda’s office and closed the door behind her. Anna may as well go home for all the use she’s being today.

‘You look pensive,’ Sian said, closing the door behind her and sitting down.

‘I was thinking about what Judy said. I wonder if Iain had tracked down his daughter’s rapist and things turned violent.’

‘It’s possible I suppose.’

‘On the other hand, if it was me and I’d met up with the killer, maybe arranged for him to come round, I’d have wanted some kind of insurance policy just in case it went wrong and I ended up dead,’ Matilda said.

‘What kind of insurance policy?’

‘I’m not sure. Maybe there’s something in his flat we haven’t found yet.’

‘Do you want to go back and take a look at his things? I think forensics have finished.’

‘I think we might have to. Not tonight though,’ Matilda replied, looking at her watch. ‘Keep the flat as a sealed crime scene for the moment.’

‘Will do.’

‘Have forensics found anything on the laptops yet?’

‘Not so far. There are loads of photos of his time on Emmerdale and Clara growing up. The usual family snaps.’

‘What did you think of Judy’s story?’

‘I found it incredibly sad. I can’t even begin to imagine what their daughter must have gone through. And then to hang herself? She must have been in so much pain, emotionally.’

‘Meanwhile, the bloke who raped her is still out there. I wonder how many others he’s done it to,’ Matilda said, looking out of the window at the grey skyline of the steel city.

‘Do you want me to check for sex attacks around 2008? See if there are any similarities?’

‘That would be a great help, Sian. Thank you.’

Sian gave a sympathetic smile and left the office, closing the door behind her. Before walking away, she looked through the glass at her boss. She seemed deep in thought yet had a forlorn look on her face. That’s what gave Matilda Darke the edge over Ben Hales. She cared about the victims and she didn’t mind who saw it. Hales was devoid of empathy. Matilda was a born DCI.

‘Judy, it’s DCI Darke from South Yorkshire Police. I was wondering if I could ask you a quick question?’

‘Of course.’

‘Has Iain given you anything lately?’ Matilda was sat in her office, hunched over her desk. Her voice was low so she couldn’t be overheard. She was phoning on a whim and didn’t want to appear foolish if it failed to pay off.

‘Given me anything? Like what?’

‘I’m not sure. A card or a letter or something?’

Judy scoffed. ‘You’re joking. I never received a Christmas card from him when we were married, so he’s not likely to start now.’

‘No, I didn’t mean a Christmas card. I meant … well … anything. A package. Something you may not think of as significant.’

‘No. He hasn’t given me anything at all.’

Matilda sighed. ‘Did he mention if he wanted to see you again?’

‘We were planning to meet up over Christmas at some point, but nothing had been set in stone. Is something wrong?’

‘No. Just thinking aloud. Sorry to have bothered you.’

Matilda hung up. She was obviously on the wrong track. Although, at the back of her mind, something told her she wasn’t.


Chapter Fourteen

Matilda and James were late. It was entirely Matilda’s fault for being late home from work. She quickly freshened up in the caravan’s upright coffin which was laughably called a shower before dressing in a smart, but casual, trouser suit. A bottle of wine bought on the way, at ten minutes after seven o’clock, they were knocking on Adele’s front door.

‘Sorry we’re late. Pooh’s fault, as usual,’ James said.

‘Don’t call me that in public,’ Matilda snapped. She didn’t mind being called Pooh in private – an affectionate nickname based on her middle name – but not when they were out, and not in front of friends. ‘It was my fault, though,’ she said to Adele, kissing her on both cheeks.

‘Don’t worry about it. Dinner isn’t even ready yet. We’ve got time for a drink or three first. Come into the living room.’

‘Is Chris joining us?’

‘No. He’s out with friends tonight. There’s a band he’s keen on playing at the Leadmill.’

‘I haven’t been to the Leadmill in years,’ James said, making himself comfortable on the sofa.

‘You’re too old for the Leadmill now,’ Matilda laughed. ‘We’re all too old for it.’

‘That’s a depressing thought.’

‘You’re not wrong, Mat,’ Adele said, opening a bottle of wine. ‘The last time I was in a nightclub, I was standing on the edge of the dance floor and felt like a teacher supervising a school dance. I must have been the oldest one there by about fifteen years.’

‘When did we get so old?’ James asked.

‘I don’t mind that I’m getting old,’ Matilda said cosying up to James. ‘I can picture us together in our nursing home, counting our wrinkles and liver spots.’

‘Well that’s something to look forward to,’ James said, pulling a sour face. ‘I intend on staying young for as long as possible. I might have to pop along to the Leadmill one night with your Chris, Adele.’

‘I’m not sure he’d like that,’ Matilda said.

‘Oh he would, around midnight, so you can drive him home,’ Adele returned. Both women laughed.

During dinner, one of Adele’s signature pasta dishes, conversation turned to the dead former celebrity. 

‘I remember him from Emmerdale,’ Adele said. ‘He was a very good looking bloke in his time.’

‘And now you’ve seen him naked,’ James smiled.

‘Not how I like to see my men naked, funnily enough. His character was killed off when he crashed into the post office.’

James laughed. ‘I love how far-fetched soap operas are yet people don’t seem to mind and think they still reflect real life in Britain. I mean, how many times has that village been blown up? You wouldn’t live there would you?’

‘Was he any good?’ Matilda asked.

‘I did have a look at a couple of clips online when I came home this afternoon. He wasn’t the best actor in the world.’

‘His wife said something similar.’

‘Well, you have actors, and then you have soap actors. There’s a huge difference between the two,’ James said. ‘You get the odd one who leaves the soap and manages to shine because they are genuinely talented, but you don’t get many.’

‘Do you think his death could be linked to his acting days?’ Adele asked.

‘I doubt it. He left the show in 1995. He hasn’t acted in years.’

‘So he just happened to get murdered then?’

‘I don’t know,’ Matilda said slowly, mulling over all the possible options running around her head. Again, she kept coming back to something Judy King had mentioned earlier. 

‘James, I see work has begun on the house. When do you start tearing the walls down?’ Adele asked, changing the subject once she saw Matilda’s frown grow deeper on her forehead.

Matilda tuned them out. It wasn’t that she didn’t care. She did, it was her house after all, but she couldn’t seem to switch off from work. Iain Kilbride was occupying her thoughts. It was sad how his life had panned out. She wondered if the producers ever thought about the actors they fired who no longer appeared on television, or didn’t they care? It was a sad fall from grace. Iain had lived the good life for more than a decade, but in less than a year, had collapsed.

What did he have left, especially after his daughter had died and his marriage had ended? Could he be blamed for smoking heavily and hitting the bottle hard? He was grieving, and this was how he dealt with it. 

Matilda looked across at James whose eyes had lit up as he talked about a topic he excelled in – architecture. She loved him like she had never loved anyone else. He had beautiful ice-blue eyes, a killer smile, and a jawline you could cut cheese with. He was the full package, yet completely humble, which made him almost perfect. If James died before Matilda, she had no idea how she would cope. Possibly the same way Iain was handling the loss of his daughter. But what led to his early demise? That’s what Matilda couldn’t quite pinpoint. But she had the feeling she already knew.


Chapter Fifteen

Thursday 9th December, 2010

The Murder Investigation Team had only been up and running for nine days and Matilda had yet to throw her weight around. She called the computer forensics department and told them Clara King’s desktop computer would be heading their way and asked, in a telling voice, to put it to the top of their list of priorities. She had expected an argument, or at least a protest, but her request was accepted without complaint. The prestige of the MIT obviously opened some doors – for now.

She hung up and was looking through a forensic report left on her desk when the phone started to ring again.

‘DI Darke … sorry … DCI Darke MIT,’ she said into the phone, still struggling to get to grips with her new rank.

‘Hello whichever Darke you are this morning, Terry Babcock here. No fancy title.’ Terry Babcock was the head of forensics in a private company operating on the other side of Sheffield. Matilda had known him for years and was saddened by his impending retirement. ‘How are you settling into your new role? Has the power gone to your head yet? Is everyone below you terrified of your mere presence?’

Matilda smiled. ‘Not yet but I’m working on it.’

‘That’s my girl. Give them hell with both barrels. Are you coming to my retirement party at the weekend?’

‘I certainly am. Although I don’t want to as I don’t want you to leave.’

‘That’s a lovely thing to say, Matilda, thank you. I hope you’ll leave that annoyingly handsome husband of yours at home so we can have a smooch.’

‘I’m not sure your wife would be too happy about that.’

‘Until she has her cataracts done Vera won’t be seeing much at all,’ he gave a throaty laugh which gave away his lifetime smoking habit. ‘Now, I know you’re busy being a big DCI boss woman these days so I won’t keep you long, however, we’ve got a couple of good prints from Ian Kilbride’s flat that do not belong to Mr Kilbride.’

Matilda’s interest was piqued. ‘Go on.’

‘That’s it.’

‘Oh. They’re not on record?’

‘I’m afraid not. Get me a suspect and I’ll match them up for you.’

‘Thanks Terry,’ she said, slightly deflated.

‘I know it’s not much. If I had my way everyone would be fingerprinted at birth. It would make everything so much easier.’

Matilda waited a few hours before going to see Jonah Green in the computer lab. She hadn’t received a phone call so had no idea whether Clara’s computer had been looked at. She hoped it had. 

Jonah was a tall man in his early twenties. He had brown shaggy hair, something resembling stubble around his mouth, and, for some reason, an eye patch over his right eye. Matilda gave him an awkward smile. She wasn’t sure whether she should draw attention to the eye patch.

‘Jonah, good afternoon, any joy?’ 

‘Yes actually. Clara Kilbride and your mystery man met on Facebook but soon swapped email addresses. Here are the printouts for the emails,’ he said, handing her a cardboard folder. ‘Seventy-nine of them in total.’

‘Wow. Are they revealing?’

‘Not on their own I’m afraid. They’re all quite benign. It genuinely does sound like two teenagers chatting about school work.’

‘Typical. Judy King said as much. Any luck with the IP address?’

‘I’d prefer to call it skill than luck,’ Jonah said, shooting her a look with his one good eye.

‘Sorry. Can anyone with access to a computer trace an IP address?’

‘It depends on your knowledge. Obviously we’ve got all the technology here,’ he said, sweeping his arm across the bank of large computer screens in front of him. ‘However, if you know what to do and where to look, you can find almost anything.’

‘So if you’d been on a course and had nothing to do but track down the sender of these messages, you’d be able to do it?’

‘It would take a while, but yes. Why?’

‘No reason. So, do you know where these messages came from?’

‘I certainly do.’ Jonah rummaged around on his desk for another file and handed it to her.

Matilda took a deep breath and opened it. There was a single sheet of A4 paper inside. She ran her eyes down the confused text. ‘I’ve no idea what any of this means.’

Jonah took it from her and pointed out the information she needed. ‘This is the IP address. It identifies the computer. Down here are all of its registration details. Now, the sender of these messages used different computers, but he only used three. His main one is obviously at home where he sent the majority of his messages. The address is listed here,’ he said, pointing to the bottom of the page.

‘Good God!’

‘Someone you know?’

‘Unfortunately, yes. Thank you so much for this, Jonah.’

‘You’re welcome.’

Matilda, eyes wide and in a state of shock, turned to leave the room but stopped with her hand on the door handle. ‘I’m sorry Jonah, but I have to ask: what’s with the eye patch?’

‘Staring at these things all day is screwing my eye sight. Unfortunately, one eye is screwed more than the other so I’m having to rest it.’

‘Oh. So nothing to do with National Pirate Day?’

‘No. Just a wonderful coincidence,’ he smiled.


Chapter Sixteen

Matilda managed to catch ACC Valerie Masterson as she was about to leave for the day. She turned off the lamp on her desk and the coffee machine, which she still hadn’t been able to get working. With Matilda in tow, they made their way down through the building and towards the car park.

Matilda talked her through the developments, the unknown fingerprints at Iain Kilbride’s flat and the trace on the computer from Clara’s bedroom.

‘You want to apply for a warrant to search his home?’

‘I do.’

‘It’s too late for tonight but go to the Magistrate first thing in the morning.’

‘I will.’

‘I know it’s early days in the Murder Investigation Team and you’ve been thrown in at the deep end but you seem to be relishing the responsibility.’

‘Thank you,’ Matilda beamed, slightly taken aback at such praise. ‘It’s not just me. I have a very dedicated team.’

‘Yes you do, and you chose them so take the compliment. I don’t give them very often.’

Matilda blushed. ‘Thank you. I really do appreciate it.’

‘Good. Remember what I told you about the MIT in South Yorkshire? I need this to be a success.’

‘It will be.’

‘I know. We’re going to come under some scrutiny for a while until the media get used to us so we’ll have to ride the storm.’ She pushed opened the door at the back of the building and was hit in the face by a blizzard. ‘Speaking of storms,’ she laughed as the light flakes whipped around them.

They said goodbye and began to walk to their respective cars. Valerie, who had the prime parking spot, left first. She beeped at Matilda, waved, and turned left to the outskirts of Sheffield in her four-wheel drive.

Matilda was suddenly alone in the poorly lit car park. The strong wind howled around the building and the snow was getting thicker. She had always ignored the dangers of being a woman alone in an isolated place, but now she felt the tingle of fear. With her collar up and head down, she took large strides to her car.

‘Matilda.’

The call was lost in the wind and by the time it reached her ears it was merely a whisper. She looked around. Nobody was there. Snow blew into her face and stung her eyes. She turned back to her car, key aloft in her freezing cold hand.

‘Matilda.’

Louder this time but still a whisper, it caused her to stop in her tracks. She turned, trying to look unfazed, and swallowed hard when she saw that nobody was there. She was sure she recognized the voice but couldn’t pinpoint it.

‘Hello?’ She called out. She tried to sound confident but her voice broke. Her mouth was dry and her throat constricting. No reply came. Once more she turned back to her car, put the key in the lock, lifted the handle and pulled open the door. 

From behind, a leather-gloved hand pushed the car door and slammed it closed. The sound died in the windy and empty car park. Matilda froze. She could hear heavy breathing and feel the presence of someone’s body heat. Whoever it was, they were standing right behind her.

‘I know it’s early days but you seem to be relishing the responsibility,’ the voice was deep and mocking, echoing the words Valerie Masterson had spoken in the corridor on the top floor of the police station.

Matilda turned and looked into the bloodshot eyes of DI Ben Hales. ‘Ben! What the hell do you think you’re doing? You scared me half to death. Were you listening?’

‘It was difficult not to. Neither of you have the quietest voices in the station. I was almost sick. Any more saccharine comments and we’d have all needed treatment for diabetes.’

‘You’re jealous!’

‘Jealous?’ Hales scoffed. ‘Of you? Don’t make me laugh. Don’t you see, you were only given the job because you’re a woman. There’s a severe lack of women in high-profile roles so they hired you to make up the numbers.’

‘I wondered how long it would be before that was mentioned. Poor you. Poor Ben Hales. You’re blaming women because you didn’t get the job. Haven’t you looked at yourself lately? You may be a good DI, I’m not denying that, but you don’t have the personality to be a DCI.’ Matilda opened the car door, forcing Hales to step back. ‘There doesn’t need to be this bitterness between us, Ben. Go home, have a good, long look at yourself and tomorrow, make sure you come to work as an adult.’

Matilda started the car and drove away quickly. She may have sounded confident and tough but beneath she was shaking. Ben really wanted her job. It made her wonder what he would do to get it.


Chapter Seventeen

Friday 10th December, 2010

The snow had continued to fall until the early hours of the morning. By the time James had dug out the driveway and Matilda had de-iced her car, she was thirty minutes late for work. 

On her way to the Murder Room she passed CID and looked in expecting to see a seething, dishevelled Ben Hales sitting at his desk but he was nowhere to be found. She was thankful for small mercies.

‘Sian, try and find a decent pool car. I want you and Aaron to come with me. I’ll fill you in on the details on the way but I think we may have identified Clara King’s rapist.’

The pool car might have had decent tyres to plough through the deep snow but the heating system had obviously been bought second-hand from Noah’s Ark. They were just setting off when DC Anna Evans stopped Matilda and handed her the search warrant from the Magistrate’s Court.

They headed for the outskirts of the city. Aaron took the familiar route and Matilda turned in her seat so she could talk to both the driver and Sian in the back, filling them in on everything she knew about Iain Kilbride and his daughter.

Eric Chatterton answered the buzzing on the main door to the flat at Hallam Grange. 

‘Good morning. DCI Darke isn’t it?’

‘That’s right, Mr Chatterton. I hope you don’t mind me buzzing you …’

‘No problem at all,’ he interrupted. ‘I’m up at about five o’clock every morning so you didn’t wake me. I know I’m dressed like I’m still half asleep,’ he said, looking down at his dressing gown and matching pyjamas, ‘but when the weather’s this bad and there’s no reason to go out, what’s the point in getting dressed?’

‘I couldn’t agree with you more, Mr Chatterton. I’d love to be at home in my dressing gown right now.’ Matilda pictured herself in the living room, fire raging, a good film on the television, mug of hot chocolate and a big fluffy dressing gown wrapped around her. Then she remembered she was currently living in a tiny caravan made of baked bean tins and was glad to be at work.

Eric stepped back and allowed Matilda, Sian and Aaron to enter. He watched as they made their way upstairs, and wondered why they weren’t going to Iain’s flat on the ground floor.

Matilda knocked loudly on the door. She didn’t give anyone time to answer before she knocked again.

‘Yes?’

‘Robert Blyth, I have a warrant to search your flat. Would you step aside please?’ Matilda asked, holding the warrant aloft and entering his flat without being invited.

‘What’s going on?’ He looked genuinely shocked as the five-foot-five Sian and the six-foot-three Aaron barged past him.

‘Do you own a computer Mr Blyth?’

‘Of course I do. Who doesn’t?’

‘Where is it?’

‘It’s in my bedroom.’

‘Thank you,’ Matilda said, heading down the corridor.

Robert was led past Sian by Aaron to join Matilda in the bedroom. She pointed to the laptop on the bed and instructed Aaron to bag it up as evidence.

‘Would someone like to tell me what the hell is going on here?’

‘Mr Blyth, do you know someone by the name of Clara King?’

His eyes widened, giving himself away immediately. ‘No,’ he lied, unable to make eye contact.

‘Let’s all go into the living room and sit down so you can tell us the truth.’

‘I am telling you the truth.’

‘Mr Blyth, I must warn you, I have no time for liars. I want the truth and I’m not going to leave this flat until I’m satisfied.’

The silence was heavy. Robert Blyth stood in front of his three captors and folded his arms. He had nothing to say.

‘I think you did know Clara King. I think you preyed on her. You used the internet to contact her, you stalked her and groomed her. You arranged to meet her but when she saw you – tall and lanky, and obviously not the teenage heartthrob you alluded to in your profile photo, she looked at you like you were shit on her shoe …’

‘No,’ Robert interrupted, shaking his head. ‘No. You’ve got it all wrong.’

‘You took her home and you raped her. You raped her three times. You defiled her …’

‘I loved her,’ he screamed. 

The silence returned. Tears started to stream down Robert’s face. He collapsed onto the sofa and wrapped his skinny arms around his body, holding himself tight.

‘I loved her,’ he repeated, quieter this time. He looked up at Matilda. ‘You think it’s so simple don’t you? You think everything is black and white. I groomed and raped her. You know nothing,’ he spat.

Matilda sat down on the sofa opposite him. ‘Then tell me?’

‘What’s the point? You didn’t listen before why would you listen now? You’re all the same you coppers; you want us to trust you and come to you for protection but when we do you don’t give a fuck.’

‘Robert, tell me what happened,’ Matilda said slowly.

He wiped his nose on his sleeve, opened and closed his mouth. His eyes darted from side to side. He was obviously in torment. Unsure whether to tell his story again or let them think he’d raped a thirteen-year-old girl and accept his fate.

‘I had a twin sister,’ he began. ‘Rachel. One night, when we were eight years old, I went into her bedroom – I can’t remember why – and I saw my dad having sex with her. She was crying. I just froze. I didn’t know what to do. Dad grabbed me. He took me back to my room and sat me down and told me that he loved Rachel and was just doing what daddies do when they love their children,’ Robert started rocking back and forth on the sofa.

‘The next day I asked Rachel what happened and she said she didn’t like it but it was daddy showing her how much he loved her so she let him. She didn’t want him to though. I went to speak to dad and told him that Rachel was upset. She loved him but he was hurting her. I told him that he could do it to me if he wanted to as long as he left Rachel alone.’

Robert looked up for the first time. His eyes were brimming with tears. His audience: Matilda sitting on the sofa opposite, Sian on the armchair, and Aaron next to Matilda, all had blank, horrified faces.

He continued. ‘That night, my bedroom door opened and dad walked in. He told me he loved me and climbed into bed next to me. Then he did what he did with Rachel. It hurt and it made me cry but it wasn’t happening to Rachel so I didn’t mind. When he finished, dad said I’d been a good boy and not to tell anyone, ever. He left the room and I cried. The next morning, Rachel thanked me. She looked so happy, so relieved.’

Robert broke down, the tears wouldn’t stop as he wailed. He lost control of his emotions and let years’ worth of pent up frustration, anger and horror come flowing out.

‘Did you tell anyone?’ Sian asked.

He nodded as he wiped the tears with his sleeve again. ‘The man who lived across the road was a policeman. I told him. He said he’d have a word with dad but nothing happened.’

‘Where’s your father now?’ Matilda asked.

‘He was killed in a car crash on the M1 when I was fifteen. Me and Rachel were so relieved. I’ve still got the newspaper story from when it happened. I know it word for word. His car flipped and he was decapitated as he went through the windscreen. I couldn’t have wished for a more fitting death.’

‘And what happened to Rachel?’

The mention of his twin sister’s name brought on another flood of tears. ‘On our twenty-first birthday Rachel killed herself. She threw herself off the bridge over the Parkway in front of a lorry and was killed instantly. She left me a letter. A couple of weeks earlier Rachel had gone to the doctor because she was bleeding when she went to the toilet. They did tests and told her she was damaged – internally. She’d never be able to have children. She couldn’t handle that.’

‘Where was your mother during all of this?’ Sian asked.

‘Mum died when we were three. Breast cancer.’

‘Did you stalk Clara King and rape her?’ Matilda asked.

Robert tried to reply but couldn’t. He simply nodded.

‘Why?’

‘Because she looked like Rachel,’ Robert went over to the sideboard and pulled out an album. He flicked through the pages and smiled when he came to the photo he wanted to see. He handed it to Matilda. ‘This is Rachel.’

Matilda’s eyes widened. Judy King could have had this photograph on her living room wall. Rachel really was the spitting image of Clara.

‘But why did you rape her?’

‘I didn’t mean to do it. I just wanted to see her in person. When I did I was shocked by how similar she looked to Rachel. I thought it was her.’

‘But you raped her three times,’ Sian said, a look of disgust on her face.

‘I love Rachel. I was just doing what daddy did when he said he loved us.’

Matilda let out a sigh and looked at the floor. Can someone really be labelled an abuser when they thought it was natural due to what they witnessed as a child? To Robert Blyth, he was only doing what his father did. He’d been told that was normal.

‘You posed on the internet as a teenage boy, though,’ Aaron said when the silence grew. ‘That’s premeditation for grooming.’

‘I didn’t create the Facebook page until I came across Rachel … I mean Clara. She didn’t have any security settings on her page and we both liked Sheffield United. I saw her and wanted to talk to her. She wouldn’t talk to a man like me, would she?’

‘Did you know that Iain Kilbride was Clara’s father?’

‘What?’ He asked, his eyes widening in shock. He looked at both Sian and Aaron before turning back to Matilda. ‘No. That’s not right. Different surnames.’

‘Iain Kilbride used to be quite a famous actor in his youth. Iain Kilbride was his stage name. His real name was Iain King.’

‘Oh my God.’

‘Robert, did you kill Iain Kilbride?’

The silence enveloped the room. The wait for an answer was long and painful and the sound of a carriage clock on the mantelpiece ticked ever louder.

‘He asked me to,’ he said quietly.

‘What?’

‘He said he was dying. He said his liver and kidneys were failing. He told me about being an actor in the eighties and nineties. He showed me the photographs. He didn’t want to die a faded star and have such a sad, lingering death. He said it would be fun if he was murdered. It would give him profile. He told me about an actress in the forties called Lupe Velez. Like him, work had dried up, and she wanted to be remembered for her death. Everybody knows how Lupe Velez died with her head in the toilet after a failed suicide attempt.’

Aaron seemed confused, obviously having never heard of Lupe Velez. Sian looked away, embarrassed by Robert Blyth’s excuse.

‘Robert, that story is a myth,’ Matilda said. ‘Lupe Velez did not die with her head down the toilet. It’s a Hollywood myth.’

‘But Iain said he wanted to be remembered for the way he died. He asked me to break in and hit him over the head but not to take anything so the motive wasn’t robbery. Then it wouldn’t be clear why he was killed. It would be a big mystery. I cut my hand breaking the window so he gave me the story about leaning in through the glass and getting blood on my shirt. How would I know all that?’ He looked at the three blank faces staring at him. He continued, floundering. ‘When his boss came and looked through the door she saw his body. I knew I would go around the back and through the window so I looked in the letterbox and pretended not to see him. I made it look like the killer was still in the flat.’ Robert couldn’t talk fast enough. His words were falling over each other as they came out of his mouth.

‘Iain said he would write a letter. He’d write a letter to his wife saying that he’d set it all up to look like a baffling murder. Speak to his wife. She’ll know all about it.’

‘Robert, his wife knows nothing of this.’

‘No. You’re lying,’ he screamed. ‘Iain said …’ the realization dawned on him. ‘Ian … he said that … will I still be charged with murder?’

‘Robert, there was no pact with Iain Kilbride was there? He confronted you about being Clara’s rapist. An argument broke out and you killed him. That’s what happened, isn’t it?’

Confused, eyes darting left and right, Robert said, ‘I … I’m not … I don’t … I … no …’

‘Robert Blyth, I’m charging you with the murder of Iain Kilbride. You do not have to say anything but it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, something you later rely upon in court. Do you understand?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything. Iain said … he said …’

‘Let’s go, Robert.’

Slowly, and with Aaron’s help, Robert stood up from the sofa and was led out of the flat. 

Outside, the wind had eased but the snow continued to fall. Aaron opened the rear door of the pool car and put Robert inside. All the time he was muttering to himself about Iain’s plan to make the perfect murder and be remembered.

‘Do you believe him?’ Sian asked.

‘God knows. I think Iain Kilbride tracked him down. He hasn’t lived here long. He moved in to keep an eye on him, get to know him, and confront him when the time was right. Unfortunately for Iain, he didn’t judge Robert Blyth as well as he thought and ended up being killed.’

‘Do you believe his abuse story?’

‘I think I do. It will need looking into. Come on, let’s get out of this bloody cold. There’s still a lot of work to do on this.’

Matilda lowered herself into the driving seat. Sian was next to her with Aaron and Robert Blyth in the back.

‘He promised he’d write a letter saying it was all his idea and I wouldn’t be charged with murder,’ Robert said, flustered. 

‘Even if that was true you would still have been charged with murder,’ Matilda said.

‘But Iain asked me to do it,’ he said over and over again as the car made its way through the snow-covered streets of Sheffield.


Chapter Eighteen

Christmas Day, 2010

‘I never expected to spend Christmas morning inside a sardine tin.’

Matilda and James were in bed in the caravan which was swayed slightly in the stiff breeze. Due to the bad weather the delivery of the Winnebago had been delayed until the second week of the new year, much to Matilda’s annoyance.

‘It’s not where you are, it’s who you are with that counts,’ James said.

The duvet was covered with torn wrapping paper. They were surrounded by gifts ranging from books, DVDs and novelty ties and socks to diamond earrings and expensive watches.

‘More champagne?’ James proffered the bottle. 

‘I’ve already had three glasses and I haven’t eaten yet. I’ll be pissed before we get to Adele’s.’

‘She won’t mind.’

‘You don’t really know Adele, do you?’ Matilda laughed.

‘Our first Christmas as a married couple,’ James said, kissing her.

‘And our first living as a couple of refugees.’

‘You’re sexy when you’re stubborn.’

‘You have a strange definition of what’s sexy Mr Darke.’

James cleared the bed of gifts and wrapping paper with one swift movement. He climbed on top of her and kissed her hard. ‘I love you DCI Darke.’

‘That’s good to know,’ she smiled. ‘I love you too.’

‘Fancy knackering the suspension on this thing?’ He grinned.

‘Only if it means we can spend the new year in a hotel.’

‘You’re on.’

Judy King sat in the living room. She was spending Christmas Day on her own. She had planned to go round to Iain’s, surprise him, and cook them a nice meal; nothing too fancy, no big Christmas meal like they had when they were married, but a roast chicken and a few vegetables, at least. Now there was no reason to cook. She’d make herself scrambled eggs on toast in the afternoon if she was hungry.

On the coffee table in front of her was a thick envelope. Her name was written on it in Iain’s untidy hand. There was an instruction that it shouldn’t be opened until Christmas Day.

Sitting in her dressing gown and pyjamas, she took a large drink of whisky for courage and tore open the envelope.

Dear Judy,

I am entrusting you with a massive secret. I am sorry to place such a burden on your shoulders but you’re the only person who can do anything about it. 

Before I tell you I need you to know how much I love you and Clara. You were my whole life. I was a useless and selfish husband and father, and if I could go back I would change it all and dedicate my life to the both of you. I don’t blame you for leaving me. I’m surprised you didn’t do it sooner. The last few years of our marriage I was an absolute shit. I regret everything. My feelings for you never changed. I love you more now than I did when we were first married.

Judy, I need you to take a deep breath before you continue reading. I have found the bastard who raped Clara. His name is Robert Blyth and he lives in my block of flats in Hallam Grange. You’ve asked me many times why I decided to sell the cottage and buy such a shitty flat in Sheffield. Well, now you know. I needed to be near Robert. I needed to know what kind of person he was.

The answer to that is I’ve no idea as I couldn’t bring myself to get to know him. I just wanted to befriend him enough to ask him to do something for me.

I’ve known for a while that I’m dying. I haven’t been to the doctor but when you’re drinking and smoking as much as I do and you’re coughing up blood you know it’s probably not a throat infection. The messages on Clara’s computer made for unsettling reading but they didn’t prove anything. On their own, they’re simple exchanges. Besides, Robert can’t be charged with rape when Clara is no longer here. If we want justice, we need to find it ourselves.

So, what better way than to have him kill me. He will be caught, sent to prison, and taken off the streets. That, at least, will give my life purpose and, hopefully, make up for my pathetic attempt at fatherhood. 

Remember when we used to spend evenings together in bed watching Frasier? In the very first episode, Roz tells Frasier about an actress called Lupe Velez who tried to kill herself and ended up with her head in the toilet. I told that story to Robert and he believed it. I’ve arranged for him to kill me, make it look like my flat was broken into but no robbery took place. It will seem like a perfect, yet bizarre murder. The police will trace everything back to Robert because I’m going to make sure he cuts himself when he smashes my window – flying glass can get everywhere and I’ll nick his arm or something. His blood, his DNA, will be all over my flat.

What happens next is up to you. This letter, with a good solicitor, could get his sentence reduced to manslaughter. If you want him locked up for life, then destroy it. I needed you to know the truth. All I’ve thought about since we split up is you and Clara and how much you both mean to me.

I know your faith is important to you. However, go with your heart on this one.

I’ll be with Clara now, and we’ll wait for you to join us. I love you.

Iain, xx

Judy read the letter again. She had the power to decide what happened to the man who stole her only child. She looked at the crucifix on the wall, felt at the silver cross hanging around her neck and said a silent prayer for strength. She waited. Eventually, her prayers were answered. God gave her the strength she needed to put the letter on the fire.
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The pressure is on for investigating officer, DCI Matilda Darke: there’s a violent killer on the loose, and it looks like her team members are the new targets. With no leads and no suspects, it’s going to take all Matilda’s wits to catch him, before he strikes again.
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DCI Matilda Darke has returned to work after a nine month absence. A shadow of her former self, she is tasked with re-opening a cold case: an unresolved homicide. Then a dead body is discovered, and the investigation leads back to Matilda’s case. Suddenly the past and present converge, and it seems a killer may have come back for more…
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