
    [image: ]

  
    
       
         
            The Burden 
 of Doubt
            
 
            Angela Dracup
            

         
 
         
            
               [image: ]
               

               
                  
               

            

         
 
      

      
    

  

  
    
        Contents

    


    

        Title Page

		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		18

		19

		By the Same Author

		Copyright

		
    

  




    
      
         
         
 
         
            1
            

         
 
         The little white van pulled to a halt. It was 8.45 a.m. on a dismal  January morning and the van’s cheery pink Merry Maids logo was  barely discernible in the gloom. Spots of freezing rain had started  to smear the windscreen. The occupants of the van, who at this  point were neither maids nor merry, yawned as they swung themselves  out of the van on to the wide gravel drive.
         
 
         ‘No lights on,’ Pat, the driver, remarked, glancing towards the  house before walking around to the back of the van to pull open  the doors and reach inside for the bag containing the Merry Maid  overalls and the firm’s standard issue of pink rubber gloves.
         
 
         Her companion, Meg, nipped the end of her cigarette and  placed the dead results in the breast pocket of her pink overall.  ‘Brass monkey weather,’ she observed, shuffling around to the  back door of the house, clutching her padded jacket around her.
 
         Pat selected a key from the fat bunch she carried in her  handbag. Most clients were prepared to hand out house keys: the  firm prided themselves on the integrity of their staff. And the  staff, in their turn, knew that if anything went missing from the  houses they cleaned in the clients’ absence, they would be the first  ones under suspicion. As the key touched the lock Pat prepared to  exert the pressure required to slot it into the snug gap. But at the  touch of the key the door began to open and Pat found herself  stumbling to stop her weight falling forward. ‘Door’s open!’ she  exclaimed. Walking forward, with Meg following cautiously at  her heels, she called, ‘Mrs Farrell?’ The words echoed, high and  anxiety-tinged, into the large hallway.
 
         Three mornings a week, at 8.30 or thereabouts, Pat and Meg would greet Mrs Farrell and sometimes Dr Patel in the kitchen, before proceeding to the walk-in cloakroom under the stairs where they would remove their coats and then climb the stairs to the first floor and spend an hour wiping, polishing and vacuuming, before returning to the ground floor, snatching a coffee – and a cigarette if the coast was clear – then repeating the same dirt-busting procedure in the kitchen and reception rooms.
         
 
         This morning they tiptoed cautiously over across the wood floor, the one they polished each week with a mixture of bees-wax and vinegar. The curtains on both the ground floor and landings were closed. Pat stopped, resting her hand on the dark wood newel post, atop of which was a large, ornately carved acorn. The acorn required regular applications of almond oil and a fair bit of elbow grease to make it shine. And it was indeed shining away now in the gleam of the electric lights which were all on.
 
         ‘I’m getting a bad feeling about this,’ Meg muttered, hanging back.
 
         Pat raised her chin and walked forward steadily up the stairs and on to the wide landing. Together they made a tour of the main guest room and its starkly white art deco bathroom suite. On one of the beds the covers had been thrown back, revealing the crumpled white sheets beneath.
 
         ‘Looks like they’ve had guests this weekend,’ Meg remarked.
 
         ‘That’s not like them; they seem to like to keep themselves to themselves.’ Pat was surveying the room with hands on hips. ‘Funny isn’t it,’ she mused, ‘how most rich folks spend their time having company or jazzing off all over the world? They seem to need a lot of entertainment.’
 
         Meg was not one to muse on the generalities of human behaviour. ‘We’ll be needing to strip these sheets off later and put them in the wash,’ she said.
 
         There were creaking sounds as the central heating warmed the wooden floors. A draught of cold air stole up the staircase. The two women eyed each other nervously.
 
         Pat went back on to the landing, calling out again, ‘Mrs Farrell? Hello, hello.’
 
         They looked in the master suite, in the his and hers dressing areas, in the master bathroom.
         
 
         Nothing.
 
         ‘Oh dear,’ Pat exclaimed in a stage whisper.
 
         Returning downstairs they went into the sitting-room.
 
         ‘Dear God Almighty!’ Meg bent double, gasping with shock and revulsion.
 
         Pat stared in frozen horror. Talk about blood on the carpet. And on the furniture. And all over Mrs Farrell’s white Indian rug. She found herself automatically considering the best way to clean up, and flushed at the crass inappropriateness of the thought.
 
         It was now a few minutes past nine. The sky had darkened and a mean wind drove small daggers of freezing rain against the windows.
 
         By this time the two maids were very far from merriment.
 
         
             

         
 
         Ed Swift looked down at his watch. 9.55. The speaker had been on his feet for less than half an hour and already time had slowed to a crawl. His voice was a dull monotone, he made no use of visual aids or humour and his subject was that of statistical reliability in psychometric testing.
 
         Swift straightened his spine against the back of his chair and made an effort to dredge up some interest. Still another fifty minutes to go before the morning coffee break. He took a glance at the conference delegates sitting on the row beside him. Their body language suggested they were as bored as he was. Weren’t the best speakers usually put on first? Surely sponsors and organizers preferred to avoid a mass walkout after lunch. If things carried on like this the place would be empty after the coffee pots had dried up.
 
         Glancing towards the windows he saw that the hesitant sleet of an hour ago had now turned to snow. Flakes as big as rose petals were tumbling out of a grey, glowering Yorkshire sky. Already the lawns flanking the hotel hosting the conference were coated in pristine white.
 
         He became aware of a door at the back of the room opening, of hurried footsteps making their way to the front of the audience. It was one of the conference assistants, a young woman in a tightly fitting navy suit and black stiletto heels. She went up to the speaker, silently claiming his attention. He looked visibly annoyed and pointedly finished his long sentence before allowing her to communicate with him in whispered phrases. Frowning he stepped back from the microphone and the woman moved forward to speak.
         
 
         ‘If Detective Chief Inspector Swift is here could he please go to the organizer’s desk in the lobby.’ She paused, clearing her throat. ‘As soon as possible. There’s an urgent phone call for him.’
 
         Swift’s heart lurched. Reason told him this would be a work call, but his emotions automatically leapt into action, hurling a picture of his daughter into his mind, taunting him with visions of some horrible road accident, or some unidentified distress or menace which might be threatening her. His reaction was founded on his long experience in the police force; a knowledge of how tragedy could come out of the blue and alter people’s lives at a single stroke.
 
         He got to his feet and edged along the row, schooling himself to be calm and unhurried. There were one or two curious glances from other delegates wondering what could be so important as to justify interrupting a speaker in the middle of a lecture. The conference assistant met him in the aisle and led the way through the exit door and into the lobby. ‘This way, sir,’ she said, moving to the organizer’s office and pointing to the telephone whose handset was resting on the desk beside it, indicating that the caller had been holding.
 
         He picked it up. ‘Ed Swift.’
 
         ‘Ed. Damian here. There’s been an incident at a house on the north west side of Ilkley. A suspicious death.’ He began to give details.
 
         Swift listened, envisaging the newly appointed Superintendent Damian Finch orbiting his office, the phone clamped fiercely against his ear as he projected himself into the investigation ahead.
 
         Relief swept through him: it was work.
 
         
               

         
 
         In the bedroom of her small flat overlooking Five Rise Locks in the small town suburb of Bingley, a few miles north of Bradford, Detective Constable Laura Ferguson snapped awake as her radio, which was tuned to Classic FM, sprang into action and began playing her a fragment of Beethoven’s Symphony Number Eight.
         
 
         Her mind was switching itself on like a row of street lamps steadily picking out the details which had faded into the dusk of a winter afternoon. From the gloom of a winter morning the dark head of a man infiltrated her field of vision. Oh hell!
 
         She’d been at a party in one of the other flats in the block. He’d chatted her up. He was quirky and funny and flattering, and way too sexy to resist. She’d brought him home and taken him to bed. Just like that.
 
         Well, to be fair she had met him twice before some weeks ago at the estate agency which had handled the purchase of her flat. He had been a very persuasive salesman and she had taken quite a fancy to him right from the start, she supposed. All strictly business, of course.
 
         But to let him pick her up at a party. To take him home and into her bed, and then to let him stay on. And then stay the night. She would blame the plentiful intake of wine on both their parts. Because if it hadn’t been for that she could think of no excuse whatsoever.
 
         She sat up, pulled on her blue towelling robe which lay crumpled on the floor like an abandoned slut, and parted the curtains. The world outside was snugly carpeted in white, the only relief being the contrasting black gleam of the canal. Snow was falling steadily, vanishing as it hit the cold white surface of the lying snow or dissolved into the canal.
 
         She tiptoed to her wardrobe, glancing at the bed and praying its occupant wouldn’t wake up. Not just yet. Not until she was on the point of leaving when she would issue him firm instructions to shut the door behind him when he left.
 
         Showered and dressed she switched on the kettle to make coffee and rooted in the biscuit tin for something to sustain her on the drive out to the station. He stole up behind her and the first she knew of his awakening was the feel of his arms around her waist and the touch of his mouth on the back of her neck.
         
 
         ‘Don’t even think of shooting me a line about coming back to bed,’ she told him. ‘I’ve got to go to work.’
 
         ‘Och, lassie, you’re a wee tease,’ he said, squeezing her tighter and mimicking her Scottish lilt to perfection. ‘And it’s only just gone seven.’
 
         ‘I’m a wee bonehead for letting a slippery shite like ye have your wicked way wi’ me,’ she responded tartly. ‘Away with ye!’
 
         ‘I’ve no clothes on!’
 
         She squirmed out of his grasp. Reluctantly abandoning thoughts of coffee, she began to collect up her things. ‘Well, get them on,’ she snapped. ‘Help yourself to coffee if you must. Then go. And be sure to drop the latch.’
 
         ‘Never fear, you can always trust an estate agent to behave well in an empty house. That’s my job.’ He offered a stunningly seductive wink.
 
         ‘Aah!’ She stalked to the door.
 
         ‘You’re the loveliest girl I’ve ever met,’ he said, with a wry smile.
 
         ‘For pity’s sake!’ She slipped around the door.
 
         ‘And the cruellest,’ he said without rancour, as she closed it behind her.
 
         
             

         
 
         An hour and a half later in the CID room at the station Laura and her colleague Constable Doug Wilson were ploughing through their backlog of paperwork.
 
         Laura laid down her pen, gazing out of the window at the snow which was falling in giddy swirls. She wondered if Saul had left the flat and hoped he’d remembered to lock the door. And then she thought of her mother’s face if she knew her daughter had had a one night stand with a man she hardly knew. And then she felt a lurch of horror as she tried desperately to remember if Saul had used a condom. Stabs of molten alarm sped through her nerves. Yes, he had, she was sure of it. But, of course, condoms were by no means one hundred per cent reliable. Her heart rate was now running at an alarming high. What about the morning after pill? Could she slip out to a pharmacy and get one? The idea swamped her with guilt. She had long since rejected the Catholic faith in which her parents had brought her up, but the idea of killing potential life still held a pull. She simply couldn’t do it. Oh hell! She lifted her head and took a few deep breaths. Banishing the dilemma, and Saul, from her mind she went back to the paperwork with a small sigh.
         
 
         Doug looked up and smiled as he watched her. ‘Fretting at the bit?’ he suggested.
 
         ‘Uh-huh. I could do with some action.’
 
         ‘I remember the feeling,’ he said. ‘When I was young and eager and longing to be at the cutting edge. But now, I don’t mind a spell of keeping my bum on the seat and letting the old brain have a bit of a rest. Not to mention the nerves. There’ll be trouble and agitation before long. Always is.’
 
         Right on cue the phone on Doug’s desk trilled. He straightened his back as he heard the new super’s voice. For Doug, Damian Finch was a New Age police person: crisp, correct and decisive. And pretty clever if the framed first class degree from Oxford sitting on his shelves was to be believed. Doug listened as he spoke. ‘I see, sir. Yes, I can come straight away.’ He listened again. ‘Yes, sir, Constable Ferguson is here too.’
 
         Laura’s head snapped around to look at him.
 
         ‘We’re commanded to join the big boss in his office for a preliminary briefing,’ he told her. ‘I took the liberty of suggesting that you were free.’
 
         ‘As a bird,’ she said, jumping to her feet and slipping her arms into her black jacket.
 
         They walked together along the corridor, Laura trying to stop herself breaking into a trot. Doug looked down at her and raised an eyebrow. ‘Told you so.’
 
         
             

         
 
         An hour later the assembled team sat in Detective Chief Superintendent Finch’s office, sipping the ground coffee he kept constantly simmering in his room. Swift glanced around, marvelling at the way in which Finch had transformed the cluttered den of the former superintendent, Tom Lister, into a place of brightness and order which proclaimed a dedicated organizer’s touch. Banished were the piles of tottering paperwork on the desk, the little cluster of family photographs and the little tin ashtray which had once brimmed over with cigarette ends. In their place were a pen stand, a notebook and a state of the art laptop. On the shelves to the side of the desk were neatly stacked police manuals, books on criminal law and Finch’s university degree certificates. A large potted palm sat in one corner of the room, its shiny leaves forming an artistic tracery against the background of the pure white walls. Above was a hand-painted reproduction of Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa keeping watch over the room with her steady disturbing gaze and her inscrutable smile.
         
 
         As Detective Chief Superintendent in the Homicide and Major Enquiry team Damian Finch was responsible for the work of three stations on the north-west side of Bradford. Swift knew that his workload was heavy, and that he was required to spend a good deal of his time in meetings, where the discussion of budgets and finance would no doubt form the lion’s share of the agenda. He guessed him to be in his early fifties, but already his hair was greying at the temples and beneath his coolly professional exterior he sensed an air of harassment.
 
         Resuming his place behind his desk, Finch placed his china mug beside the laptop and began to speak; his delivery slowly and carefully enunciated as though the acuity of the hearing and comprehension of his subordinates might be in doubt. ‘The body of a woman has been found in the sitting-room of her house. She’s suffered stab wounds. The uniform response team believe she’s Mrs Moira Farrell, a consultant anaesthetist at the Wharfedale Hospital. Her husband is a professor at the Leeds Medical school. Orthopaedics.’
 
         ‘High-powered duo,’ Doug volunteered in his gentle measured tones.
 
         Finch didn’t like to be interrupted. He shot the ageing constable a sharp glance look, decided he was harmless and pressed on. ‘We’re going to be under the spotlight,’ he said. ‘I would draw your attention to a case last year in south division where a regrettable mistake was made in charging the wrong suspect, a well-respected doctor.’
 
         Swift recalled the case well. A keen, newly appointed DI had built a powerful case against a sixty-year-old GP on the verge of retirement, accusing her of unlawfully ‘assisting’ the death of a seventy-year-old man who had left his entire estate to her. The case had gone to court, where the defence lawyer had pulled a previously ignored rabbit out of the hat, namely an embittered stepchild who had got wind of the will change and promptly set about taking revenge by murdering the old man himself and cleverly setting up the doctor as he did so. The rabbit had been transfixed in the glare of the defence lawyer’s piercing spotlight. The case had collapsed.
         
 
         The lawyers in the Crown Prosecution Service had been furious to have ended up with egg on their faces. And after the hounded doctor had cracked under the strain and died of a stroke, the medical fraternity had been up in arms.
 
         He could appreciate Finch’s concern. If you were superintendent you had to take due account of the status of the victim, and you had little choice but to regard those of high or sensitive status (whether that was social, racial or financial) as having priority over the rest. Which was one of the reasons why he, himself, had no wish to climb any further up the police status ladder.
 
         ‘Has Professor Farrell been informed?’ Swift enquired.
 
         ‘We haven’t been able to contact him.’ Finch paused. ‘His secretary said he was attending a conference in Lancaster. We’ve checked on it and it appears he’s arrived and registered but he couldn’t immediately be located. And, by the way, his name’s Patel – I gather Moira Farrell worked under her maiden name.’
 
         There was a short silence as each member of the team made their own evaluation of the reasons for a woman declining to take their husband’s name.
 
         ‘We’ll follow up and make contact with Patel,’ Swift told his boss. ‘Are there any children to inform?’
 
         Finch shook his head. ‘No children as far as I’m aware, but Moira Farrell’s mother lives locally. She’s been informed by uniform but I’d like her seen as soon as possible.’
 
         Swift set about draining the last of his coffee, already steeling himself for the inevitable visit to the crime scene.
 
         ‘I’m ready to authorize as much manpower as you need on this  one,’ Finch told Swift, his tone crisp. ‘I haven’t had an unsolved  murder case in three years.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘It was either beautifully judged, or a lucky strike.’ Tanya Blake,  pathologist, sat back on her heels and observed the corpse with an  expression which mingled professional conjecture with a hefty  dash of human sympathy for a life cut short. ‘A direct hit to the  carotid artery. Just one hit, as far as I can tell.’ She paused. ‘That’s  all it takes, of course.’
 
         Swift nodded. He had every confidence in Blake’s judgement.  She had invariably got things right on the other cases they had  worked on together. Not only was she young, bright, and well on  top of her chosen work, she had that streak of intuition that made  her a valuable member of the investigative team.
 
         He looked down at the dead woman sitting in a chair, the front  of her body slumped against her writing desk and lapped in a  great pool of blood. He imagined the ‘hit’, one plunge into the  white skin of the neck, a great plume of fresh, warm blood arcing  out into the air. A myriad droplets speckling the atmosphere like  summer drizzle.
 
         As Tanya worked, a police cameraman was capturing every  angle of the body on film. Swift sometimes wondered what that  job must be like, constantly recording scenes of carnage. Maybe  police photographers comforted themselves with dreams of being  future film-makers, biding their time whilst waiting for the call  from Hollywood.
 
         ‘From the look of her she was a healthy woman in her prime.’  Blake commented. ‘But then, you never know what you’ll find  until you get your corpse on the slab.’ All this said in matter-of-fact  tones with a lacing of black humour, prompting Swift to  wonder if there was any truth in the general view held by the  police that pathologists truly appreciated sectioning up dead  bodies. Looking around he noticed one or two smudgy marks at  the edge of the shiny red pool. They didn’t look too promising,  but maybe forensics could work their magic and get something  useful from them.
         
 
         ‘Any sign of the weapon?’ he asked Tanya.
         
 
         ‘Not so far.’
 
         ‘What might it have been?’
 
         ‘Something slim and pointed, I’d say. A very sharp skewer  maybe, or precision scissors. There were probably both of those  kind of items available in the house. Plenty of kitchens harbour  potentially vicious weapons. And, as a doctor, she’d have access  to any number of lethal instruments.’ Blake gestured towards the  battered Gladstone bag she always carried with her.
 
         ‘At home?’ Swift asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
         ‘Items from work sometimes find their way home from time to  time,’ Blake observed, with a dry smile. ‘And usually return to  where they belong.’ She reached out a hand and touched a strand  of the dead woman’s hair. It was long, thick and black with a  springy, natural-looking curl to it. ‘A very striking woman,’ she  murmured. ‘At least she would have been when she was alive.  Which would have been between five and six hours ago.’
 
         ‘Right, so she was killed around six this morning?’
 
         ‘That’s what the temperature reading suggests.’ Blake tilted her  head, allowing a shiny streak of hair to fall over one cheek. ‘Looks  like your killer’s an early bird.’
 
         ‘Or a very late night owl.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Laura was sitting in the kitchen, talking with one of the women  who had discovered Moira Farrell’s body. The woman had given  her name as Pat Bainbridge. She was forty-nine years old and had  been working for the Merry Maids domestic cleaning agency for  six years.
         
 
         Her partner, Meg Miller, had complained of nausea and dizziness  after seeing the crime scene and had temporarily retired to  the conservatory to lie down on the sofa. But Pat seemed more  stoical, her manner conveying a mixture of shock at the murder of  her employer and a despairing glumness at the increasingly  wicked ways of an unsatisfactory world. Laura had made her a  mug of strong coffee and expressed sympathetic acceptance of her  wish to smoke.
 
         While Pat lit up a new cigarette, Laura reviewed the notes she had made so far, reminding herself that according to Pat the  cleaning team had found the house door open when they  arrived. That nothing in the house seemed to have been  disturbed as far as Pat could tell. That Mrs Farrell had seemed  her usual self on the last occasion they had seen her on the  previous Friday.
         
 
         ‘So you and your partner, Meg, visit twice a week to clean the  house,’ Laura said.
 
         ‘Three times. Monday, Wednesday, Friday.’ Pat drew on her  cigarette. Her hand was still shaking with distress.
 
         ‘And how long do you stay?’
 
         ‘Three hours.’
 
         ‘At each session?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘That’s eighteen hours altogether,’ Laura stated.
 
         ‘Uh huh. It’s a big house,’ Pat said, as though needing to defend  the time she and her partner spent in the Farrell household. ‘And  in addition to the cleaning we change the beds and do all the  laundry and ironing.’ She ran a hand through her mahogany-tinted  hair and tapped ash into a screw-top lid she had produced  from her bag to serve as an ashtray. ‘And we do all the clearing up,  an’all,’ she said, nodding towards the kitchen sink which was  crammed with dirty plates and crockery.
         
 
         How the other half live, Laura thought, conjuring up a picture  of her mother who refused to have a dish washer and diligently  washed the pots and cutlery before polishing them to gleaming  brilliance with a tea cloth.
 
         ‘Oh, yeah,’ Pat said. ‘We do most of what needs to be done.  She’s a busy woman Mrs Farrell.’ She balanced the glowing end of  her cigarette on the edge of the tray and rested her chin into her  hand. ‘Was,’ she said, with heavy regret.
 
         ‘I get the impression you admired her,’ Laura commented.
 
         Pat considered. ‘Yes, I did. She worked hard – and she was a  decent sort.’
 
         ‘A good employer?’
 
         ‘Yeah, no side to her, not air’s and graces.’ Pat considered.  ‘Always made sure there was coffee and biscuits on hand. Said we had to sit down and have a proper break. Some women just  bring you a glass of fruit juice or whatever while you’re cleaning  the lav.’
         
 
         ‘Really.’ Laura’s curiosity was aroused, not yet being  familiar with the world of the rich and their servants. She never  ceased to be grateful that she’d joined the police and got herself  the opportunity to see the world. Not in the geographical sense  like sailors joining the navy, but in the human and social sense.  In the police you had an entrée into the houses of all kinds of  people you’d probably never meet face to face in a social  setting.
 
         ‘Oh yeah. Some employers are the pits. But Mrs Farrell was like  … well, interested in us – as people, not just the poor beggars who  push the vacuum.’ Pat picked up her cigarette and pulled on it  with a thoughtful expression.
 
         Laura waited.
 
         ‘I can’t think anyone would want to kill her. Just can’t imagine  it. It must have been one of these nutcases roaming around,  targeting women on their own. They’re always telling you crime  isn’t on the increase, but it must be. There’ve been so many stories  of pensioners and vulnerable folks living alone set about by  young thugs, or people let out from places for the mentally ill.  And it’s happening locally, you know. I don’t watch Look North  any more, it sickens me what goes on. Scares me too.’ Pat let out a  sigh and shot Laura a glance of faint challenge.
         
 
         Laura gave a non-committal nod. ‘But Mrs Farrell wasn’t on her  own, was she? I mean she was living here with her husband.’
 
         Pat frowned. ‘Yes. But he obviously wasn’t around this  morning, was he?’
 
         ‘Do we know that?’
 
         ‘Well, no. I suppose we don’t. But he was often here when we  arrived for work. They seemed to be an OK couple together. I  mean you never really know how people are in private, do you?  But Mrs Farrell and Professor Patel seemed to rub along all right  as far as I could tell.’ She looked at the quietly attentive detective  constable. ‘God! I’m jabbering on, aren’t I? And you’re just  waiting for me to spill the beans.’
 
         ‘What beans, Mrs Bainbridge?’
         
 
         Pat went so far as to produce a smile, albeit a grim one. ‘None.’ She pressed her lips together as though buttoning them up.
 
         There was the sound of sighing and rustling beyond in the conservatory. A few moments later Pat’s partner Meg reappeared in the kitchen. She was a small, skinny woman with wispy fair hair. She sat down unsteadily on a chair with the air of someone who has just woken from a drugged sleep.
 
         ‘Are you feeling better?’ Laura enquired.
 
         Meg grimaced. ‘To tell the truth, no. Pretty rough, in fact.’ She glanced towards the hallway. ‘Is she still in there? Mrs Farrell?’
 
         Laura nodded in confirmation.
 
         Meg looked at her partner, her face grim with tragedy. ‘I’m giving my notice in after this. I’ll never be able to walk into another place without wondering … what I’m going to see.’ She wrapped her arms around her chest and made an alarming retching noise.
 
         Laura jumped up and filled a glass with water at the sink. ‘Here.’
 
         Meg took a sip. The liquid refreshment seemed to bring a new alertness. ‘Are me and Pat suspects?’ she shot at Laura.
 
         ‘We’ll need your help in answering some further questions, Mrs Miller,’ Laura said.
 
         Meg scowled. ‘It’s bad news, isn’t it, when you find a body? Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time.’
 
         Pat placed a hand on her partner’s arm. ‘Look, love, we both know we didn’t kill Mrs Farrell. We were just the ones who found her. And the police are talking to us to find out as much as they can. We’re witnesses, I suppose.’ She glanced at Laura, a light of importance in her eyes.
 
         ‘Well, I’m not up to talking to anyone at the moment,’ Meg said. ‘I’m going to ring my husband and ask him to come and pick me up.’
 
         ‘We’ll take you home, Mrs Miller,’ Laura said with gentle firmness. ‘When DCI Swift has had a chance to speak to you.’
 
         Meg rounded on her partner. ‘See! They are treating us as suspects. And I was hoping to get home early today.’ Her tone had turned whining and sulky.
         
 
         ‘You’ll be home soon enough,’ Pat soothed. ‘And you’ll change your mind about giving your notice in. We’re a great team, you and me. We have a lot of laughs, don’t we? And this is just a once-in-a-lifetime thing.’
         
 
         ‘A bit final for Mrs Farrell, though,’ Meg observed grimly – a woman who knew how to have the last word.
 
         
             

         
 
         Two hours later and Swift had set off back to the station having left Laura and Doug Wilson at the crime scene, in the hope that Professor Patel might arrive home and that they would have the chance to speak to him.
 
         ‘A sharing of information, is how the guv put it,’ Doug told Laura as they settled down for an indefinite wait.
 
         ‘Hmm.’ Laura contemplated the grim task of breaking the news of Moira Farrell’s death to her husband. ‘He probably knows far more about the death than we do,’ she commented. ‘What are the statistics on men killing their wives?’
 
         ‘Not exactly cheering,’ Doug said. ‘In which case he’s not very likely to turn up, is he?’
 
         
             

         
 
         Further calls to the conference venue at which Professor Patel had registered indicated that he had not yet been located in the conference area. It seemed that he must have left quite soon after the lectures started as no one had seen him leave, but no one had noticed his presence either.
 
         ‘Things are not looking good for Professor Patel,’ Finch commented, swinging into the incident room and watching as Swift began to pin up photographs of the crime scene on the whiteboard. Several other officers assigned to the case were standing around in groups, chatting and occasionally glancing towards the whiteboard.
 
         ‘No,’ Swift agreed. ‘And he’s got his mobile switched off.’
 
         ‘Anything interesting on her phone?’
 
         Moira Farrell’s mobile phone had been found on a table close to the body. It had been bagged up in preparation for being sent for analysis. But at this moment it was on Swift’s desk, and switched on to receive calls.
         
 
         ‘Most of the calls were from Patel telling her he was just setting off from work, that he’d be home soon. Very brief, not at all emotional.’
 
         ‘And outgoing calls?’
 
         ‘Very few. Patel’s mobile number came up of course. And in the last week there were three calls to another line. We’re checking on that.’
 
         ‘She might have made more use of the landline.’
 
         Swift wondered if Finch truly believed he wouldn’t have been able to think of that himself. He stared thoughtfully at the whiteboard. ‘We’re checking on that. And we’re bringing in her computer.’
 
         ‘And we mustn’t forget that some people still communicate face to face. Or even by letter,’ the superintendent commented, whilst reflecting on his wife and his married daughter whose cell phones spent a good deal of time clamped to their ears.
 
         Swift tapped a pencil against one of the photographs, pointing to the pool of blood which had surrounded the dead woman’s body. ‘SOCOs thought there was just a chance we could get an image from marks found on the edge of the blood spill.’
 
         Finch squeezed his eyelids together in an attempt to see more detail. ‘It looks like a long shot to me, but while we’re waiting for forensics it would be worth drawing up a list of regular visitors to the Farrell house and then setting up a shoe search.’
 
         Swift nodded, noting that Finch was showing all the signs of a senior officer who had no qualms about telling grandmothers how to suck eggs.
 
         ‘Good old police foot slog,’ Finch concluded turning on his heel, and Swift had the impression his boss was pleased to have seen the last of the days when he himself would be out on the streets wearing out his shoe leather.
 
         The hours went by and it got to 5.30 in the afternoon. Swift was once again in Damian Finch’s office, giving him a disappointingly unfruitful update, and Doug was phoning his wife telling her that he was probably not going to get home in time for supper.
         
 
         On Swift’s desk Moira Farrell’s mobile remained stubbornly silent.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2
            

         
 
         Around the time Swift had been talking with Tanya Blake at the crime scene, Rajesh Patel was setting out to walk up Ingleborough, one of the three most well-climbed peaks in West Yorkshire. He parked his car in the village of Ingleton, killed the engine, then shrugged off the jacket of his suit and laid it on the back seat. From the boot he took out the waterproof and wind-proof clothing he always kept stored there, and pulled them on over his work clothes. Having exchanged his black lace-up brogues for sturdy walking boots, he called in at the local mini-market and purchased a cheese and tomato sandwich, a hefty slab of dark fruit cake wrapped in cellophane and a bottle of mineral water. He placed the items in the small canvas rucksack he had used for years when hill walking. Ensuring that his phone was switched off he tossed it into the glove compartment and shut the door with smart click.
         
 
         The weather forecast indicated that the snow falling some miles to the east was steadily moving westwards. There was a possibility it might turn to rain as the temperature hovered uncertainly around the freezing point.
 
         Rain or snow, it didn’t worry Patel. He had done the Ingleborough walk countless times before. He knew all the routes and pitfalls of the climb, just as he knew his own capabilities and stamina.
 
         The steady, rhythmic tramp of walking and the slow, deep breathing required to make the ascent began to calm his earlier agitation. He regretted having left the conference like some truanting adolescent; slipping away without offering any reasons or farewells. There had been no doubt in his mind: he had known as soon as he had endured the first round of reunions with medical colleagues from all over the UK that he hadn’t the stamina to face any further social encounters.
         
 
         Recalling the news Moira had broken the night before had jarred his nerves and sent him off balance. The simple fact of having been forced into an emotional encounter with raised voices and ugly facial grimaces had distressed him. He was a contained man who prided himself on his self-control, who indeed relied on it to get him through the difficulties that even the most ordered life is strewn with.
 
         His palms still prickled with sweat each time he re-ran the dismal scene. He told himself that the best cure was to keep the images as far from the front of his mind as possible. To this end, as he walked, he began to recite passages from Dryden and Milton. When he exhausted those he could move on to Shakespeare. In his youth, at his local grammar school, he had been highly praised for the quality of his voice, his clear enunciation and his exceptional interpretive ability when reading aloud from the great texts of English literature. He had sometimes thought with longing of embarking on a career in the acting profession. But both his parents were successful doctors and, as he had been their only son there had never been any question as to which profession he would choose.
 
         The sky lowered as he walked on. At the summit he turned his back to the prevailing wind and sat down on a rock, opening his rucksack and taking out the refreshments he had carried with him. A group of hardy sheep regarded him with interest, moving cautiously closer.
 
         ‘You will have something all in good time,’ he told them, knowing that Yorkshire sheep were partial to a slice of rich fruit cake. The thought made him smile. The first time he had done so in many hours.
 
         As he made his descent big soft snowflakes began to fall, sticking to his face and lying on his shoulders and chest. By the time he reached his car a thin blanket of snow had rounded its contours and blunted the pointed tips of the roofs of the houses in Ingleton village.
         
 
         As the light faded, the now rapidly falling snow drove against the windscreen with dizzying ferocity. Patel slowed his speed to a steady forty-five. He wondered whether to stop and phone Moira once again, warn her that he might be a little later than he had previously thought. He drove on. Moira would appreciate that driving conditions were difficult, would anticipate some delay. She had always been a balanced, practical woman. He gripped the wheel more tightly. Thoughts of his wife prompted him to run through the scenes of the previous evening once again, making him cringe with regret at the way things had run out of control.
 
         His face became fixed and grim as he blanked out memories of Moira and concentrated on steering a steady course through the onslaught of rushing white flakes. As he turned off the main road into the interconnecting avenues of big stone houses which fanned out from the river, under the shelter of Ilkley Moor he schooled himself to be calm.
 
         It was at that moment when he saw the white vans parked near his gate, the lights and figures in the driveway, the loops of tape protecting the house and proclaiming that it was now the province of the police.
 
         A tall, gaunt man with auburn hair came forward as he drew the car to a halt. Glancing into the man’s solemn face Patel froze into stillness. He pressed the button to depress the window. ‘What is the matter?’ he asked, surprised to hear his voice emerge quite naturally, as though nothing was amiss, when in his heart he knew that desperate news was rolling towards him like a great unstoppable boulder.
 
         He heard the man introducing himself and then asking if he was Professor Patel the husband of Moira Farrell. And even then he was able to speak quite naturally, confirming his identity, restating his original question.
 
         ‘I think it would be better if you came into the house and sat down,’ the man said.
 
         Patel did not move. In his mind’s eye he saw a scene of terrible carnage: rage and violence and blood. Sprays and daubs and rivers of blood. ‘Please, just tell me what I need to know.’
         
 
         ‘Professor Patel, I’m sorry, but the body of your wife was found this morning in the sitting-room of your house.’
 
         Patel heard the words, allowed them to perpetrate his consciousness, and knew that from this moment he would never experience complete happiness again. He felt a need to cut through his internal confusion, to inject an element of rationality into this incredible situation. ‘Might I see your identification?’ he asked the solemn-faced man. After a few moments he said, ‘I think you are right, Chief Inspector Swift. I should come inside and sit down. But not here. Not yet. I’m happy to speak to you at your station if that would be convenient. Or wherever else you suggest.’
 
         The chief inspector took him to a squad car and got into the back with him, while the uniform officer at the wheel waited impassively for instructions, then fired the engine.
 
         ‘How did my wife die?’ Patel asked the chief inspector.
 
         ‘We believe she was attacked. She was stabbed in the neck.’
 
         A long pause. ‘She was murdered,’ Patel exclaimed in soft tones, finding it necessary to say out loud those dreadful words, not to shy away from any of the grief and shock which were attacking his nerves and his viscera, sending stabs of agony through to his brain.
 
         ‘We believe so.’ The chief inspector gave a respectful inclination of his head. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, sir.’
 
         ‘Where is she now – in the mortuary?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Who will perform the autopsy?’
 
         ‘Dr Tanya Blake.’
 
         ‘Ah, yes. I know her work. She’s a competent young doctor.’ He stared out of the window, realizing that all that had been private between him and Moira would soon be out in the open, in the police files, in the press. In the public domain. ‘I’d like to be quiet for a few moments,’ he said to the solemn-faced detective. ‘But when we get to the station I shall be happy to answer any of the questions you need to ask me.’
 
         A strange calm had settled over him. He closed his eyes and allowed an image of Moira to fill his mind: Moira alive, Moira strong and decisive and capable. He almost wished he could feel more, but his emotional system seemed to have shut down. He guessed the police would think him a cold fish. Many others thought that, and over the years he had become weary of trying to make other people understand him.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Grief attacks the body and can shrink people both physically and mentally. When Swift and Laura Ferguson entered the interview-room where Professor Rajesh Patel was waiting, they saw a man with hunched shoulders, staring blankly at the wall, an untouched styrofoam beaker of tea sitting on the table in front of him. As Swift and Laura entered the room he placed his hands on the table as though preparing to stand up. The sleeve of his thick sweater caught the beaker and it toppled it on to its side, sending a wave of tan-coloured liquid rolling over the desk top. Patel reached for the beaker and righted it, looking in dismay at the spilled tea.
 
         Laura offered reassurance. ‘Don’t worry, Professor Patel,’ she said, guessing that Patel was nervous about what was coming. ‘Shall we get you another cup of tea?’
 
         Patel stared at her, then shook his head.
 
         Swift sat down opposite the bereaved man, suspecting that Patel was not troubled by nerves about the forthcoming interrogation, rather desperately grappling with the shock of coming up against the sudden death of a loved one. He recalled his own responses to the news of his wife Kate’s death in a rail crash. The disbelief, the denial, the panic of wondering how life was to be gone through without her. He knew, too, that time did not necessarily heal, that for a while it simply rubbed at the wound. And that for some people, going on feeling the pain was the only way to keep the person alive in the memory.
 
         Watching the mask of dignity and stoicism of Patel’s face, he had the strong impression that the man was deeply and genuinely affected by his wife’s death. Which did not, of course, rule out his having killed her.
 
         ‘Professor Patel,’ Swift said gently, ‘we believe you’re a professor at the Leeds Medical school. Is that correct?’
         
 
         Patel raised his head a little. ‘That is correct. I divide my time between administration, research and some teaching.’
 
         ‘Were you in your office at the university this morning?’
 
         ‘No, I went to a conference in Sheffield.’ He levelled with Swift’s steady gaze. ‘But I expect you already know that. I would presume you’ve been making enquiries about me – and my whereabouts.’
 
         ‘Yes, we have. We know that you registered at the conference, but it appears that you left quite soon after that. We asked the conference staff to locate you on several occasions, but without any success.’
 
         ‘No, they wouldn’t have,’ Patel agreed, showing no signs of discomfiture. ‘Did you telephone to tell me … about Moira?’
 
         Swift nodded. ‘We also rang your mobile, but it was switched off.’
 
         ‘Yes.’ Patel spread his fingers and stared down at them.
 
         ‘Professor Patel,’ Swift prompted, ‘what time did you leave the conference?’
 
         ‘Around a quarter to ten.’
 
         ‘And where did you go?’
 
         ‘I drove north up the M1, then took the M62 going west.’
 
         ‘And where then?’
 
         ‘I drove to the village of Ingleton. I parked my car in the village, and then I went … for a walk.’
 
         ‘You went for a walk,’ Laura echoed. ‘In this weather?’
 
         Patel turned slowly to meet the constable’s gaze. ‘The snow hadn’t yet reached that part of the county.’
 
         ‘No. But the weather must still have been pretty unpleasant for a stroll. Where did you go?’ Laura asked.
 
         ‘I walked up Ingleborough.’
 
         No easy walk, Swift thought, having climbed the same peak himself the previous autumn as part of a charity raising venture. He recalled feeling uncomfortably creaky around the joints the next day. He inclined forward a little. ‘What time did you leave your house this morning, sir?’ he asked.
 
         ‘About five-thirty,’ Patel answered, appearing in no way perturbed by the swerve in the line of questioning. ‘Or maybe nearer a quarter to six.’
         
 
         ‘Registration at the conference started at nine-fifteen,’ Swift pointed out. ‘Why did you set off so early?’
 
         ‘I anticipated the journey might be slowed down by the weather conditions,’ Patel said, ‘and there’s always the danger of traffic queues getting into Sheffield in the rush hour.’
 
         ‘And how was your wife when you left, sir?’ Laura asked gently.
 
         ‘She was still in bed. She—’ Here he stopped, closing his eyes.
 
         ‘She what, sir?’ Laura injected a touch of pressure into her voice.
 
         ‘She said she hoped I’d have a good day.’
 
         ‘And she was fit and well when you left her?’
 
         Patel paused for a moment. ‘Yes. Yes, she was.’ He dipped his head and fell silent. ‘I didn’t kill her,’ he added, his tone weary rather than challenging. ‘And indeed, I’m very willing to offer any help I can give you in proving that. For instance providing a sample of my blood or a DNA swab to help your investigation.’
 
         Laura glanced at her boss, wanting to know if she should dig deeper, but Swift shook his head.
 
         ‘I’ve just one more question, sir,’ he said, ‘and then we’ll leave you in peace. Do you know of anyone who would want to harm your wife?’
 
         The delay stretched on. A nerve vibrated at the side of Professor Patel’s mouth. ‘I can think of no one who would want to kill her,’ he said eventually.
 
         ‘Did she have any enemies?’ Swift followed up, his glance intent.
 
         Patel sat back in his chair and sighed, his gaze falling blankly on the wall behind his questioners’ heads.
 
         Swift kept a constant watch on the Professor’s face, wishing he had the means to access the tangle of thoughts which were passing through the bereaved man’s mind.
 
         ‘Everyone has foes, Chief Inspector,’ Patel said, rallying from his torpor.
 
          ‘Does that mean you can think of someone who would have a serious grudge against your wife?’ Laura followed up.
         
 
         ‘No, it doesn’t,’ Patel said with a degree of sharpness. ‘Not the kind of grudge that would make someone commit a murder.’
 
         Laura glanced once again at her boss. He made a small negative gesture.
 
         ‘Does Sylvia Farrell know?’ Patel asked. ‘Do I have to tell her?’ The reluctance was patently clear.
 
         ‘She’s already been informed, sir.’ Swift was watching the widower closely.
 
         Patel nodded. ‘I’ll contact Moira’s colleagues at the hospital,’ he offered, ‘although I suppose that will hardly be necessary, given that her body is already there.’ A spasm of pain twisted his face.
 
         Swift left a short silence and then said, ‘Your house is now a crime scene, Professor Patel. We shall need to have it sealed off for a time whilst the forensics team gather evidence.’
 
         Patel nodded in numb acceptance.
 
         ‘Is there anywhere else you can stay?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ Patel said after consideration. ‘I have the keys to my neighbours’ house. They’ve just gone away for a month’s holiday in New Zealand and asked if we—’ He stopped, his face stabbed with pain. ‘If I would keep an eye on it for them. I’m sure they won’t mind if I stayed there for a short time. It would only be for sleeping; I shall spend most of my time at work. That’s the only way I can see of getting through …’ His head sank down towards his chest.
 
         Swift clicked his pen closed and got up. ‘We’ll leave things there, sir,’ he said, going on to offer the services of a family liaison officer if Patel so wished, even though he guessed that the doctor would decline. Which was the case. And done with a degree of sadness and dignity which both officers could only admire.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘What do you think, sir?’ Laura had cajoled beakers of coffee from the machine and brought them into Swift’s office. Feeling peckish she took a banana and a Mars bar from the plastic box she had filled at the canteen earlier. She knew she should choose the healthy banana, but it had been a long hard day, and chocolate was what she needed. ‘You had the good doctor worried when you pushed him on the enemy scenario,’ she said, peeling back the Mars bar’s shiny brown wrapping. ‘He knows a lot more than he’s telling us.’
         
 
         ‘Agreed. So what is it he knows that he doesn’t want to tell us? That his wife had enemies in the family? Or maybe at work? I’d guess that being a hospital consultant could involve getting on the wrong side of a number of patients for starters, that’s before you start considering the rivalries and jealousies within the staff structure.’ Swift took a sip of his coffee and made a little grimace of distaste.
 
         ‘Or that she’d been playing away and Patel had a massive grudge?’ Laura offered, her mind suddenly veering away once more to her impulsive exploits with Saul the night before. But at least she wasn’t an adulterer; or not knowingly so at least. Her heart gave a rabbit’s foot thump as it occurred to her that Saul might be married. The issue had never been broached; he’d always struck her as a man with no ties.
 
         ‘Fair enough.’ Swift picked up his beaker and then laid it down again. ‘It was interesting that he didn’t try to provide himself an alibi. In fact, he didn’t even ask us when she died. And he didn’t appear to respond any differently to our questions about what he did after he’d left the conference than he did with the questions about what happened before he left the house.’
 
         ‘Which is, of course, what we’d most like to know.’
 
         ‘He must be tough,’ Swift said, ‘climbing Inglelborough on a day like this.’
 
         ‘Or indeed, any day at all,’ Laura responded with grimace, being a girl who believed in the car rather than the feet as a means of getting from one point to another. ‘And I’ll bet you don’t get many folks who could provide an alibi up there.’
 
         ‘Any more than you would regarding the time he left the house earlier,’ Swift mused. ‘It’s not overlooked by either of the neighbours’ windows. Which doesn’t really matter, because our present time frame for the time of death isn’t precise enough for us to be able to eliminate him, even if he was seen leaving the house.’
         
 
         Laura stretched, sensing that their discussion and the long day’s work was coming to a close. She wondered what she had in the fridge for supper. And the thought prompted her to remember that when she had left her flat, Saul had still been there. She sent up a fervent prayer that he would be nowhere in sight when she eventually arrived back. Not tonight, not ever again. ‘So, what next?’ she asked her boss.
 
         ‘We do the usual,’ he said. ‘House to house. Talk to the nearest and dearest. Talk to the work colleagues. Find any witnesses. Set up a fingertip search for the murder weapon. Wait for what forensics can tell us. Find out who regularly visited the household, follow them up. The old story: trace, investigate, eliminate.’
 
         Laura popped the final piece of Mars bar into her mouth, and looked doubtfully at the banana. Boring old footwork, she thought. She reminded herself of her Mini out there in the car park and permitted herself an inner smile.
 
         
             

         
 
         A few miles from the elegance and comfort of Moira Farrell’s house in upper class suburbia, Shaun Busfield, twenty-four years old, pale and lanky with the look and demeanour of an agitated rodent, left the pub and made his way down the main road with jagged, stamping steps. The colours in the sky were lime and slate-grey, the pavements greasy black. Cars dazzled him with their piercing white headlights and rusty red tail lights. Outside the fish shop there was the smell of burning fat and a scattering of congealing chips which made his stomach heave. A sobbing girl broke away from her boyfriend and jumped on a waiting bus. The boyfriend sprang forward and banged on the closing door, ‘Ay! Michelle! Come back ’ere you dozy cow!’
 
         Muttering to himself Shaun turned into the estate. It had been built in the fifties on the edge of a wood. There wasn’t very much wood left now, just intersecting rows of ugly concrete-rendered semis lining the broad streets. The houses near the main road had neat little gardens and bright windows with ornaments showing through the net curtains: a china dog, a vase with plastic flowers. As he went further into the maze of roads the windows of the houses were dark and stained with oily grime. Bare, feeble light bulbs hung from the ceilings. The low walls were cracked and crumbling and the gardens were full of junk and rubble and wire. What a hell hole.
         
 
         Shaun felt the bile rise up his gullet. He leaned over a wall and threw up the contents of the last four hours’ drinking and the meat pie that he had eaten at teatime. He trudged on, wiping the dribble from his lips. With the vomiting the alcohol seemed to have rushed out of his brain, its anesthetizing properties all deserting him.
 
         The memories came sliding back. He didn’t want to remember. And he didn’t want to think about his gran dying before he’d been able to tell her he was sorry for all the bad times, all the mean things he’d said and done. ‘Oh, Gran. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,’ he sobbed.
 
         He walked up the path to the back door. He’d had a go at knocking the two front windows into one big window. But somehow it hadn’t worked. He couldn’t get the surround right, and the white PVC frame was still perched inside chipped and crumbling brick, letting the wind sigh through.
 
         He could hear the TV blaring out in the living-room; some trashy late night film. Tina couldn’t get enough of them: love stories, thrillers, westerns. She’d watch any old rubbish they put on. ‘Ay, get a move on, I’m freezing out here,’ he shouted, staring moodily at the thin yellow curtains and trying to make out what was going on behind them. He banged on the glass with clenched knuckles, then pulled back; if he kept on going like this the whole blooming pane might fall out.
 
         The front door opened and Tina poked her head out and peered through the gloom. ‘Is that you, Shaun?’
 
         ‘Who do you bloody think it is?’ He stamped inside and followed her into the living-room. She was wearing a short pink dressing-gown and high-heeled navy court shoes with fluffy yellow socks underneath. There had been a time when the sight of all that would have charged him up with longing. But tonight, there was something about those socks that sent a wave of anger through him. He pushed it away; anger was dangerous – terrifying, if you let it loose.
         
 
         He threw himself on the green velvet settee which stood against the wall, an overflowing ashtray and several stained mugs balanced on one of its arms. ‘Make me a cup o’ tea,’ he told Tina.
 
         She pouted, hesitated, then clopped across to the sideboard and switched on the kettle which was sitting there.
 
         As Shaun stretched out the ashtray slid to the floor scattering stubs and ash. ‘Why don’t you ever clear up this rat-hole?’ he demanded of Tina.
 
         ‘Why don’t you ever finish doing up the kitchen?’ she snapped back, flinging a tea bag into a mug. ‘I hate living like this.’
         
 
         ‘Do you think I like it?’ he demanded, anger lapping inside in fresh red waves. Steady, boy, steady.
         
 
         ‘It wasn’t me that pulled everything to bits,’ she whined, sloshing not quite boiling water over the tea bag.
 
         He raised his hand, jabbing a vicious finger in the air. ‘Ay! Just watch it, girl!’
 
         Tina flinched but wouldn’t be stared down. ‘You ever lay a hand on me again, and I’m out of here,’ she said, her eyes flaring with defiance and fear.
 
         ‘Oh, come on! It was only the once.’
 
         ‘Once too many.’
 
         ‘Ah, shut it, Tina. You’re doing my head in.’
 
         ‘Your gran was longing for you to get this place and hers sorted,’ Tina said, dumping the hot mug on the arm of the settee. ‘But, oh no, you wouldn’t be bothered to stir yourself. And now it’s too late.’
 
         Shaun felt the turn of a knife and his eyes flooded with tears. His heart felt as if it would burst, he wanted his gran so much. He felt as if he was on his own for eternity: he would just drift forever on a grey endless sea. He jerked upright, then dropped to his knees and curled his body into a ball. ‘Oh Gran, if only you hadn’t gone and died,’ he exclaimed, burying his head in the crook of his arms and weeping like a distressed toddler.
         
 
         Tina looked on in bewilderment, having never seen him shed a single tear before.
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