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PROLOGUE

24 February, 1968

The end of the day was worst, when the nurses locked the door and she was shut in with all the others. Incarcerated. There were so many steps she must go through properly or she would not sleep and instead spend the night shouting and screaming like all the others, begging to be allowed to go through the necessary ritual again to find the elusive Sandman, the one her mother had told her about, who ensured oblivion right through the night. If she could find Him there would be no nightmares or screaming fits, no visitations or bed-wetting. Nothing. Simply nothing. These nights all she wanted was for the black velvet curtain to hang in front of her eyes and block out the terrifying visions; the visions which were shared in one form or another with the other occupants crammed like cattle into the ward. She moved her eyes to look, keeping her head and neck rigidly still. None of them liked to feel they were being watched. And yet they were – all of the time. There was no privacy. It was a poor illusion. Around her she heard the others shuffling through their own personal rituals, each one muttering to herself, reminding her of the order of things. They all wished for oblivion. It was their happiest state. Their only happy state. But though she found it difficult to be quiet, screaming didn’t help. Instead of indulging her and letting her try again to find the perfect sequence that looped towards that special, hidden place, the nurses would tell her she was too noisy and disturbing the others, and then they held her down to give her an extra injection. It made her swim into a dreadful and uncertain place full of mists and spirits. It was a black, squelching quagmire into which she sank, drowning in the thick sludge. It was the worst place, a sucking, vampire place from where she could not escape, a place where she knew all around her was awfully wrong but was powerless to do anything to right it; she could only snivel and cower from her fear. So she made sure not to break the ritual but to keep quiet and still. And hope that the welcome black velvet curtain would drop across the stage.

Soon after arriving (how long ago was that? She didn’t know), she had worked out a system of perfect ritual. The first step towards tranquillity, or karma, was to enter her bed area with her arms straight down by her side as though glued to her thighs. This ensured that the fibrous membrane which protected her from the others was not pierced. It was equally important that she entered her magic space still wearing all her clothes. All her clothes, mind, coat too. Sometimes a hat, even gloves, if it was winter and she had worn them throughout the day. No matter how much the others laughed at her they were on the outside, she on the inside. Now she was safely alone, in her protected environment, as long as no other patient crossed that invisible line which marked out her space. As long as no one pierced the bubble. Step one completed. But she couldn’t relax. Not yet. Once inside things could still go wrong.

She slipped out of her cardigan, sliding it down her arms very, very slowly, making sure none of it touched the floor because that would contaminate it and mean she would not be able to wear it tomorrow. Safely.

She only had the one cardigan so if she couldn’t wear it she would be cold. Still, if it touched the floor at all it would have to be washed. Twice. By her. The nurses would not wash it for her. They would refuse to indulge what they saw as an ‘illness’.

So she had worked out a way to be absolutely sure that the cardigan was not contaminated. It was not allowed to go any nearer than two inches from the floor. Two inches which she measured herself with her eyes.

Tonight she managed it all very well and was pleased with herself, allowing herself a mental pat on the shoulder, glad that Nurse Gowan had cleaned the black plaster marks off. They would insist on sticking a plaster on when she had had one of the blood tests to check the levels of drugs in her body were not too high. And removing the plaster left an unsightly black mark which she was conscious of. But the mark had been removed. She would sleep tonight, she was sure. She hung the cardigan on the coat hanger and looped it over the hook on the wall before slipping her feet out of her shoes and placing them, side by side, heels to the back, only the tips of their toes peeping out from underneath her chair.

So far so good. She heaved a sigh of relief.

Although the ward was overcrowded with patients’ beds along the walls, top to toe as well as down the middle, she was barely conscious of the others around her, all completing their own nightly dance, except to be aware that this was a very quiet night.

Her nightdress lay on her pillow, carefully folded, its short sleeves splayed out so they would not crease, the pillow with its open end facing the wall. That, too, was important. And again it had something to do with the Sandman. It kept her good dreams inside it and stopped nightmares from entering, firstly through the pillow and after that, climbing her hair and knocking on her skull. Finding a way, somehow, along the roots through her scalp, into her head and infecting her brain with more awful terrors. To try and lock out this train of thought she started breathing more deeply, more slowly, as the doctor had shown her. In, hold, out. In, hold, out. She smiled, again rather pleased with herself. It did help. He was right. She would tell him so – tomorrow. It did help her gain control. She removed her blouse and folded it symmetrically so the buttons were dead centre, three buttons done up and exposed and the cuffs folded up – just a little. Not too much. She performed the next task very, very quickly, removing her vest and brassiere and tucking them underneath the dream pillow, out of sight but ready for the morning when she awoke.

The look of worry never quite left her face. It always looked strained and unhappy because she was always waiting for the next thing to go wrong. And there were many things that could go wrong. Too many. But all this anxiety had left its mark. She was a thin, stooped woman, prematurely aged, with a permanent, deep frown line, straight, greying hair and small, anxious eyes which never really looked at anything. What she always prayed for was to be invisible, to blend in so perfectly with her background that no one actually saw her. She wanted to be a wraith. Insubstantial.

Around her the other women were shuffling into their beds, lying end to end because of the overcrowding. But there was no contact between them. No words spoken, no gesture – friendly or hostile. They were all beings separated by their perception of the world around them. And yet they were too near for any of their strange comfort. Some reacted badly to this forced convergence by screaming or kicking the nurses. Some chattered to themselves – nonsense, mainly. Others, like her, were watchful and silent, locked in with their own fears.

She slipped her nightdress over her head then unbuttoned her skirt and slid that down her thighs in perfect time with the nightdress descending, so no sliver of flesh was exposed. She stepped quickly out of it. She had not wanted it to touch the floor and had tried pulling it over her head, but that didn’t work either. Her body felt too vulnerable. Naked. When the skirt was folded she sat on the side of her bed to remove her tights, which must then be tucked underneath her skirt, out of sight. It was all right for her outer clothes to be on show but not her undergarments. This was important. Everything was important.

She stood up so she could fold the sheets back in a tidy, triangular shape, then sat down on the edge of the bed, swivelled round and pulled the sheets and blankets up to her shoulders in one skilled sweep. Then she was ready to sink back against the pillow and hope that tonight would be one of the good nights.

When she first lay down the lights were still on so she did not dare close her eyes but kept them wide open and fixed on a small mark on the ceiling. A mark which could also indicate whether she would have a peaceful night because it could change, looking one minute like a fish or a hound, a bloodstain or a cloud, or anything else, sometimes changing every second. After the lights were turned off she continued to fix on the spot where the mark was. The lights were supposed to be turned off at nine o’clock precisely. It upset her very much if the lights were extinguished either earlier or later than this formally agreed time but tonight was a good night, the nurses punctual in switching them off.

So far so good, she thought again. At her head she heard another patient breathing slowly, practising the same relaxation techniques that the doctor had shown her. It annoyed her that he shared her therapies with others. They should be only for her. A personal plan. At her feet was another woman, already snoring noisily after her medication. She lay against the pillow, relieved that tonight she had got it all so right and wondering what shape the mark would assume in the dark.

Hopefully an angel. An angel of sleep.


ONE

Thursday, 24 February 2011, 11.38 p.m.

The smell of smoke seeped into her dream, teasing around in the air, swirling like mist over water. Still in her dream she sniffed and smelled and wondered what could be burning. In dreams we use and translate our senses, adding little pieces of fiction to rationalize it all. And so it was with her. She sniffed and seemed to smell wood smoke, even seeing the flames, crackling and spitting at her like a fire-tongued cobra. Still in her sleep, she smiled. It reminded her of something pleasant. A barbecue on a summer’s evening. Roasting pork. Now her dreams took flight across the oceans and deposited her elsewhere, somewhere equally pleasant, to a South Sea island, waving coconut palms fringing a sparkling sea. In her dream, Christie Beech fumbled at the connection until she remembered, while still the charcoal burned. She had read, somewhere, that the scent of human flesh cooking smells just like that – roasting pork. Cannibals from the South Seas, she mused dreamily, called edible man Long Pig. She smiled into her pillow. Long Pig.

At some point the smoke drifted into her conscious mind, so she felt alarm in that last second before waking. She sat up. And began to cough. Then she heard the noise. Crackling, roaring, glass breaking and a terrified scream.

And finally she was properly awake, knowing that this was no dream but reality. If she didn’t get out of here she would soon be Long Pig.

She choked on the smoke of her own home which was being destroyed. She had to find the door. Get out.

Where was the door?

The light didn’t work – she hadn’t really expected it to. She put her hand out, tapping for something familiar to anchor her bearings, picturing the layout of her bedroom. She was sliding out of bed to the floor. Smoke rose, didn’t it? So she must creep along the floor underneath the smoke. She crawled around her bed. Now the door should be in front of her. Her eyes were smarting as she tried to peer through the smoke. If only she could see something familiar: the mirror, a picture. Feel something solid: wall, window, door. Help!

The noises were increasing now. Glass cracking, flames devouring. Someone screaming. Not her.

It was that that galvanized her into desperation. ‘Addie!’ she screamed over the noise. ‘Addie.’ She could not call again. She was coughing too much. Something terrible tugged at her mind. ‘Father?’

But her brain, like her room, was filling up too quickly with smoke. If she did not escape now she would die.

Long Pig.

Die along with her family? Jude, Addie, Father? All Long Pigs? It was enough to send her, on her hands and knees, to where she thought the door was. But when her hands reached out they touched not a door handle but the feet of the chest of drawers. ‘Wrong place,’ she spluttered, angry with herself. ‘Wrong place. Try again.’ She coughed again, only this time she heard her lungs dragging the smoke in, her breath rasping noisily. She tried to wipe her eyes, tears of frustration bathing them. Oh, if only she could see. But rubbing only irritated them so she could not keep them open. They streamed. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand and tried to fight off the rising panic, tried to think. Rationally. There were two chests of drawers in her bedroom, both along the back wall, one either side of the bed which she believed she had rounded. If she had touched the one near the door it should be . . . here. She groped around for it. If it was the other then in her confusion she had got out of the wrong side of the bed and was nearer the window. Too high to jump out. She would have to skirt round the bottom of the bed again to reach the door. But where was she? Near the door or the window? One meant possible life; the other probable death. It wasn’t a great choice, was it, to leap or burn?

She could smell the pork. Choking now she groped around with her left hand and touched . . . nothing. Her right hand. The bed. So she would have to manoeuvre round the foot of the bed to reach the door. And safety?

She had little time to work it out.

Even in the dark she could see the smoke swirling around, feel it. Taste it. She pressed her face to the floor, struggling to breathe air. Every breath now was more difficult, but she must breathe or she would die. She must get out. There were the others. She must save them. The others. She coughed and already seemed to hear a death rattle in it.

She could feel the heat rising.

Had anyone raised the alarm? Was anyone going to help her and her family?

She heard wood splintering. Help? A fireman with an axe?

She crawled around the foot of the bed. She thought she had her bearings now, helped by the mental image she had pinned in her mind. Think. Think bed. Think window. Think door. Door. She had reached it. She groped upwards for the handle. Thank God,’ she breathed. ‘Thank you, God.’ She depressed the handle. Pushed. It was locked. She fumbled around. Where was the key?

She was lost. Her daughter, her son and her father-in-law. All lost. Long Pig.

She screamed.

And a finger dialled triple nine.

In all the years that Colin had heard the alarm sounding in the station and they set off through the streets, blue light strobing, siren screaming, he wondered what would be at the end of it. Most of the time not a lot. A bit of burnt toast that had set the smoke alarm off, and before anyone bothered to investigate someone panicked and dialled 999. Of course, he thought as he took his place on the seat and strapped himself in, he might be a bit more lucky tonight. It might be something a bit more dramatic: a car accident where the victim had to be cut from the wreck. Personally he rather enjoyed those jobs, slicing through the doors of a beloved vehicle like a can of baked beans, particularly if the vehicle was a Mercedes or a Porsche or a Lexus. Once he’d sliced through the door of a Jaguar XJS to find a quivering octogenarian inside. That had given him a certain buzz. But too often there was a complete and utter lack of drama. People got stuck, didn’t they? Kids with fingers down plugholes, fat people in bathrooms, their backsides jammed solid into the toilet seat. Nothing but embarrassment there. And no kudos for the rescue team. And then there was the fireman’s best friend, the old chestnut of cats in trees. So Colin’s heart had almost stopped racing when he was summoned to the scene. Almost.

This was a house fire.

As they rounded the corner, siren shrieking out its message, Out of the way, out of the way, we stop for no one and nothing, he knew that this was the real thing. The real McCoy. The event they had been trained for. A proper, lethal, blazing fire. Smoke and flames streaming through blackened and cracked windows. People trapped inside. A chance to be a hero. Adrenaline pumped into his bloodstream. Even as they pulled up and started to assess the scene a window smashed and flames burst out gloriously, licking the walls with beautiful ferocity like a fiery, victorious tongue, and even though the hour was late and the house detached and in its own grounds it was watched with oohs and aahs by an awed bevy of bystanders, as though it was a fireworks party. But Colin knew different.

This was no party.

The boy stood on the burning deck.

His favourite poem since he’d been a child.

‘Good grief,’ Tyler, the station chief, exclaimed. ‘Good friggin’ grief. I just hope no one’s in that inferno. Better get some back-up, Agnew. We’ve no chance of sorting this one out on our own.’ He grinned and quoted the famous Jaws movie line about needing a bigger boat with a poor attempt at a Yankee accent.

Colin was already connecting the hose to the fire hydrant and left Carol Jenkins, a junior fire officer, to make the call appealing for reinforcements.

The minute she was off the line he shouted to her, jerking his head towards the bystanders. ‘Try to find out, will you, from that lot over there, whether anyone’s inside. And let’s get some barriers up, keep ’em away. Don’t want no heroics.’

Carol addressed the entire crowd. ‘Anyone in there?’ she shouted. ‘Does anyone know if someone’s in that house?’

She had to recruit every decibel available to her normally soft voice to be heard over the deafening noise of jets of water, sirens, the yells of police and firemen and, worst of all, the crackle of the greedy God Vulcan as he consumed what must have been until a little while ago a lovely period house in a very desirable Shropshire village, Melverley, whose usual drama was flooding from its two rivers, the Vyrnwy and the Severn. As he aimed the jet of water through a broken upstairs window it struck Colin that Melverley Grange was a beautiful place. Victorian, Gothic, huge. It must have been someone’s treasured home, their pride and joy. Probably. Not now. Would it ever be again? His mind battled with the sums, the thousands and thousands of pounds of mortgage repayments, the years of hard work. All going up in smoke.

The cost of restoration would be enormous. He just hoped they were insured.

It was cruel to witness the destruction of such a beautiful place. It was the worst fire he’d ever attended. Just for a moment he almost wished that the call-out had been a cat up a tree.

Even from here the heat from the inferno was intense enough to singe his eyebrows. It was a scene right out of hell. The demonic figures were his own colleagues dancing in their High Viz suits. He glanced to his left. Carol was talking to a man in a black anorak. Even under the stress of the moment, Colin smiled. In her uniform and yellow hard hat with sturdy boots you’d never have known Carol was a woman, let alone a petite size eight beauty. Though he knew her well, apart from her height even he wouldn’t have been able to pick her out from the figures silhouetted against the fire, trying to put it out, make sense of it all. Restore order. Ah, well.

He wondered what the man in the black anorak was saying as Carol pointed at the property, entirely ablaze now. They were losing the battle with Vulcan. The God of Fire was winning.

If anyone had been inside Colin knew it would be hopeless trying to save them. The best they could hope for would be the recovery of bodies, probably charred by now. As if to underline his point at that very moment the first floor caved in spectacularly and the flames leapt, triumphantly, out of the windows.

A police car hurtled around the corner. PC Gethin Roberts had already had more than his fair share of drama. His career, though brief, had been eventful. One could say he’d been lucky – or unlucky, depending on one’s point of view. As he caught sight of the scene ahead of him Roberts squared his shoulders, stuck out his pointed chin and trusted he looked proficient, professional and just a little older than his twenty-six years. As he gulped and swallowed his Adam’s apple bobbed in his neck, giving him the look of a nervous chicken. He pulled the squad car up next to the second fire engine. Let the others do the crowd control bit, he thought, as he threaded his long legs out through the car door. He wanted a bit of the action.

‘’Scuse me.’ Elbowing the fire officer in front of him out of the way, he addressed a stout, middle-aged female spectator who appeared transfixed by the sight of the sizzling flames, tilting her face upwards towards them – in worship, it appeared.

Roberts cleared his throat noisily. ‘Do you know the people who live here?’

She didn’t take her eyes off the burning building to look at him but continued to stare ahead as she nodded slowly. He could see the flames dancing gleefully reflected in her eyes.

It was one of the fire officers who shouted him the answer. ‘A family lives here,’ he said. ‘A whole bloody family.’

Roberts felt his face tighten as a window exploded. It looked as though the entire property would be completely destroyed, reduced to ashes even with the efforts of the fire service. He was no fireman but he could tell there wasn’t any chance of saving this unfortunate family now. ‘Were they in?’ he asked.

Neither the woman with the mad eyes nor the fire officer could answer truthfully so both simply nodded. ‘We think so,’ the fire officer he had unceremoniously pushed aside said.

‘Oh, shit.’

Roberts had never quite given up the idea of heroics. He was so keen to impress his girlfriend, Flora, with tales of adventure and heroism that she had a distorted, dramatic view of life in the Shrewsbury police force as a constable. But the trouble with this fantasy was that PC Gethin Roberts had to sustain this drama to retain his girlfriend’s admiration, or so he thought. And it was getting rather difficult. His stories, in truth, were becoming more and more far-fetched and unbelievable. When fire officer Colin Agnew saw the lanky policeman stride purposefully towards him he read his intention quite clearly. ‘Not a chance, mate,’ he said, holding his hand up like a traffic officer so there could be no mistake about his message. ‘Anyone in there will be dead by now. No point risking your own life for roast corpses, Constable.’

Roberts made a face. Still, he thought, Flora wouldn’t know what actually happened, would she?

He so wanted to be a hero. He grabbed a fire blanket and darted round the back of the house, smashed the window and threw open the door. Someone or something staggered towards him, hands held out. He threw the blanket on top of it and dragged it outside.


TWO

Friday, 25 February, 9 a.m.

The coroner’s office. Bayston Hill, Shrewsbury.

 

Jericho had that look about him, Martha observed as she entered her office. She could read the expression perfectly – a certain smugness that her assistant habitually wore when he knew something she did not. Yet.

She refused to rise to the bait. ‘Good morning, Jericho,’ she said briskly and waited, knowing he would soon crack.

And crack he did. Starting with a rasping clear of his throat. ‘Ahem.’

She waited.

‘Inspector Randall’s been on the phone, ma’am.’

She teased him. He liked nothing better than for her to look keen – and curious – then dangle her on a string. ‘Really,’ she exclaimed, her face deliberately bland, ‘so early? I wonder what that can be about.’

‘There’s bin a fire in the village,’ he announced grandly. ‘A house fire.’

‘Oh, dear.’ Martha’s thought was inevitable – that as she was a coroner this house fire must have proved fatal to someone. Jericho’s next words confirmed her suspicion.

‘People’s missin’,’ he continued, shaking his straggly grey locks.

‘Burnt? In the house fire? How many?’

‘They don’t know yet. It’s still too hot in there and unsafe.’ Jericho couldn’t resist embellishing the tale. ‘Beams fallin’ in around their heads. Broken glass. Poisonous gasses and the like.’ He paused, allowing the graphic description to sink in before adding in something of an anticlimax, ‘Inspector Randall said he’d be over some time this morning to discuss it with you. He wonders if you’ll be wantin’ to visit the scene of the dreadful fire.’

‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Martha responded quickly. She felt vaguely ashamed now of having treated Jericho with such levity when the news was so grim. She couldn’t rid herself of the image of a twisted, blackened corpse. There was something about the destruction of a person by fire that conjured up images of screaming, burning martyrs. She shivered. She wondered sometimes where this image, so physically painful, clear and visual, had come from.

Then she remembered.

‘Coffee and chocolate biscuits are on your desk, Mrs Gunn.’

She looked at Jericho curiously. Did he know she had this particular horror of fire? Chocolate biscuits were usually the portent of a particularly trying day. And this one had barely begun. ‘Thank you, Jericho.’

DI Alex Randall arrived at a minute past eleven, when she was on her second cup of coffee, but had resisted the biscuits even though they were white chocolate – her absolute favourite. Jericho announced the detective over the internal phone, his voice holding a tinge of resentment. He considered Martha his responsibility – no one else’s. Nevertheless, if someone had to intrude the inner sanctum of the coroner’s office, he grudgingly told his friends, ‘it may as well be Detective Randall as anyone else’.

Jericho stood in the doorway peering nosily behind the inspector, who greeted Martha with a grim smile. ‘Morning, Martha. Sorry to be the bringer of such dismal news.’

‘Hello, Alex,’ Martha replied, looking up from the pile of letters she was checking very carefully, correcting and signing. Her new typist was, she suspected, dyslexic and adept at ignoring spellcheck. ‘Come in. Close the door behind you.’ She could see her assistant’s inquisitive face peering round, almost until the door clicked shut.

Alex Randall crossed the room in three long strides, a tall, spare figure in his early forties with irregular, craggy features, a large hooked nose and piercing hazel eyes beneath thick eyebrows, which were now almost meeting in the middle as he frowned. He was a valued colleague who was fast becoming almost a personal friend. Almost. He kept himself very private.

‘Sit down, Alex,’ she invited. ‘You’d better fill me in. Jericho tells me there’s been a house fire and I assume it was fatal or you wouldn’t be here.’

The detective gave a terse nod but remained standing. ‘A neighbour sounded the alarm at a little after eleven thirty last night,’ he said, beginning slowly, but his eyes looked troubled.

‘Go on.’

‘It’s a family home in Melverley. Melverley Grange.’

Why was he finding it so difficult? Martha wondered. He was a detective inspector – no stranger to violent death and tragedy. She watched him, puzzled.

‘Christie and Nigel Barton, a well-known couple in their early forties, lived there with two teenage children. And Nigel Barton’s elderly father, William, lived with them. He had Alzheimer’s.’

She waited for him to continue.

‘Some time late last night fire broke out in the two front rooms downstairs, quickly spreading to the upstairs bedrooms.’

‘Two front rooms?’

‘You miss nothing.’

‘It’s a big property?’

Alex Randall nodded. ‘A lovely old house. As you can imagine the scene is awful this morning, in broad daylight.’ He folded his long frame into the wing armchair and kept his eye on Martha. ‘There’s something about fires,’ he mused. ‘In the night they’re dramatic, exciting, all flashing blue lights and activity.’

‘Careful, Alex,’ she said, smiling. ‘You’re beginning to sound like an arsonist.’

Alex grimaced and continued. ‘But in the daylight you see the home it once was so completely destroyed. Blackened timbers, soot-stained curtains, broken windows, wrecked furniture.’ He met her eyes. ‘All the damage in its ugly starkness.’

She stayed silent. He had seen this. She had not.

DI Randall leaned right back in the chair and half-closed his eyes. ‘Baldly, Martha,’ he must have realized she was watching him because he gave her the ghost of a smile, ‘the facts are this: the emergency services took the call at 11.38 p.m. from a Mrs Lissimore, a neighbour, who was returning home after a night at Theatre Severn. The play ended at eleven p.m. and she had driven home. As she turned into the road she saw smoke and flames coming out of a downstairs window. She dialled nine-nine-nine from her mobile phone. By the time the fire services arrived, four minutes later, the blaze had taken hold, engulfing the property. They were able to gain access but only to the rear without risk to life.’ Another ghost of a smile. ‘At least, the firemen didn’t gain access. They were too well trained and sensible. It was one of our PCs. Gethin Roberts, everybody’s hero.’

Martha looked at him warmly. ‘I seem to have heard that name before, Alex.’

‘He does seem to have a habit of stumbling right into things.’ Alex returned her smile before continuing. ‘As I said, a family lives – lived – there. Nigel Barton and his wife, Christie, their fifteen-year-old daughter, Adelaide, their son, Jude, aged fourteen and Nigel Barton’s father, William. Mr William Barton was in his late eighties and has Alzheimer’s.’ Alex hesitated, as though he was on the point of saying something. Martha waited but Randall didn’t enlarge. It could wait, she decided, knowing Alex’s habit of holding information back until he was certain it was true. He disliked conjecture.

‘Nigel Barton was away from home, in York. He supplies shops with window advertising. He’s worth quite a lot of money. The house is – was – lovely.’

She felt like prompting him again. She wanted him to tell her quickly. Get it over with. Who had died? Had anyone survived? Which of these unfortunate people had been burnt alive? But she held her tongue and waited. And got her answer.

‘Mrs Barton, William Barton and Adelaide are all unaccounted for.’

‘And the son, Jude?’

‘Gethin Roberts,’ DI Randall couldn’t quite suppress a shadow of amusement, ‘quite against any advice, broke in through the back door and found him in the kitchen near the door. Jude Barton has ten per cent burns, mainly on his hands and arms.’ He met her eyes. ‘It’s always puzzled me,’ he said. ‘How do they calculate the percentage?’

‘It’s the rule of nines,’ she supplied, almost absently.

‘That doesn’t take me much further,’ Alex responded with a tinge of another smile.

‘They divide the body into eleven areas, head, right arm, left arm and so on. Each one represents nine per cent. That’s how they calculate the percentage of burns.’

‘Oh,’ he said, looking a little disappointed. ‘Simple when you know how.’

She gave a short laugh. ‘Then I shouldn’t have explained.’

Randall returned to his story. ‘The fire services haven’t been able to do a thorough search of the house yet,’ he said. ‘It isn’t safe. So we can’t confirm exactly what happened but it already appears,’ he said carefully, ‘that there are troubling features.’ His frown deepened so his eyes seemed to sink further into his face. Then he gathered himself together. ‘Basically,’ he said, and she could almost anticipate his next words, ‘accelerants were used.’

‘Poured in through the letterbox?’

His frown deepened. ‘No. You’d have to look at the house to understand. It has a huge hall with little furniture and stone walls. Any accelerant poured through the letterbox might well have had little effect.’

‘I see.’

‘One of the downstairs windows had been forced. We think that the arsonist entered the house through the window. It appears that petrol was poured in a number of places but the fire started in the downstairs lounge. Jude Barton has drawn us a plan of the house. The seat of the fire was right beneath Mrs Barton’s bedroom.’

Without allowing her any time to absorb this he continued: ‘The old man had a bedroom and a bathroom on the first floor, as did the daughter, Adelaide, and Christie herself. All three, it would appear, died in the fire. Jude, the son, had rooms on the top floor.’

Martha narrowed her eyes. ‘And he survived?’

Randall nodded.

‘How?’

‘Naturally he’s shocked and sedated and very upset but he claims he was awake and smelt the smoke. He says he tried to get down the staircase but the smoke and flames made it impassable. Their cleaner, a lady called June Morrison, rang this morning and has been very helpful with further information about both the house and the family. The top floor was originally the servants’ quarters and had a separate staircase which is very narrow and has a stout pitch pine door which opens on to the first-floor landing and is usually kept closed. It was probably this that saved Jude’s life – it kept the smoke out of his room. That and, because of the narrowness of the staircase, he says he kept a rope ladder in his bedroom. He climbed down the back of the building on this, anchored to a metal ring which was already attached to the wall.’

‘So how did he get the burns?’

‘He says he tried to get to his mother and sister, entering through the back door into the kitchen, but when he opened the door it was full of smoke. Roberts dragged him out.’ His mouth twisted. ‘I can’t decide whether to discipline him or give him an award.’

Martha nodded. ‘So it appears that the three people on the first floor all died, while Nigel Barton was away. And Jude? How is he?’

‘He’ll be OK. Shocked but the hospital have him stabilized on oxygen and a drip and say he’ll be OK. They may transfer him later for surgery on his hands to one of the burns centres, probably Birmingham or Stoke, but for now he stays where he is at the Royal Shrewsbury Hospital. He’s fully conscious, obviously able to give us a statement.’

Martha nodded. And again waited. Something else was troubling Alex Randall. But DI Randall was a cautious man who tended to check his concerns before he voiced them. She had come to realize that about him in the years they had worked together.

He drew in a deep breath, as though about to dive off a high board. ‘One of the fire officers managed to gain preliminary access to the building this morning. Apparently, according to him, the doors to the rooms of Mrs Barton and Adelaide appeared to be locked. The body of a woman was found lying near the door of Mrs Barton’s room. We’re assuming this is Mrs Christie Barton. Another body was found, again behind a locked door, underneath the bedclothes. It appears that both died from smoke inhalation. Of course we’ll have to wait for the post-mortem but we can be fairly sure that these are the bodies of Christie and Adelaide.’

Martha felt a shiver. ‘Why were there locks on the bedroom doors?’

‘According to Jude his family were very security conscious. All the internal doors had locks and when the house was empty the rooms were locked in case anyone broke in through a bedroom window.’ He leaned forward. ‘The two main downstairs rooms both had bay windows which did not extend to the first floor. That meant that there were small balconies outside the bedroom windows, though with flames shooting up from below this might not have been a possible escape route.’

Martha needed a few seconds to digest this information. ‘Just a minute, Alex,’ she said, ‘are you telling me not only that this fire was deliberately started but also that three people were locked in their rooms to prevent their escape?’

Randall looked miserable. ‘Two. The old man’s body was found on the landing,’ he said heavily, not meeting her eyes.

Again Martha did not quite digest the information. When she did she looked at him.

He read her gaze. ‘We don’t know yet.’

‘But it’s a murder enquiry.’

‘It will be a major police investigation,’ he finished. ‘But . . .’

‘But what? Do the family have any enemies?’

‘Not that we know of yet.’

‘There’s something more that you don’t like to say, Alex, even to me, isn’t there?’

At last he met her eyes. ‘Six months ago,’ he said slowly, ‘according to June Morrison, there was a fire at the Barton’s house. It apparently started in the old man’s room. He was confused, Martha. He said he’d been cold and set fire to some newspapers to get some warmth. Mrs Barton smelt the smoke and raised the alarm. On that occasion there wasn’t a great deal of damage and the insurance company paid up. But the family were careful not to let him have lighters or matches. It is possible,’ he continued, ‘that he started this fire and possibly accidentally locked the doors. He may have thought he was helping. Who knows? He was very confused.’

‘There’s a great deal of difference between a confused old man starting a fire in his bedroom and deliberately igniting petrol and locking your daughter-in-law and granddaughter in their bedrooms to make sure they can’t get out.’

‘I know,’ he said shortly. ‘Mrs Morrison also said that on a couple of occasions Mr William Barton was violent towards his daughter-in-law.’

‘And yet Nigel Barton not only continues to allow his father to live there but also goes away on a business trip, leaving his father with his wife and two children.’

‘Mrs Morrison said William Barton “didn’t mean it”. It was all a “misunderstanding”.’

‘Does Mr Barton know yet what’s happened?’

‘He was contacted an hour ago. He’s probably on his way back as we speak.’

Martha tapped her fingers on her desk as she thought. ‘Don’t let any of this leak out to the press, Alex. Not yet.’ They were interrupted by Martha’s phone ringing. «Simon» flashed up. She answered it. ‘Hi, Simon. Can I call you back in . . .’ Her eyes met Alex Randall’s. ‘Fifteen minutes. Yes.’

Randall couldn’t pretend he hadn’t heard the girlish, breathy tone in her voice. Who was this Simon? he wondered, before telling himself off. Whoever he was it was none of his business.

She was giving him a wide smile, almost as though she could read his thoughts and they amused her. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, eyes dropping to the mobile phone. ‘Just a friend.’

Alex shrugged and returned to the topic of their conversation. ‘It’s very difficult to keep secrets here, Martha. Everyone in the village and the town will know someone who is personally involved in the Melverley tragedy – nurses, doctors, fire officers. There’ll be plenty of tittle-tattle buzzing around before long. All we need is for one of the journalists to ask a perceptive question and the tongues will wag even more.’

‘But these are merely suspicions. You don’t know anything yet, do you?’

He shook his head but his face was guarded, his emotions tightly reined in.

‘And the boy, Jude?’

‘We have an officer with him. He’s in a state of shock. He’s put two and two together and realizes he’s lost his mother, sister and grandfather. He needs his father with him before we can interview him.’

‘Yes, of course.’ She was silent for a moment before pursuing her own thoughts ‘What do you think happened there last night, Alex?’

He gave a dry laugh. ‘You know me, Martha: I’ll wait until we have full access to the scene and some of the forensics back. And I suppose I should speak to Mr Barton, see what he thinks. It’ll be hard.’

He stood up but didn’t leave or say goodbye. ‘Martha,’ he said, hesitating awkwardly, ‘I do appreciate being able to come here and talk to you like this. It is helpful, you know.’ He gave the ghost of a smile. ‘Thank you.’

She met his eyes and practically flinched at the pain in them. Her instinct was to ask him what was the matter, to stroke the brown hair streaked with grey, to iron out the creases of unhappiness that scored his face, even to touch his mouth and try to curve it into a smile but she had never crossed this line. So she did none of these things, instead saying briskly, ‘My pleasure, Alex.’ They shook hands formally and Alex Randall left.

Martha stood for a while, still conscious of the tall detective’s presence. They had been involved in cases over a number of years but she still knew virtually nothing about him and this frustrated her. Was he married? Yes. Happily? No one knew. What was his wife like? Beautiful? Plain? Fat? Thin? Tall? Short? Blonde, red-haired or brunette? Again, no one knew. Children? Yet again, no one knew. Friends, private life, where he lived, what his hobbies were? She had never heard him talk about his wife or any children, or even hint at any hobbies: football, golf, running, cycling, eating out – any of the pursuits that men in their forties generally had. It was all a secret. He was an enigma. All she knew for certain were two things: that sometimes he looked awash with misery and unhappiness. And the second was that he was one of those rare men who are both ugly and attractive at the same time, highly masculine and completely unaware of their sexual attractiveness to the opposite sex.

She gave a little snort to herself. ‘Oh, get on with the job,’ she muttered, ‘stop daydreaming.’ She made a face at herself. She was no adolescent. Even so, she drew her handbag mirror out of her make-up bag, studied herself in the mirror, slicked some lipstick on and continued lecturing herself. ‘This is a tragic case.’ And no one could be more aware than she that if their worst fears were realized it would be a horrid headline grabber. She would have her work cut out. There was no time for distraction. Or dreams.

She picked up her mobile phone and rang Simon back.


THREE

Friday, 25 February, 2 p.m.

It was a little after two p.m. when firemen Colin Agnew and Will Tyler satisfied themselves that the property/crime scene was safe for a specialized incendiary forensic team to enter with two police representatives: Sergeant Paul Talith and the hero of the moment, PC Gethin Roberts. The firemen had given Roberts a hard hat and a stern talking to before patting him on the back and warning him that one day, if he wasn’t more careful, he would be a dead hero. Roberts had simply smirked and pictured Flora’s face when he related the embellished story to her. The headlines in the local papers had particularly pleased him – Hero policeman saves boy’s life from burning house.

On his way to the station that morning PC Roberts had puffed his chest out and strutted past the newspaper hoarding, hoping and praying that someone would recognize and congratulate him.

No one had.

A crew had spent most of the morning propping up beams and putting in Acro jacks to support fragile timbers. As the major damage had been to the front of the house they had entered through the back door, the door through which Gethin Roberts had made his heroic gesture, earning himself the headline. He probably had saved Jude’s life.

They trooped in through the kitchen, passing blackened walls, wall and floor units almost completely destroyed. The cooker was twisted metal. Other appliances could only be guessed at. A kettle? A microwave? Gas had exploded parts of the kitchen wall and scorched the cupboards. As a kitchen it was now practically unrecognizable. The flooring had melted into crests and troughs of plastic; the windows were cracked and blackened, the curtains charred rags which blew and teased in the morning breeze. The burnt furnishings plus the water from the firemen’s hoses had left the house full of sooty pools, the materials soggy and heavy. Plastics had melted, electrical wires waving like sea snakes, the scene lit through windowpanes dirtily stained in vague patterns, like church windows only in monochrome, the only colour being soot black. The cold night had frosted some of the surfaces as though to relieve the depressing lack of colour. It was a little like the Snow Queen’s Palace in Narnia – slightly surreal. Except that instead of the sparkling purity of snow all was overlaid by the unmistakable and sinister smell of smoke. As they stood in the kitchen and the photographer recorded the scene, Paul Talith was just beginning to piece together the events of last night. This, then, was where Jude Barton had been dragged out of the burning wreck by Gethin, and so escaped the fate of three members of his family.

Colin Agnew butted in. ‘We think the door into the kitchen from the hall must have been open which is why it caught the damage so badly.’

Talith and Roberts simply gazed around them. Even without the death toll it was a scene of utter destruction.

They moved through the hall then, the team of specialists recording the scene, and stood in the doorway of the lounge, looking straight up through the joists into the bedroom. The breeze through the window caused the devastated curtains to flap narrow tendrils in the breeze as though the scraps of charred material themselves threw up their hands in horror. Talith continued looking around, slowly and very carefully. Now the initial revulsion was wearing off he was recording the scene to his memory. The sofa was still recognizable; the fabric was flame retardant but the metal frame had twisted and distorted, like Dali’s melted watches. One of the forensic team sniffed suspiciously. Over the scent of the burning there lingered the unmistakable whiff of petrol. The team set to work, collecting samples, marking spots, taking photographs, video recording and making notes and measurements. The soot had covered the upper surfaces only, so when Colin Agnew moved a cushion on the sofa underneath the colour was still bright. A pretty orangey red but soggy now, heavy with saturated water. He replaced it. The fire hoses had splashed gallons and gallons of water into the place. Everywhere was drenched. And as the fire had streaked upwards the ceiling, too, had been damaged. Fire moves quickly, so beams and furniture had slipped from the first floor and now hung, drunkenly suspended, the risk of them falling blocking the officers’ progress, though the health and safety team had secured them with ropes.

In every other downstairs room they were greeted by the same sight. Fire does not destroy as completely as it distorts so they were still able, in general, to identify everyday objects which made the scene even more horrible. Gethin Roberts stared, appalled by the sight. Perhaps the collection of wires and melted tubes had once been a television; maybe the shelves had held books rather than sheaves of charred and sodden paper? He thought about the modest home he shared with Flora and reflected how much there is in a house to burn or, to use the phrase they kept trotting out, ‘combustible material’. Everything plastic, everything paper, everything wood and plenty besides.

They sloshed back into the lounge, a little spooked now because they knew they had to climb the stairs. They also knew, from the preliminary reports, what still lay up there. The staircase was charred but had been pronounced safe by the health and safety team as long as they ascended in single file. So they climbed, picking their way along the skeleton of beams and rafters black and exposed like ribs on a body, and paddling through soggy carpet that reminded Roberts, who was the most fanciful, of a paddy field. In parts the floor had collapsed so they had to take extra care. Halfway along the landing they came across the first body, his clothes partly fire-damaged. The two firemen stared down grimly. It was a timely reminder of the purpose of their job: to save life and preserve property.

‘And still they don’t change the batteries on their smoke alarms,’ Agnew muttered to no one in particular but everyone in general. Talith pulled out his mobile phone and requested the presence of the police surgeon. It was pretty obvious there were no survivors here but death still had to be pronounced by a qualified doctor and permission granted by the coroner before a body could be moved. Gethin Roberts, too, glanced down briefly at the shrunken frame and the grey hair. ‘Mr Barton senior, I presume,’ he said, trying to keep the squeak out of his voice. It sounded so juvenile, panicky. Talith was more detached, able to observe the condition of the body without emotion. Ironically William Barton hadn’t suffered such severe burns as his grandson. At a guess, Talith thought, smoke inhalation was probably what had killed him. His hair wasn’t even singed, only his clothes. He lay, curled up in a foetal position, one arm extended, his mouth open, his skin tone grey, his eyes almost closed but not quite.

‘Poor old guy,’ Colin Agnew said sympathetically. ‘Nasty way to die.’

‘Yeah.’ They were all agreed on that one.

Agnew, too, was trying to piece events together. ‘I wonder why he was up here, what he was trying to do?’ He glanced around at the charred doors and wondered which was the old man’s bedroom and which were the two females.

They left William in the same position and turned their attention to the two doors in front of them, towards the front of the house, left and right. And now they could see where Fire Officer Ben Hardwick’s axe had hacked open the doors of the front bedrooms. Ben was trained in gaining access to serious and hazardous fire scenes and it had been he who had made the initial reports back to the station. Police and fire personnel would now have to work closely to piece together events. These two front rooms had borne the brunt of the damage being directly over the seat of the fire and, according to Hardwick, this was where the bodies of the two women had been found. His job had been thorough, securing the scene without disturbing forensic evidence.

They entered the first room. Christie Barton was lying on her side just inside the door, wearing a black nylon nightdress which had partially melted on her legs. Her hands were balled into fists. It looked as though she had been beating against the door until she had been overcome by the smoke. Her mouth was open in a silent scream, her lips a dusky blue-grey. All of them stared down. Although they had been expecting this, the sight of her still shocked them. But Talith’s mind was busy. He was registering everything so he would be able to report back to Detective Inspector Alex Randall, his superior and the senior officer investigating the fire and the resultant deaths of the three members of the Barton family. Talith could see Christie Barton’s handprints on the paintwork, flat as she had slapped on the door, trying to escape or gain attention. But the door had remained locked, the key dropped to the floor. Access had finally been gained, too late, by Hardwick’s axe. Now they were in the room with her all four of them felt the sheer hopelessness of her plight. The minute a room fills with smoke the victim becomes disorientated, uncertain where windows, doors and pieces of furniture are, unable to get their bearings however familiar the room. Ask any fireman. If she had been able to get out and reach the back of the house she might have stood a chance had she not been overcome first by the smoke like her father-in-law. Talith eyed the key and wondered. There was a bolt high up on the inside of the door that had been slid open.

They all looked around, their emotions remarkably similar though their observations were different. The room was very badly affected. The source of the fire had been directly beneath the bed and the flames had leapt upwards. It stood in the centre of the room, its headboard against the right hand wall, a pile of burned fabric now punctured by the unmistakable spiralling springs of a mattress. It helped the police and firemen to anchor the geography of the room. Either side of the bed stood a chest of drawers, the paint burned and blistered but still intact and recognizable as pieces of furniture. A wardrobe stood along the wall to their left, teetering on the weakened floorboards. Hardwick had secured it. The window was ahead, cracked, blackened – and closed. There was no electricity in the house. It had had to be switched off because of all the water. The day was dull and chilly so spotlights had been rigged up using a generator. It made the damaged bedroom look like a stage set, their actions a scene from a macabre play. Roberts and Talith stared uneasily at each other.

They left the scene to the scrutiny of the firemen and forensics team who were carrying on with their work and entered the second bedroom, the one across the hall, adjacent to the main bedroom, again accessed through a locked door splintered by an axe. And yet again the lock was shot across, the key dropped to the floor and the bolt inside the bedroom open. Talith frowned as he stepped through. He could put two and two together. Locking her in? Deliberately? To die? It was as cruel as . . . He was at a loss. Then he realized. As cruel as the Holocaust. Or as cruel as the burning of martyrs. His mind kept busy. Was it possible that the old man on the landing had been making an attempt to reach his daughter-in-law and granddaughter, without realizing that the landing would have been smoke-filled and he would quickly be overcome? Or was it possible that he had locked the doors from the outside in a misguided effort to keep the women safe? He heaved a big sigh. In the end there had been no escape for any of them – except the boy, Jude. Talith and Roberts stepped forward. Adelaide Barton was lying in her bed, underneath a duvet discoloured by the smoke but still recognizable as patterned with pink cupcakes. The duvet was drawn over her head, her body a small, slim shape beneath the smoky bedclothes. And again Talith tried to fit together the evidence with a plausible theory. Why had Adelaide hidden underneath the duvet? Had she been trying to protect herself from the smoke? Or had sheer terror forced her to seek refuge in a familiar place where she felt, ironically, safe? Who knew? An insinuating wind blew in through the window as though trying to whisper something chilling in his ear. Talith knew one thing at least: both women had been aware of what their fate would be. He lifted the duvet.

The girl was dead, her face, like her mother’s dusky and discoloured but, unlike her mother’s, Adelaide’s features were peaceful as though she was merely asleep. ‘Poor thing,’ he muttered. ‘Poor . . . little . . . thing.’

This room, too, had been badly affected by the smoke, but not quite as badly as her mother’s. Smoke damage rather than the fire was what had discoloured the walls, ceiling, furniture. Everything was covered in a layer of oily smoke. The windows had cracked and the fire hoses done their work through broken panes. But it was obvious that without the fire service this house would have been nothing but a blackened shell, the three bodies buried beneath rubble and the task of the police to find the perpetrators would have been that much harder. It was lucky that Mrs Lissimore had been returning from Theatre Severn, noticed the fire and raised the alarm. Melverley was a quiet village. It was quite feasible that the fire would have gone unnoticed and four members might have died last night. It was a terrible thought and for once even Gethin Roberts was not focusing on what he would say to his beloved Flora about the fire but reflecting on the sheer tragedy of the situation, a beautiful house ruined, three lives lost, a family torn apart by tragedy. He heaved out a great big sigh.

Talith glanced at him. ‘You all right there, Roberts?’

Gethin managed a half grin. ‘Yeah.’

Talith clapped him on the shoulder and said nothing more.

Now there were the formalities, form filling and protocol and waiting for the police surgeon to confirm what they already knew without a medical degree between them: all three were dead. But until pronounced so they could not be moved to the mortuary for the post-mortems. So they waited.

Alex rang Martha at two forty-five. ‘I’ve got Nigel Barton here, Martha,’ he said, ‘at the station. He got back an hour or so ago. Naturally he wants to go to his home but we’re waiting for Delyth Fontaine to confirm death on his father, wife and daughter.’ There was a brief pause. ‘I don’t want him to see his family like that. Not there. I want them moved before he sees it all. Tidied up. I’ve suggested he go straight to the hospital and comfort his son.’

‘That seems like a good idea.’ Correctly she read the request behind the words. ‘Did you want me to come out to the house?’

‘Would you? That’d be great. I could do with your perspective.’ She could hear relief lighten his voice. ‘I’ll give you a lift, Martha. Pick you up in twenty minutes?’ He sounded almost jaunty.

She knew it was unusual, to say the least, for police and coroner to work quite so closely together but Martha and Alex had fallen into this way of tackling violent death. Shrewsbury was, in general, a peaceful town but all towns have their crimes and need their solutions. The dead deserve justice. It was Martha’s mantra. So they both derived some benefit from these shared opinions.

She unhooked her coat from the door and went outside to tell Jericho that she was going to visit the scene of last night’s fire. Needless to say, he pursed his lips, shook his iron-grey hair and looked disapproving, but wisely said nothing.

Twenty-five minutes later she was sitting in Alex’s car.

As he drove the eleven miles west of Shrewsbury to the village of Melverley he filled her in on the details so far. ‘We’ve found the three bodies.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘The two women in their bedrooms and William Barton outside on the landing near the top of the stairs. He was facing towards the women’s rooms, whether to try and rescue them or what we can’t tell yet. And we may never know.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Delyth Fontaine should be on her way to confirm the deaths right now. Oh, and there is confirmed evidence of accelerant – petrol in both downstairs rooms and on the stairs.’

‘A deliberate fire then, which killed three people – nearly four? Murder.’

Alex nodded.

‘Tell me more about the Bartons.’

‘Barton is a successful businessman; his wife teaches music in a few schools. Adelaide Barton is fifteen years old and was due to take her GCSEs this summer. Her brother, Jude, is fourteen. Come on, Martha . . .’ He took his eyes off the road for a second to meet hers. ‘What can this ordinary family possibly have done to warrant this?’

She met his gaze unflinchingly. ‘You know the answer to that as well as I do, Alex. They were either the deliberate target or our arsonist chose Melverley Grange at random, perhaps because it is a lovely old house. Have there been other arson attacks in the town or the surrounds?’

Randall concentrated on the road again. ‘There have been a bunch of moronic teenagers but their modus operandi is entirely different. Their fires are pretty half-hearted. They’ve only ever chosen targets in the town. And they tend to torch four or five properties in the same road. Besides, they’ve got the best alibi of all. They’re banged up in Stoke Heath. No.’ His frown was deep and troubled. ‘It isn’t them.’ He turned right up the B road.

She was silent for a minute then asked, apparently innocently, ‘How did Nigel Barton sound?’

Alex Randall took his eyes off the road again before giving her a grin. ‘Nail on head, Martha?’

She gave a wry smile. ‘Just think of it as a nasty, suspicious mind at work.’

‘That’s very nasty,’ he said, frowning.

She looked out of the window at the country road, small cottages, peaceful green fields. ‘Yes – well, fires are, aren’t they? And my nasty and suspicious mind has had a lot of material to feed on over the years.’

Alex gave her a quick look but carried on driving without comment.

She continued. ‘And Jude? How’s he?’

Alex grimaced. ‘In a lot of pain. They’ve had to give him morphine.’

‘Right.’

They travelled the rest of the way in companionable silence, each mentally working through the drama. They were in the village of Melverley ten minutes later.

It was easy to pick out the property. Quite apart from the extensive damage and the blackened building, there were crowds of people simply looking and more cars parked along the verge than attend an average church bazaar. Martha climbed out of the car, her eyes fixed on what was left of the house. The destruction, even from the outside, was terrible – quite apart from the knowledge that three people had died inside. She frowned, her mind already trying to piece the drama together, to make sense of it all and find a logical explanation. She had some experience of house fires but the inquests she had conducted on the victims had, in general, been accidental fires in terraced houses with dodgy heating equipment where exits were limited to front door, back door and windows. This was a large, Victorian detached property with plenty of nice big windows and multiple exits for escape. Only they hadn’t.

She had conducted the inquest on a case only three years ago when a business man had deliberately set fire to his house after murdering his wife and daughter. The incident had scarred the people of North Shropshire and she had never thought she would have to conduct another inquest as traumatic as that. But here it was. Again.

Randall was eyeing her. ‘Penny for them,’ he said softly but Martha shook her head at him.

‘My thoughts aren’t for sharing – at least not yet, Alex,’ she said with a returning smile, though he could easily have guessed at them. They were, after all, predictable.

Melverley Grange might have been a lovely house once but now it was a sorry sight. Like a woman who had once been beautiful the contrast of the present to the past made the tragedy all the more poignant. As though to underline their sentiments as they regarded the wreck a woman stepped forward, added a bunch of flowers to the tributes at the gates, looked up at the house, shook her head slowly and wiped away a tear with the sleeve of her anorak. Then she turned and walked away. She said nothing to either Martha or Alex, and her silence was more eloquent than any words she could possibly have said. The air of gloom and depression enveloped the entire scene. The flowers the woman had laid joined the others on the grassy bank outside the gates with various notes, the word Why? written on many of them, together with expressions of love and loss. Martha and DI Randall threaded under the Do Not Cross tape, walked up the drive together and left the bunches of flowers and sentiment behind. They had a job to do.

They met Delyth Fontaine, the police surgeon, at the back door, just stripping off her forensic suit. She pulled off her over shoes and greeted Martha warmly. ‘Hello, Martha.’

Martha’s response was equally warm. She liked Delyth, a large, untidy woman who cared a lot less for her own appearance than her beloved herd of Torddu mountain sheep. ‘So what have we got, Delyth?’

‘Elderly male and two females. Probably all died of smoke inhalation. They weren’t burnt to death, that’s for sure.’ Delyth’s voice was matter-of-fact, almost cheerful. ‘The older woman – almost certainly Christie Barton – suffered the worst injuries: burns to her legs caused by her nylon night clothes melting. According to the forensic team the women appeared to have been locked in their rooms, which makes the incident worse. Much worse.’ Her voice remained unemotional, uninvolved. ‘Are you happy for me to move the bodies to the mortuary, Martha?’

Martha nodded. ‘And perhaps you’ll have a word with the pathologist, Mark Sullivan – see when he can do the post-mortems?’

‘Will do.’ The police surgeon’s job over, she left and Martha and Alex threaded their way into the house.

Martha had visited crime scenes before – even fire-damaged crime scenes – but the destruction of what must have been such a beautiful and luxurious home was beyond her experience. She could only look around in pity and shock as she, too, slid into a forensic suit and overshoes. It certainly wouldn’t do for the coroner to sully a crime scene. She and Alex paddled into the kitchen, Martha looking around her, trying to imagine family life here. But it was difficult in the smoky, blackened remains.

Alex led her into the sitting room and pointed out the window. ‘This was where the petrol was introduced, according to the forensic team, and Talith and Roberts are in agreement.’

She turned to him. ‘I thought you said the window was forced.’

He nodded.

‘It looks more to me as though it was raised,’ she observed. ‘Look.’

DI Randall moved closer. It was a sash window that had splintered and virtually been destroyed.

‘The weight and then the window itself would have dropped,’ Martha said, ‘when the sash cord was burnt through. I think it was pushed open and the fire caused the glass to crack. Besides,’ she looked across at him, ‘surely the firemen would have broken this window anyway to get their hoses through?’

DI Randall nodded without making comment. But he was frowning as he slipped a glove on and fingered the scorched wood. ‘It’s got a window lock on the inside,’ he said. ‘And as far as I can tell it’s undone.’

They both tried to work out the implication of this.

‘Melverley’s a peaceful little village,’ Martha pointed out, ‘hardly a major crime hotbed. I think it very possible that the Bartons would close their windows at night but not necessarily bother to lock them.’

‘OK,’ Alex agreed slowly. ‘Here’s my theory: someone breaks the window with this rock.’ He indicated a large stone on the floor.

‘And where did the rock come from?’

‘There’s a wall outside,’ Randall said. ‘The stones are quite loose. Then he climbs the stairs, locks the two women in their rooms. Doesn’t bother about the old man who wanders, confused, on to the landing. Our arsonist then splashes petrol down the stairs and in both downstairs front rooms, sets fire to the place and escapes again through the window.’

‘Possibly,’ she said.

DI Randall gave her a sharp glance but said nothing.

They heard a noise coming from upstairs and Sergeant Paul Talith appeared at the doorway. ‘Sir,’ he said. ‘Mrs Gunn? Hughes has found something. Upstairs.’

They climbed up to the first floor and picked their way towards Roddie Hughes, the crime scene investigator coordinating all the evidence. Efficient and meticulous at his job, he was an Essex boy who had come to Shrewsbury for a holiday and never quite made it home. He was universally liked in the force.

Hughes was holding up a plastic evidence bag. They both peered at it. Inside was a small piece of metal.

Martha frowned. ‘What is it?’

‘It looks very much like part of a cigarette lighter,’ Hughes said. ‘One of those disposable ones.’

‘Where did you find it?’ Randall’s voice was sharp and gravelly.

‘It was in the old man’s dressing gown pocket,’ Hughes said.

Martha’s heart sank.
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