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For Mum and Dad, with love


ONE

There was a baby on my doorstep.

A baby in a stroller.

One of those three-wheelers that can go anywhere.

I looked over to the gateway, waiting for whoever had rung the doorbell to appear; for some responsible adult to come sashaying up the path and make the picture right. Make my heart stop thumping. Why was it thumping? Did I know even then that something was amiss?

I crouched down. The baby was small – an infant, not a toddler. It was sleeping, its arms lying palm up either side of its head. A faint tremor crossed its eyelids; eyelids with a faint blush of blue. It wore a padded, fleecy white all-in-one with the hood up and fold-over gloves. There was a yellow blanket tucked around its legs and peeping out of the top a note, a page of lined paper from a small notebook, the bottom torn unevenly. Block capitals, blue biro: PLEASE LOOK AFTER MY BABY. DON’T TELL ANYONE. I’LL EXPLAIN LATER. ‘Please’ was underlined three times. Then a blurry scrawl – was it a name or just a random scribble? The beginning looked like an ‘h’ but the rest of it dribbled off in a wavy line. The word looked like ‘henna’ or ‘ham’. Was it simply a slip of the pen? A fragment from a shopping list?

I stepped past the buggy and ran to the pavement; scanned the street. An eddy of wind caught a pile of autumn leaves, shed from the limes that lined the road, and whirled them round. Ghost town.

I stared at the parked cars, searching for a telltale silhouette or any hint of motion. Our house is halfway along the street, only fifty yards from the main road. I ran down there and scoured the place. The large semi-detached houses that lined the route all had that abandoned, shuttered, mid-afternoon look. People at work, at school. There was no one by the corner shop or the hairdressers next door. No one at either bus stop. The only two souls, an elderly couple, were walking towards our junction, not running away as you would if you’d just abandoned your baby.

Retracing my steps, my mind was buzzing with questions. Whose baby? Boy or girl? How old? What’s happened? Should I tell someone? Why me?

People hire me for all sorts of jobs: I’m a private eye. I find people or check them out; I uncover lies and track betrayals. It might be a missing son or a cheating wife, an employee pilfering goods or a gold-digger after a profitable match. I skulk about and ask awkward questions. I dig up dirt and orchestrate reunions. I don’t offer childcare.

My pulse was still racing and my mouth dry. The back of my neck prickled and my guts were clenched with adrenalin. Innate responses, I imagine, to finding a lone infant. A babe alone is a frightening thing. Vulnerable. Doomed if I didn’t save it. I took a breath, smelt the earthy scent of the leaves and the sweet fragrance of a neighbour’s late-flowering roses. The breath of wind cooled the perspiration on my neck and at my temples. It’s all right, I reassured myself. It’ll be all right.

The baby was still there as I walked up the path. No mistake, no illusion. Just deal with it, I thought. Take it in. Make a cup of tea. Calm down and think it through.

There was another gust of wind; I heard the leaves on the eucalyptus at the back of the house rattle and clatter. And the bang as my front door slammed shut.

We were locked out.

Ray would be at work until teatime. We keep a spare key at the neighbours’ house opposite. It was worth a try even though Jill works full-time. I wheeled the buggy round into our back garden, out of sight. The baby stirred and gave a sigh like a stutter, and for a moment I thought it was going to wake up. And then what would I do? My high anxiety gave me pause for thought, made me smile. It’s a baby, I told myself, just a baby. It’s not a lion or a cockroach or a snake. It won’t pounce or scuttle when it wakes and you’ve handled a baby before, Sal – you’re no novice. It had been eight years since Maddie had been born. Perspective, I admonished myself. Now find a key.

There was no answer over the road but there was one more place I could try – the Dobsons’ house around the corner, where I have a basement office. They have four daughters at various stages of teenage and young adulthood and one or other of them is often at home revising or on study leave or sometimes bunking off. The older girls babysit for Maddie, my daughter, and Tom, Ray’s son. It hit me then: the second girl, Abi, was pregnant, to the disappointment of her parents who were very keen on their children getting a decent university education before starting a family. Could this be her baby? A weird quid pro quo for all the times she’d minded our kids? Had she even had her baby yet? Surely they’d have told me, a friend of the family, their sleuth in the cellar.

I couldn’t leave the baby in the garden while I went round there. OK, it was asleep and out of sight, but what if something happened? I was in loco parentis – stress the loco. Besides, our garden is a haven for wildlife. I couldn’t leave the baby at the mercy of the squirrels and foxes, herons and magpies.

The breeze was pushing fat white clouds across the sky and the nip of autumn was in the air. The light had that mellow, melancholy quality to it. Wheeling the buggy along the road, I felt extremely awkward. It had been years since I’d pushed a pram but more than that I felt guilty, as though someone would ambush me and ask me what the hell I was playing at. This must be what it’s like when someone snatches a baby. Had this baby been stolen? Was I an unwitting conspirator in some criminal enterprise? An abduction or kidnap? I should check the news to see if there’d been any report of a baby abduction. Kidnapping was often kept quiet and off the radar. They introduce a news blackout mainly because the kidnappers always insist the police must not be involved and the police play along – it’s safer that way. So if the baby had been kidnapped, how would I know? Then again, why would a kidnapper leave their hostage with me? My thoughts were getting muddled: a tangle of what ifs and maybes.

The Dobsons’ house is similar to ours: a large redbrick semi built at the start of the twentieth century, with Tudor trim and stained glass. I rang the bell and studied the colours in the glass roundel on the door: ruby, cobalt and emerald, and waited for a shadow to swim out from behind them. No one came. The baby slept on.

Back in our garden, I got myself a few handfuls of water from the outdoor tap. A shock like this makes you thirsty. I sat on the patio beside the pond and gazed out at the plants, steadying myself, and let my eye roam over the Michaelmas daisies still ablaze with purple, the seed heads of the giant poppies and the eucalyptus, its grey-green leaves whipping in the wind, long strips of rusty bark peeling from the trunk.

I studied the baby’s face. It had delicate and pretty features, not like those potato-head babies you see. This one had a pointy chin and a tiny nose; its skin was a creamy white, translucent over its eyelids. I watched it sleep for a few moments and saw that flickering of its eyes again. What was it dreaming of? Milk? Mummy? What do babies dream of if they haven’t learnt to name the world, to navigate the world; do the dreams make any sense?

When I examined the contents in the mesh compartment slung underneath the stroller, I found a dozen nappies and a tub of baby wipes, a change of clothes and a roll of thin, slightly spongy plastic which I realized was a portable changing mat. In a padded feeding bag I found two bottles and a tin of baby-milk formula. What if the baby woke up before I got back in the house? It would be screaming for a feed and I couldn’t make that with cold water. I peered in through the kitchen window. My stomach twisted when I saw that it was almost three o’clock.

We set out again and I rang Ray reverse charges from the phone box on the way to collect Maddie and Tom from school.

‘Can you get away early? I’m locked out and no one with a spare key is home.’

Ray gave an exasperated sigh. Like getting locked out was some irritating habit I had developed just to annoy him.

‘Or we could all just sit on the step until you get back – it doesn’t look like rain,’ I prodded.

‘I’ll leave now,’ he replied, still an edge of tension in his tone. I didn’t mind. While he was bound up with his own reaction to my inconvenient demands, he wouldn’t pick out anything odd in my voice. I was afraid the stress was leaking out down the phone-wire. A gush of anxiety to match the gnawing sensation in my belly. If we kept talking surely it was only a matter of time before he’d pause and ask: ‘Is everything all right?’

I ended the call. ‘Thanks, see you soon.’

Ray has a lowly job in advertising now and it’s a fairly flexible set-up as long as he delivers the goods. We used to be platonic housemates – two single parents, a child apiece, but in the last few months we’d become lovers, to the amusement of our long-standing friends and acquaintances, my own astonishment and the despair of his mother. She had always been convinced we were sleeping together when we weren’t and never missed a chance to run me down. When Ray did get seriously involved with his last girlfriend, Laura, I couldn’t put a foot wrong as far as Nana Tello was concerned. But now she was back to being waspish and contrary. I was an inadequate woman with low morals and was seducing her precious son for my own ends. I was a gold-digger. I was a career woman neglecting her child to indulge in her own selfish pleasure. I was a vegetarian with all the lack of moral fibre that implied. She couched her criticisms in subtler ways when I was present, and Ray never passed on her spiky comments to me, but I had seen her in action when Laura was on the scene – I knew how it worked.

Anyway, I didn’t tell Ray about the baby over the phone. I didn’t have the words. It’s the sort of thing you need to see with your own eyes, really. And before he arrived I wanted to decide what on earth I was going to do about it.


TWO

Maddie stopped in her tracks halfway across the playground. Then she hurtled towards me, the scowl that she usually wore after school melting away, her mouth hanging open.

‘A baby,’ she breathed. She thrust her lunch box at me, never shifting her eyes from the infant. She crouched beside the buggy, scrutinizing the sleeping child intently.

‘See its nose.’ She turned and looked up at me. ‘It is so tiny.’

‘What’s that?’ Tom asked as he joined us. At such a crass question, Maddie would normally have fired off a put-down with all the sarcasm an eight-year-old could muster, but she was entranced.

‘A baby,’ I told him. ‘I’m looking after him for his mum.’

As I’d neared the school gates I’d worked on my cover story. I didn’t know what sex the child was; the white clothes were neutral, ditto the yellow blanket. The buggy was a dove-grey and white design. But the change bag was blue and white stripes so I used that slim clue to christen him as a boy. I’d never bothered colour-coding Maddie when she was little. I liked the notion that people would treat her like a male child – and therefore not constrict her sense of adventure and physical boldness. According to the studies of the time, this was what happened. My attempt at social engineering hadn’t been much of a success. Maddie developed into a timid girl, easily unnerved and prone to all sorts of fears. Not quite the little Amazon I‘d envisaged.

‘What’s his name?’ Tom gave the little creature a few friendly pats on the head. I winced, expecting the baby to wake, but it just gave a shudder and fluted its mouth.

‘Jamie,’ I ad-libbed.

‘Can I push him?’ Maddie straightened up.

‘I want a go, too,’ Tom jumped in.

‘You can take turns.’

They pushed the buggy back according to a strictly-timed rota, Maddie taking elaborate care over kerbs and uneven sections in the pavement, even though the rugged design meant the vehicle could cope with rough terrain. Tom went as fast as he dared and executed a few emergency stops, a wheelie and the buggy equivalent of a fishtail spin. The infant slept on.

Ray was home when we arrived. He opened the front door, spotted the new addition and raised his eyebrows.

‘He’s called Jamie.’ Tom was all excitement, his eyes bright as he raced to tell his dad the news before anyone else. ‘Sal’s looking after him. He doesn’t cry or anything.’

‘What, never?’ Ray said wryly. He looked at me, puzzled. ‘You didn’t say anything.’

‘I’ll explain later,’ I said quickly, echoing the words on the note in my pocket.

Digger, our ageing dog, strode into the hall, gave an uncertain bark and retreated back into the kitchen. Craven.

Jamie opened his eyes; they were hazel coloured. He began to twist his head this way and that, making little creaky cries.

‘He must be hungry.’ I grabbed the bottle and baby milk from under the buggy and held it out to Ray. ‘Can you do a bottle?’

He was speechless for a moment. I gave a grin; I don’t think it was a convincing one – sickly, probably. Anyway, Ray took the bottle and the tin of formula, grunted and went into the kitchen.

Jamie’s cries were increasing in volume and Tom pulled a face in dismay. Maddie put her hands over her ears. ‘Will he stop when he’s had his bottle?’

‘Yes.’ I hoped so. I undid the straps and lifted him up. He smelt of milk and some sort of fragrance, perhaps shampoo or washing powder, and faintly of smoke. He complained loudly as I unzipped the all-in-one and Maddie and Tom sloped off into the lounge. Jamie was wearing a lemon Babygro covered in grey teddy bears. He had a cap of fine dark hair, a longer spray of it at the front. I put him up against my left shoulder and jiggled him around, patting his back as I walked to the kitchen. There was a moment’s hiatus and I thought the motion had worked, but then he started again, louder than ever. Digger got to his feet with a whine and left the room.

Ray handed me the bottle and I sat down on the rocking chair by the kitchen window. The old house has large windows which make it feel light and airy. The rocking chair, with its view out into the back garden, is one of my favourite places to sit.

‘Other way,’ Ray shouted and gestured as I offered the teat to the baby, whose bawling had reached desperate proportions. I’d breastfed Maddie so didn’t really know my way around a feeding bottle, whereas Ray had raised Tom on his own and had done it all before. The teat looked enormous and was asymmetrical. I twisted the bottle about and slipped it into the baby’s mouth. The crying stopped mid-squeal and relief flooded through me; my shoulders dropped and I took a deep breath, savouring the peace.

The baby tugged away, his eyes greeny-brown, the colour of river water, fixed on my face. Maddie and Tom gravitated back into his orbit. Now they wanted a go at feeding him but I wouldn’t interrupt the baby. ‘Maybe later,’ I told them, ‘when he’s used to us.’

‘How long’s he here?’ Maddie’s voice rose with the thrill of it all.

‘Not sure, probably a day or two.’ I avoided Ray’s gaze. He knew something weird was going on.

‘Is he sleeping in our room?’ Tom looked anxious – ears still hurting, no doubt.

‘No, in mine,’ I assured him. Ray and I still had separate bedrooms and it seemed to suit us. We were each used to having our own space and our new status as lovers hadn’t led either of us to want to relinquish that.

Jamie had nearly emptied the bottle when he paused, his face creased and flushed dark red. A loud farting, bubbling sound came from his bottom.

‘That is so gross!’ Tom yelled.

‘I can smell it – yuk,’ Maddie chipped in.

‘Wait till we take his nappy off.’

He drained the bottle and then I burped him, rubbing my hand along the frail bumps of his spine. More hilarity for the kids, who began a burping contest. Tom won hands down.

Ray rolled out the changing mat and brought the wipes. I extricated Jamie’s legs and peeled back the tapes on the nappy. There was another chorus of groans from the kids, who were fascinated and repelled. They both moved away but not before they’d had a good look.

‘Where’s his willy?’ Tom asked.

‘You said it was a boy,’ Maddie accused me.

‘Did I?’ I pretended confusion. ‘I must be going mad. Jamie’s a girl, course she is. I wasn’t thinking straight.’

‘Jamie’s a boy’s name,’ Tom said doubtfully.

‘Not always. Not this one.’ I kept my head down, concentrating on the wipes. Thank God I’d picked a fairly unisex name and not Matthew or Felix or Oliver.

‘Can she watch telly with us?’ Maddie watched me fasten a fresh nappy on.

‘Sure.’

I redid the poppers on her Babygro and took her into the lounge. There was a waffle throw there and I lay Jamie on the couch while I spread it out on the floor. Digger struggled to his feet and stalked out. The poor dog was quite bewildered by the whole palaver. I put Jamie in the middle of the waffle on her back and she made gurgling sounds. The children crowded close to her as I explained that one of them must come and get me straight away if anything happened.

‘Like what?’ asked Maddie.

‘Like her being sick or starting to cry or you both wanting to go upstairs. Anything like that.’

‘Is she going to be sick?’ Maddie curled her lip with dismay.

‘Hope not, but it happens a lot; they bring back some of their milk. You did it all the time.’

‘Did I?’ Maddie loved to hear about her life as a baby and often wanted more details than I could remember.

‘Big time. Drove me mad.’

Ray was waiting for me, sitting at the kitchen table. I drew up a chair opposite him. He leant back, his arms folded, his eyes hard with suspicion. ‘So, are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

He listened as I recounted finding the baby on the doorstep, showed him the note and explained that I’d no idea who the infant was and therefore who had left her with me. The only person I could think of who’d been expecting a baby was Abi Dobson.

‘She’s still pregnant,’ he said, ‘I saw her at the baker’s.’ He uncrossed his arms and placed his hands on the table. ‘We should tell the police.’

‘Ray!’ I protested. ‘Someone has trusted me with this child. They expressly ask me not to tell anyone. Who knows what would happen if I reported it? She’d be taken into care for starters – then how hard would it be for the mother to get her back?’

‘Or father.’

‘Or father!’ I snapped. ‘Whatever. I won’t do that.’

‘You haven’t thought this through.’ He spoke as if I was one of the children.

‘Don’t tell me what I’ve thought or not thought. What are you now, a mind reader? Someone needs me to look after this baby.’

‘What if it’s been taken? Abducted?’

‘Then why give it to me? And what kidnapper writes I’ll explain later? If we could just work out what the signature is, it’d probably all make sense.’

He wasn’t having it. ‘What if she gets ill? Then what will you do?’

‘That’s it – look on the bright side,’ I snapped.

‘If anything went wrong, Sal, you’d be the one up for child neglect.’

I stood up and paced away from the table. ‘Stop it. Listen, whoever it is must be in desperate straits.’ Outside a black bird on the fence looked warily from side to side then flew down to the grass, stabbing its beak into the ground.

‘It might be trouble of their own making,’ he said. ‘You’ve no idea what you’re getting yourself into.’

‘Why must you always look for the worst in people?’ I complained. ‘What sort of an attitude is that?’ I glared at him.

‘I don’t,’ he retorted, stung. His nostrils flared, the edges whitening. ‘But when you set your mind on something you won’t listen to reason.’

‘You don’t have the monopoly on reason. It makes perfect sense to me to look after the baby. Someone trusts me to do that. I’m not going to hand her over to the authorities.’ I could hear my voice rising, my words sharpening.

‘And if you’ve heard nothing in a week, ten days? Then what?’ he demanded.

I paused and thought about my answer. The atmosphere between us crackled with antagonism. ‘Then I think again,’ I said as calmly as I could.

‘And what do we tell people?’ He still had that hard edge to his expression, his jaw muscle taut, but the question itself made me think he was coming round.

‘Something simple. That I’m looking after her while her mum, an old friend, is in hospital. London: too far for visits. Surgery: a hysterectomy.’

Ray gave a derisive snort.

‘What? Not a hysterectomy?’ I asked. ‘A car crash? No – they’d want all the details. A hysterectomy’s better.’

‘I never knew you were such a fluent liar.’

I was unsettled, sensing an undertone to his remark. ‘I’m not, I’m rubbish. I can make them up but I can’t tell them without giving myself away.’

‘But you must do that at work,’ he persisted.

‘Not really. Not unless I’m undercover and I hate those jobs. Most of the time I just have to play things close to my chest.’

He slowly closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said quietly. When he opened his eyes again I met his gaze, taking in the way his dark brown eyes had softened a little.

‘I know.’ I moved to stand behind him and put my palm on his chest, feeling his heart beating, the warmth of him. He raised his hand and pulled mine to his lips. Kissed my knuckles. Again I experienced the tug of attraction that had put our lives in a spin over the last few months.

‘How old do you think she is?’ I asked him. ‘She’s not rolling over yet.’

‘Search me.’

‘Maybe three months?’

‘She reminds me of Tom,’ he said. ‘The hair.’

The baby punk look. I hadn’t met Ray and Tom until Tom was eighteen months. By then he was already sporting the glossy black curls of the Italian side of the family, taking after Ray’s mum. Ray had answered my ad for a housemate. I was on my own with Maddie and looking for co-tenants who would be happy to share a spacious Victorian semi with a cranky two-year-old.

We’d rubbed along as housemates for almost six years, sharing the chores and childcare and growing to love each other’s child, before passion had reared its head. I had been disturbed by a shocking tragedy at work and had turned to Ray for comfort. A hug led to a kiss, which pitched me into a state of uncertainty, confusion and desire, and then, after Ray had unceremoniously dropped his girlfriend Laura and set out to court me, to us being lovers. We were still adjusting to the change though Maddie and Tom took it in their stride. Nothing had really altered for them.

I wondered now whether the sudden appearance of an infant in our lives stirred up painful memories for Ray. His wife had died giving birth to Tom. Ray must have been crazed with grief in those early days – bereavement on top of the huge upheaval and the demands that a new baby brings. His mum helped out; she adored her grandson, but even so.

‘It must have been hard,’ I ventured, ‘for you and Tom.’

‘Yeah.’ He rose and whistled for Digger. He’d always been crap at talking about emotions.

Ray took the dog out and I cooked tea. When I went to call the children they were balancing the remote control on Jamie’s tummy and counting how long until her kicks and wriggles bounced it off. Jamie was laughing; all gums and sparkling eyes as Tom pulled faces.

There was one more hurdle to sort out before the end of the day. I waited until we had finished our pasties and apple and raisin fool. Then I took a deep breath and broached it with Ray. ‘Could you work from home, tomorrow? Well, tomorrow morning.’

‘You want me to look after the baby?’ Quick as a flash.

‘If she’s still here. Just tomorrow. It’s work. A meeting. I can’t change things at such short notice. I would if I could. And I can’t take her with me.’

‘I didn’t bring stuff home,’ he objected. ‘If you’d said on the phone  . . .’

I had to persuade him to do this. I couldn’t rearrange. ‘Well, can’t work email it to you?’ I argued.

He sighed. ‘Maybe. Can’t you get them to come and meet you here?’ he said.

‘Hardly. I’m going to see man called Damien Beswick. He’s in Strangeways, serving a life sentence for murder.’

He couldn’t trump that.


THREE

Aweek before the abandoned baby materialized on my doorstep I’d started work on my new case. My client was a woman called Libby Hill. She hadn’t gone into any detail over the phone but said it was an enquiry connected to the murder of Charlie Carter.

Damien Beswick, a twenty-one-year-old petty criminal, had confessed to the murder of Charlie Carter last year. Middle-aged Carter, who ran a loft conversion company, was stabbed to death at his weekend cottage, in the hamlet of Thornsby, on 8 November. Charlie’s girlfriend, Libby Hill, discovered the body. The fact that Carter was married and still living with his wife Heather and their son added a salacious quality to some of the news coverage. There was speculation about a love triangle and questions as to whether the murder was a crime of passion. Interest surged when the police spent most of two days talking to Libby Hill, but two weeks later an arrest was made. Damien Beswick had been caught trying to use Carter’s missing bank cards at an ATM in Stockport. The next police announcement revealed that Beswick had made a full confession. Carter had surprised him in the middle of a burglary. Beswick, high on drugs at the time, panicked when the older man ran at him. Beswick grabbed a knife from the counter and in the scuffle that followed Carter suffered a stab wound to the stomach. Arraigned at Manchester Crown Court, Beswick pleaded guilty and asked for a number of other offences – burglary and street robbery – to be taken into account. It was standard practice to do that; a way of clearing the slate so the defendant couldn’t be rearrested for those crimes on his release. Subsequently he was sentenced to life and would serve a minimum of twenty-five years.

His guilty plea meant there was no trial by jury and the case soon fell from public view. It was done and dusted. Justice had been served and a violent career criminal was safely behind bars.

Libby Hill’s approach was intriguing. Did she want to claim compensation for the trauma of losing her lover? Or did she want to make some claim on his estate, which presumably had gone to his widow and son? Maybe it was a complaint against the police? But when she’d come over to speak to me in person, it was none of these issues that had prompted her to hire a private eye.

She was prettier in the flesh than she had been on the news footage. Slightly built with fine, blonde hair caught back in a ponytail and large grey eyes, she looked younger than her thirty-two years. She wore faded straight-leg jeans and a blue and green checked needlecord shirt. I’d had time to refresh my memory about the case by trawling the Internet before we met.

We settled downstairs in my office at the Dobsons’ place. It’s quite comfy nowadays – a contrast to the cold, whitewashed cell I’d first rented when I set up business. I had everything I needed: broadband access, desk and chairs, filing cabinet, a bookcase full of reference books, a sofa; paintings on the walls courtesy of my friend Diane and rugs on the floor courtesy of Ikea. A couple of flight cases held my electronic equipment: camcorder, voice-activated recorder, camera and the like. I’m not big on surveillance or bugging. There are plenty of large firms out there who specialize in that sort of work for corporate clients. My work is more personal, domestic, intimate. I prefer it like that.

I made Libby a drink and assured her that there was no charge for an initial meeting. She needed to assess whether I was the right person for the job and I needed to decide whether it was something I was willing to take on.

‘I read about the murder,’ I told her. ‘I’m sorry. It must have been terrible.’

She nodded. ‘Still is, actually. You keep wondering when life’s going to return to normal. I don’t know if it ever will. When I think of Charlie that’s how I see him; that moment – finding him – that’s the first image that comes into my head. It dominates, you know? I hate that.’ She spoke calmly, though her voice trembled a little at the end and she shook her head as she finished speaking.

‘Anyway.’ She slapped her palms on her knees, nails French manicured, hands slender and pale against the washed-out denim. ‘I got this about a month ago.’ She lifted her suede shoulder bag on to her lap and unzipped it. She drew out a small envelope and handed it to me. Libby’s name and address were handwritten but the folded sheet inside had been done on a printer and a couple of words had been misspelled.


14 Leeson Close

Northern Moor

Manchester

M23 JIB

Dear Miss Libby Hill,

My name is Chloe Beswick. I am Damien Beswick’s half-sister. I am sorry about what happened to Mr Carter but there is something you should know. Damien told me he didn’t do it and that he only confessed because it was the easiest thing to do. Damien is a drug user and has lots of problems and he was confused when they interviewed him. When he told me I went to his lawyer but she said there was nothing she could do unless their was new evidence.

I believe my brother and their has been a miscarriage of justice. It also means the person that did it is still free. I am sure you want the right person to serve time for this. If the police and the brief will not look for new evidence then I don’t know how to get a retrial for Damien. Maybe I will have to do a campaign.

Yours faithfully,

Chloe Beswick



When I’d finished reading the letter I looked across at Libby. ‘This must have been a shock.’

‘You got that right.’ She gave a sharp nod. ‘I don’t know why she’s written to me. I don’t know what she wants.’ A frown creased her brow.

‘No, it’s not clear. Perhaps she just wants to let you know, to warn you, that she has doubts about the conviction and that she might start this campaign, as a sort of courtesy. Did she write to Heather, too?’

‘No idea. We’re not exactly on speaking terms.’ Her grey eyes flashed.

‘No, of course, I’m sorry.’ I should have realized. I felt a little clumsy, and hoped she wouldn’t doubt my competence.

‘It’s a bloody cheek,’ she said. ‘You know what I think – he’s finding it hard in prison so he’s clutching at straws.’

‘There was other evidence used to convict him as well as his confession?’ I checked.

‘Too right.’ She placed one index finger on the other, prepared to count off the items. ‘They could place him at the cottage; he’d taken Charlie’s wallet.’ Her face tightened. ‘And there was blood on his trainers.’

Pretty damning stuff. ‘The CPS wouldn’t have gone ahead with the prosecution if they didn’t think they had solid grounds,’ I told her. ‘On the other hand, mistakes do get made.’

There had been a number of high-profile cases in the last few years: Stephen Downing, a teenager with learning difficulties who confessed to the murder of Wendy Sewell in Bakewell and had served twenty-seven years behind bars before having his conviction quashed; Stefan Kiszko, bullied into confessing to the sexual assault and child-murder of Lesley Moleseed was finally freed after sixteen years, years during which the real killer continued to abuse children; and Barry George, a mentally-ill man convicted on the basis of a single particle of gunpowder in his coat pocket, served eight years for the murder of TV presenter Jill Dando before being freed at retrial.

‘And sometimes people make false confessions,’ I added. ‘I don’t know how often – I suppose that’s difficult to establish. You can only know it’s a false confession if you disprove it – or someone else steps forward.’ I looked at her. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Find out what the hell they’re playing at,’ she said frankly. ‘Talk to this sister, talk to him. Maybe it’s some sort of scam. If it is, I’ll report them.’ Her brow furrowed; her thin face was taut, containing frustration. When she spoke again her words were clipped, her tone intense. ‘He confessed; he was convicted. It’s been hard enough to cope with as it is. But this  . . . this is way out of line.’

Before I spoke to either of the Beswicks, I needed to have as comprehensive a grasp as possible of the background to Charlie Carter’s death. Without a trial there were no transcripts to help so I would have to rely initially on what Libby could tell me. I asked her to start with their relationship.

‘It’d been going on for over a year by then,’ she said. ‘I’d first met Charlie when he came to give me an estimate for a loft conversion. I run a marquee hire business. We’ve an industrial unit where the tents are stored and checked in and out. I’d an office there but it was a miserable place to work.’ She grimaced. ‘On my own most of the time and the place was freezing – no natural light. With the computer and mobile phone there was no reason I couldn’t run things from home. I’d still be going out on site visits and organizing the lads for set-ups and strikes.’

I frowned; I didn’t understand the reference to strikes. I repeated the word.

‘That’s what we call it when we take them down – comes from the circus, I think. But the rest, the invoicing and dealing with calls, I could do anywhere.’

‘OK. It’s your own business?’ I encouraged her to continue and made notes as she talked, capturing facts and figures and the gist of her story.

‘Yes. My dad started it off in the eighties and I helped out. When he died I carried it on. So, Charlie came and gave me an estimate for doing the loft. He wasn’t the cheapest but I liked some of the suggestions he made, and the fact that he did the work himself. I wouldn’t be faced with two contractors I’d never met and all the risk of crossed wires and them cutting corners. Long story short: by the time the loft was finished we’d fallen for each other. I knew his situation – he was totally honest with me.’

‘How did he describe it?’

‘That he was married; they had Alex. He wasn’t desperately unhappy but he didn’t think he and Heather would stay together in the long run, though she would probably want to.’

I’d already formed an impression of Libby. I believed her for a start; she was honest, direct. She had an energy about her, focused, contained and I could imagine her being practical and always busy.

She placed her hands on her knees again. ‘I’d never thought I’d date a married man. Seemed like a mug’s game. Plus he was a fair bit older than me – thirteen years between us. He was no oil painting, either,’ she smiled, ‘beer belly growing and his hairline shrinking, but we saw each other a couple of times a week throughout that summer. In the November we had our first weekend away – Venice.’ She paused, her grey eyes growing distant as she picked through the memories. ‘By the following summer, last year, we both knew it wasn’t just a fling.’

‘What was he like?’ I asked.

She took a deep breath and exhaled with the weight of trying to sum him up. ‘He made me laugh. We laughed so much. He’d a real quick wit; he could see the daft side of anything. And he’d clown about, too. Ring me up and put on funny accents, spoof emails.’ She thought for a moment, her head craned to one side, her hand stroking her ponytail absent-mindedly. ‘He was a very kind man – nothing was too much trouble. The number of times he’d be late because he’d helped someone who’d broken down or he’d run an errand for a mate – that sort of thing. Good company. Some men, they’re tense, wound-up, you know?’

I thought of Ray, who was exactly like that given half a chance.

‘But Charlie was pretty laid-back,’ she went on. ‘The only time I ever heard him get steamed up was in the car. If we got stuck behind a tractor or some Sunday driver then you could see the steam coming out of his ears. He was like a different man in the car. He’d overtake when there was barely room to get a bike past. Nerve-shattering. I hated driving with him.’ She paused. ‘He was bloody brilliant,’ she added, her voice creaky and her eyes glistening. She blinked hard and looked down at her hands, rubbing at the polished nails. I felt the lurch of sympathy.

‘So.’ She cleared her voice. ‘We talked about wanting to be together and Charlie said he didn’t want to leave until Alex had finished high school. It would mean waiting another nine or ten months and he asked me if I’d do that.’ She gave me a sideways glance. ‘No-brainer. Charlie already had the cottage by then. He and Heather got it as an investment property. It didn’t even have a roof when they first bought it. They were doing it up to sell on. Then Charlie thought it might be somewhere for us, eventually. Heather could keep the family home and he’d take the cottage. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to give up my little house. I’m a city girl – Manchester’s the only place I’ve ever lived – but in the meantime we could use it as a getaway. That was the plan. Then Heather found out about us,’ she said flatly. ‘I don’t know what made her suspect but she checked his phone.’

‘When was this?’ A prickle of suspense spread down my back.

‘Last October. First I knew he rang me at work. They’d spent half the night talking; Charlie’d told her he was leaving and she was devastated.’ Libby winced. ‘Heather agreed they needed to keep it from Alex until his exams were over. But she made Charlie promise not to see me in the meantime. He accepted. So there was this awful charade going on: them sharing a bed and me in purdah.’

Jealousy is a powerful motive but I assumed Heather had a firm alibi or she’d be a prime suspect. I asked Libby about it.

‘Rock solid,’ she answered me. ‘I never knew the ins and outs – the police don’t tell you everything – but she was with a friend, Valerie Mayhew.’

‘Were there any other suspects?’

‘Apart from me?’ she sounded bitter. ‘No.’ Then she hesitated and backtracked. ‘Though there was a guy that Charlie had been in business with: Nick Dryden. He was a piece of work – had his fingers in the till for months, apparently. When Charlie found out he pursued him through the civil courts but Dryden declared himself bankrupt and Charlie never saw a penny. Dryden climbed into a bottle and lost his wife, his kids, his home. The crazy thing was he blamed Charlie. He was the only person I ever heard Charlie slagging off. But that all happened six, seven years ago. Ancient history. I think he went to Spain.’

‘So, you never met him?’

‘No – before my time.’

‘And you were a suspect?’

She hesitated. ‘Yes, I’d found Charlie. And they had to “rule me out of their enquiries”, as they put it. They went over and over the same ground. Had we rowed? Did Charlie decide he was staying with his wife? Before they interview you, they ask you these medical questions so I had to tell them I was pregnant and they tried to use that.’

I looked across at her, startled. ‘Really?’ It was a fact I’d not come across in any of the media reports.

‘Had we argued about the baby? I told them time and again that Charlie didn’t even know about the baby.’ Her voice began to shake. ‘That was why I arranged to meet him; it meant he’d break his promise to Heather about not seeing me but I was desperate to tell him about the baby. I’d only done the pregnancy test that week. It was a total surprise – an accident really, but I was over the moon and I knew Charlie would be as well. The baby was due in June and by then the whole mess would be sorted out. We’d be together.’ She sighed and leant forward, bracing her arms. ‘If I’d only got there earlier,’ she said quietly. ‘Saturday’s always a big day at work: weddings and parties and festivals. Although we get the tents up on Friday, so there’s plenty of time to dress them, there can be last-minute glitches. I’m on call most of the day. Then I’ve errands to run: the dry-cleaners, grab something nice to eat. I was supposed to be at the cottage around five but when I knew that was pushing it, I texted Charlie to say I was running late. It was just after six when I got there.’

She rubbed at her face and took a deep breath. She looked straight at me, her grey eyes stark with emotion. ‘And it was too late.’ There was a tremor in her voice. ‘He never knew about Rowena, our baby, and she never met him. So this  . . .’ she pointed at the envelope, ‘ . . . please just find out what the hell they think they’re playing at.’
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