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The Red Shirts : The Story of Holly Wells, Jessica Chapman, and the Soham Murders

By AJR

Author's Note & Disclaimer

This work is a narrative retelling of true events surrounding the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman in Soham, England, in 2002. While every effort has been made to ensure historical and factual accuracy, this book is a work of creative nonfiction. Public statements, court transcripts, and inquiry findings have been faithfully reproduced where possible. Dialogue, internal thoughts, and certain private scenes have been reconstructed based on available evidence, witness testimony, and journalistic accounts to serve the narrative. They should not be read as verbatim records of private conversations to which no transcript exists.

The author acknowledges that certain individuals' names and minor identifying details have been altered to protect their privacy. The portrayals of public figures, including the victims' families, are based on their own extensive public statements and are offered with the deepest respect.

This book contains descriptions of violence and child death that some readers may find distressing. It is not intended for young audiences.

The purpose of this work is to bear witness, to examine the systemic failures that allowed this tragedy to occur, and to ensure that the lessons of Soham are never forgotten. No profit from pain is intended, and no sensationalism is sought. Any errors of fact or interpretation are unintentional and the sole responsibility of the author.
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INTRODUCTION
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On the afternoon of August 4, 2002, a mother in a quiet Cambridgeshire town raised her camera and took a photograph. The light was golden, the garden filled with the smell of a Sunday barbecue, and her ten-year-old daughter stood beside her best friend, both of them grinning in matching red football shirts. It was an ordinary moment—the kind that fills family albums by the million, the kind we take without thinking because the future feels guaranteed.

Within three hours, both girls were dead.

What follows is not a celebration of evil, nor a sensationalisation of suffering. It is an attempt to understand how a single afternoon can unravel an entire community; how trust, once given, can become a weapon; and how two families, shattered by loss, found the strength to turn their grief into a legacy that protects children to this day.

This book is based on extensive research into one of the most extensively documented criminal cases in British history. The facts—dates, locations, forensic findings, and courtroom testimony—are drawn from public records, police reports, and the official Bichard Inquiry. Where dialogue and private moments appear, they are reconstructed from witness statements, press interviews, and the historical record, offered not as verbatim transcripts but as a narrative bridge into the human heart of the tragedy.

Some names have been withheld or altered to protect privacy. Others—Holly, Jessica, Kevin, Nicola, Sharon, Leslie—belong to real people whose lives were irrevocably changed. They are not characters. They are parents, siblings, neighbours, and survivors. We honour them by remembering.

This is their story. And it begins, as so many tragedies do, with a day that felt exactly like any other.
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Part One: The Last Summer
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Chapter One: The Red Shirts

The heat had been building over Cambridgeshire for a week, a slow accumulation that turned the fenland air thick and golden. It was the kind of August warmth that made England feel almost foreign, where the sky pressed down like a lid and the asphalt softened underfoot. Soham, a market town of 8,700 souls straddling the A142 between Ely and Newmarket, dozed beneath it. 

Children played in gardens. Barbecue smoke drifted over fences. And nobody—not a single soul—suspected that this particular Sunday would be carved into the nation's memory for decades to come.

At 11:45 that morning, ten-year-old Jessica Chapman left her home on Brook Street with a small secret burning in her pocket. She had recently returned from a family holiday in Menorca, tanned and happy, and during that trip she had purchased a necklace for her best friend, engraved with the letter "H." 

She told her older sister Rebecca where she was going, made sure she had her Nokia 6110 mobile phone with her—a safety measure insisted upon by her safety-conscious sister—and set off for the short walk to Holly's house at 4 Redhouse Gardens. 

Holly was waiting at the door, her fair hair catching the sunlight. The two girls had been inseparable since they were four, a friendship so natural they looked more like sisters than friends. 

"I got you something," Jessica said, producing the necklace from her pocket.

Holly's eyes widened. "From Menorca?"

"Put it on. Let me see."

Holly lifted her hair while Jessica fastened the chain. The letter "H" settled against her collarbone, catching the light.
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"Now you can't forget me," Jessica said, grinning.

"Idiot. As if I could."

They spent the afternoon in the garden with another friend, Natalie Parr, the three of them sprawled on the grass with a computer game, the sound of music drifting from an open window. 

Natalie left around half past two, and the afternoon narrowed to just the two of them, as it so often did.

By 3:15 p.m., both had changed into matching replica Manchester United football shirts—bright red, emblazoned with Beckham's name and the number 7 on the back. One shirt belonged to Holly; the other had been borrowed from her older brother Oliver. 

Holly was the more feminine of the two, a majorette who played the cornet and filled her days with dancing and drawing and Brownies. 

Jessica was more of a tomboy, happier in trainers than skirts, though she had once confided to her teaching assistant that she would wear a dress willingly if she ever became a bridesmaid at her own wedding. 

Together in their matching red shirts, they looked like two halves of the same whole.

At 5:04 p.m., Nicola Wells stepped out into the garden with her camera. 

"Smile, you two. Proper smiles, not the gormless ones."
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"Mu-um," Holly groaned, but she was grinning.

"You're not taking another one for the album," Jessica said, striking a pose with her hands on her hips. "We look like Beckham's kids."

"You look lovely," Nicola said, lowering the camera. "Both of you. Now come and eat before your father burns the sausages."

The girls ate dinner with the family and other guests at the barbecue, the smell of charcoal and grilled meat drifting across the garden. Jessica called home to ask if she could stay longer, and her parents agreed, with the understanding that she would call again when she was ready to be picked up. 

After dinner, the girls went upstairs. Between 5:11 p.m. and 5:32 p.m., they browsed the internet and sent several emails, their fingers tapping lightly on the keyboard. 

"I still can't believe Miss Carr didn't get the job," Holly said, slumping back in the chair. "She was crying at the end of term. Did you see?"

"I saw," Jessica said. "She kept saying she was fine, but her eyes were all red."

Holly reached into her drawer and pulled out a hand-drawn card. A smiling face beamed from the front, coloured in bright crayon. Inside, in her ten-year-old handwriting, she had written: I'll miss you a lot. Thank you! C ya around school! Miss ya! Luv Holly. 

"Do you think she'll be back next year?" Holly asked.

"Maybe. If someone else leaves."

"I hope so. She was just lovely. Really lovely."

Jessica nodded. "We should tell her. Next time we see her."

They sat in silence for a moment, the computer screen glowing in the dimming room. Outside, the barbecue was winding down, voices rising and falling in the predictable patterns of a family gathering.

At approximately 6:05 p.m., without telling anyone where they were going, the girls slipped out of the house. 
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"I'm telling you, they've got the new fizzy cola bottles," Jessica said as they walked. "The big ones. Not the little packets."

"You're going to rot your teeth."

"You're going to rot your teeth. I'm going to live forever."

They walked arm in arm along Sand Street, two small figures in identical red shirts, their laughter carrying in the still evening air. 

They passed the College Close home of Ian Huntley, the senior caretaker at the local secondary school, a man who had only recently arrived in the town but who had already learned how to wear the mask of respectability. 

He was on his front doorstep, grooming his dog.

"Hello," Huntley said.

"Hello," the girls chorused.

"Is Miss Carr in?" Holly asked. "We wanted to ask her something."

"She's having a bath," Huntley said. "Not feeling well."

"Oh." Holly's face fell. "Did she get the job? The permanent one?"

"I'm afraid not."

The girls exchanged glances. Jessica stepped forward. "Tell her we're sorry," she said. "Tell her we hope she's all right."

"I will," Huntley said. "Off you go, then."
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They skipped away down the road, happy as Larry, their red shirts catching the last of the sunlight. 

They never arrived at the Ross Peers Sports Centre. They never bought their sweets. They simply vanished into the August evening, leaving behind nothing but the
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