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Description
A map shows the layout of neighbourhood The Hill in Tattenbrook, Cheshire. Five houses are marked at the top of the crescent, including Allie’s house, The Willows.



Residents of The Hill




	The Coach House

	Bianca Dixon, Scarlett Dixon, Grandad Dixon




	Fairhaven

	Philip and Suki Makepeace




	Sunnyside

	JP and Camilla Lennox




	Hollies

	Mikaela, Cara and Alex Jefferson




	Ormindale

	Warren and Emily Irvine






Residents of Taplin Drive




	The Willows

	Allie and Dominic Green, Harris Brady







Without Conviction:
Season 4 now available

You asked … and we delivered! The new season of Without Conviction has finally dropped, and there is TEA! We’ve all been celebrating the posthumous pardoning of Karl Munson, but the story doesn’t end there. Season 4 of Without Conviction lifts the lid on the flawed police investigation into the Carmichael killings on Valentine’s Day 2014. We’ve passed everything we’ve found to the police, in the hope that – this time – they’ll do their job properly.

Ten years ago, Peter and Stephanie Carmichael were murdered in their own home. And the killer’s still out there.

Subscribe now on Spotify








PROLOGUE

SUNDAY

The weather broke overnight, rain drumming on to baked earth and swirling along the pavements. There were few awake to see it, and, by the morning, summer was restored. Now the sun is hot and high, despite the early hour. Water has drained into gutters and soaked into the cracked earth, and all that’s left of the night’s sudden storm is a welcome freshness in the air and the swollen banks of the Awen. The river tumbles over itself in its effort to reach the lake, rushing over rocks and tree roots in a torrent of white foam. Every now and then, the force of the water dislodges a stick or a handful of moss from the bank and whips it downstream too fast for the eye to follow.

Fifteen-year-old Ed Clough is walking along the southern bank, away from the rafting centre. He has been sent to look for a missing kayak, and he is taking his time over it. Ed is supposed to be on kitchen duties this morning, but he spent yesterday evening at a Young Farmers rally and the thought of greasy bacon pans is making his stomach churn. He draws deep lungfuls of clean air and wonders how long he can string out his search.

Most of the rafts and canoes are locked in a secure unit at night, but there are a few old yellow kayaks on a rack at the back of the centre, and they occasionally go missing. They are carried aloft by drunk stags and abandoned in the road once enough fun’s been had, or they’re launched into the river by bored kids. Before Ed started working at the rafting centre, he’d once done exactly that with his best mate, the two of them sprinting down the banks to try and beat the empty vessel to the lake. They had lost by a country mile, as they’d known they would. White water won’t be beaten.

Just as Ed is about to turn around, he sees a glimmer of yellow through the trees. He brightens. Donna can’t give him a row about how long he’s been away from the kitchen if he finds the missing kayak. She might even let him off bacon duty.

The vessel is upside down between rocks, stern pushed under water and bow in the air. Ed tugs at it, but it’s hard to get a purchase on the resin hull. The bank is steep and slippery, and he grips a tree root with his left hand to stop himself from sliding into the water. He pushes his foot against the kayak, but it won’t budge. Ed sighs, then he kicks off his trainers and strips to his underpants. Donna better put something extra in his pay packet this month; this is above and beyond a minimum wage weekend job.

Despite the heatwave, the river is freezing. Mud squelches beneath his toes; something flits, tiny and fast, between his legs. Ed squeals involuntarily and immediately looks around, relieved to confirm there was no one to hear it. Waist-deep, he reaches over the kayak to grab the opposite side of it, so he can use his full force to yank it out from between the rocks and flip it back over. It’s stuck fast, and Ed pulls and pulls and suddenly it comes free. And now the kayak is right-side-up and it’s Ed who’s upside down, thrown off balance and clinging on to the kayak as he flails for a footing.

It’s barely a second (although it feels like longer) before he resurfaces, cursing this stupid job, his stupid boss, the stupid kids who stole a kayak and let it float downriver to lodge itself in these rocks and … and …

Ed stops thinking. He stops breathing. His entire body is trembling, goosebumps covering his skinny frame, from his ice-cold feet to the white-knuckled hand still gripping the kayak. The kayak that had been so hard to turn over not only because it was trapped but also because it was heavy.

Because there was someone in it.

Ed’s stomach gives a sharp, painful spasm. The kayaker is dead, that much is obvious, and yet the face is … the face is moving. Ed cries out, and this time he doesn’t care who hears him.

It’s only river water, he tells himself, that’s why it looks as though the skin is sliding off the skull. River water seeping from the eyes and nostrils. River water trickling from the corners of those deep-blue lips …

Ed’s throat fills with bile. He staggers backwards, then he turns and vomits into the foaming waters of the Awen.




ONE

SUNDAY | DC FFION MORGAN

‘What do you mean, “he let it go”?’

Five minutes ago, Detective Constable Ffion Morgan had been in the perfect state between sleep and wakefulness, with every intention of having another snooze once she’d let Dave out for a wee. The call from her boss has ruined her lie-in, not least because Dave has lately begun taking Ffion’s ringtone as a cue to bark furiously. He jumps on the bed, one heavy foot on Ffion’s stomach, and yowls at the phone.

‘Just that,’ Detective Inspector Malik says. ‘By the time the lad finished puking his guts up, the kayak was sailing merrily on its way.’

‘Will you shut UP?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Sorry, boss, I was talking to the dog.’ Ffion swings her legs out of bed and grabs Dave’s collar, marching him out of the bedroom and shutting the door. Cardboard boxes form teetering pillars on either side of it, labels identifying the contents as Clothes, Books, or Misc. ‘Are you telling me we have an AWOL corpse in a kayak?’

‘That’s pretty much the size of it. Air Support are looking for it now, and a couple of local units are on the ground, but I’d like you on hand when the body’s recovered. Call me once you know what’s what. And let Cheshire CID know, in case it floats into their waters.’

‘But it’s my weekend off.’

‘Not any more.’

Malik ends the call and Ffion heads downstairs, only for Dave to hurl himself after her, barrelling into the back of her knees. She grabs the banister just in time to stop herself going arse over tit.

‘You are such a dick,’ she says.

‘For bringing you tea in bed?’ Leo is standing at the bottom of the stairs, fully dressed and with a mug in each hand. ‘Seems harsh.’

‘Not you. Although you can be a dick too.’ Ffion grins and takes one of the mugs. ‘Diolch.’ She steps down to the bottom step, so her face is level with Leo’s, and kisses him, feeling his smile match hers. Leo’s hand slides over her naked hip; Ffion responds by pressing her own against his crotch. ‘I think you’re overdressed for the occasion, DS Brady,’ she murmurs.

‘Some of us have to go to work.’

‘Shit!’ Ffion breaks away. ‘Good save – I need to get dressed. Turns out I have to go in too – there’s a dead body making off down the Awen in a kayak.’ She wriggles past him, taking a slurp of tea as she does. ‘God, you make a good paned.’

‘A dead body in a kayak?’ Leo follows her into the kitchen, where more boxes wait on the counter to be packed. ‘Does that make it a canoe-dunnit?’

Ffion groans. ‘Don’t give up the day job.’ She opens the washer-dryer and drags the contents on to the floor. ‘That’s the third time this month Malik’s called me in on my day off. It’s almost like he does it deliberately.’

‘Good job you hadn’t made any plans, I guess.’

Ffion stares at him. ‘I had plans.’

‘You said you were going to spend the day in bed.’

‘How is that not a plan? I have a tub of Ben & Jerry’s in the freezer and the new season of Without Conviction to binge.’

‘You are obsessed.’

‘With ice cream or the podcast?’

‘Both, but especially the latter.’ Leo tips the dregs of his tea into the sink and puts his mug in the dishwasher.

‘You say that like it’s a bad thing.’ Ffion rootles through the pile of laundry. ‘Anyway, I wouldn’t need to be obsessed with the Carmichael case if my boyfriend would only give up the goods.’

‘I don’t have any goods! The cold case review team isn’t even in the same building as me. I literally know as much as you do.’ Leo considers this. ‘Less, probably.’

Leo’s phone is on the counter on top of the washing machine. It flashes a notification and Ffion reaches to hand it to him, but Leo gets there first. He glances at it, then puts it in his pocket. ‘BBC app,’ he says. ‘Breaking news.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘What?’

Ffion stares at him. ‘The news?’

‘Oh. I didn’t really read it.’

‘Right.’ Ffion leaves a beat. ‘Can you give your lot the heads-up we’ve got a body heading towards Llyn Drych? Just in case they get a call on the nines.’

‘Sure.’

Llyn Drych (or Mirror Lake, to give it its English name, which Ffion concedes they occasionally must) straddles the border between England and Wales, making it pot luck as to whether a call from a concerned bystander finds its way to Cheshire Constabulary or North Wales Police.

Ffion tugs on her underwear and grimaces. ‘These are still damp.’

‘Stick them back in the dryer.’

‘I don’t have time.’

‘Eat something, at least.’ Leo is spreading jam on a cut bagel.

‘I don’t have—’

‘Eat.’ He slaps the two halves together and closes Ffion’s hand around it.

‘Very Michelin star,’ she says, but she kisses him again. ‘Thanks, calon.’ Her eyes widen. ‘Fuck!’

‘If you don’t have time to put the dryer on, we definitely don’t have time to—’

‘Who’s going to watch Dave?’

They turn to look at the dog, who wags his tail enthusiastically, aware he’s being talked about. Dave came from an animal shelter where Ffion had been taking a burglary report. As big as a Shetland pony and just as hairy, Dave is of indeterminate breed. He arrived with a host of behavioural issues, some of which have improved over the last few months, and powerful flatulence, which hasn’t.

‘Could you drop him off at Mam’s for me?’ Ffion says.

‘Why can’t you drop him off?’

‘Because she likes you more than me.’ She pulls on a pair of creased trousers, ignoring Leo’s look of mild horror, then picks through the remaining laundry to find a top. ‘She won’t be able to say no.’

Leo contemplates Dave with a look of resigned acceptance. ‘Come on, then, mate.’

‘Oh …’ Ffion takes a key from a dish on the windowsill. ‘This is for you, by the way.’

‘What’s this?’

‘What does it look like?’ Ffion bends to put on her shoes, glad of the mass of curly hair that falls over her flushed face.

‘Ffion Morgan, are you finally giving me my own key?’

‘It’s practical, is all.’ She straightens. ‘Don’t get notions. Consider it a trial run for my new place – although I swear my solicitor’s ghosting me. We’re supposed to be exchanging this week and I’ve not heard a word for days.’

‘Sure.’ Leo grins at her. ‘We’re staying at mine tonight, though – I’ve got Harris for a few hours, remember.’

‘I remember.’

‘I won’t be taking him back to Allie’s till around six.’ Leo’s tone is light, but there’s a tension to his expression that wasn’t there a moment ago. ‘If you want, we could wait till you—’

‘Another time, yeah? Sounds like I’m in for a long day.’ Ffion’s phone rings and the dog launches into a cacophony of barks. ‘For the love of—’

‘Go.’ Leo pushes her gently towards the door. ‘I’ll see you later.’

DI Malik is already talking. ‘… recovered from the lake. They’ll meet you by the jetty.’ Ffion leaves, glad of the diversion. It’s not that she doesn’t want to meet Leo’s son, it’s just that she doesn’t exactly have a great track record as a parent. If she gives the whole thing a swerve, she can’t mess it up.

She puts her breakfast on the roof of her car while she searches for the keys she had literally a second ago, then flings her bag on the back seat. She’s halfway down the street before she remembers the bagel.




TWO

SUNDAY | DS LEO BRADY

This time last year, Leo’s life was simple. Five days a week he would make the twenty-minute commute to Cheshire’s Criminal Investigation Department, where he is a detective sergeant. He would go to the gym most evenings (and occasionally for a beer afterwards). Last, but by no means least, he would spend as much time with his seven-year-old son Harris as work (and his ex-wife) would allow.

Life is very different now.

Leo and Ffion divide their time between Leo’s place and Ffion’s rented cottage in her home town of Cwm Coed. A few months ago, Ffion’s landlord gave her notice – the income potential of turning the place into a holiday let had become too good to ignore – and Leo had tentatively suggested Ffion might move in with him.

‘It’s too far from work,’ she’d said. ‘And Mam. And the lake. Anyway, I’ve saved enough for a deposit – I’m going to buy somewhere.’

‘We could buy together. Somewhere closer.’

‘It’ll be a nightmare if we split up.’

In Ffion’s world, Leo has come to understand, glasses are never just half-empty, they’re bone-dry and being used as ashtrays. Her aversion to anything resembling commitment means there’s no formal arrangement for where they end up each night, resulting in a nomadic lifestyle that Leo finds unsettling. He is forever discovering he has no clean socks, or that the suit he’d planned to wear for court is twenty miles in the wrong direction. He recently left a toothbrush in Ffion’s bathroom, thinking it would make sense to at least keep toiletries in both houses, only to find it back in his overnight bag when he came out of the shower. His commute has tripled, and the gym has fallen by the wayside (along with the beers, which is probably no bad thing).

But Ffion …

Leo’s face splits into a smile. He often catches himself smiling for no reason nowadays. Except it isn’t for no reason, it’s because, after making a mess of things for far too long, he and Ffion finally got it together. And by God, he loves her. Leo had thought he loved Allie when he’d married her, and maybe he had, but the way he feels now is off the scale. Ffion is infuriating, challenging, argumentative and unpredictable, but in spite of all that – or perhaps because of it – Leo adores her. She’s also the hottest woman alive, which makes them both regularly late for work. All of this means Leo puts up with keeping a toothbrush in his car and chasing drifts of Dave hair around his previously immaculate house, with driving miles to get to work (and, really, the views around Cwm Coed almost make up for that), and with never being able to plan anything further than a few days ahead.

‘We might not be together by then,’ Ffion said once, after Leo had suggested they book a holiday.

Leo tries not to let it faze him. One day, when Ffion’s ready, she’ll commit. And then maybe they’ll get a place together, and he’ll introduce her to Harris, which is far more important than a holiday or where Leo keeps his toothbrush. Even Ffion can’t make excuses not to meet Leo’s son for ever.

Ffion’s mother, Elen Morgan, has the door open before Leo and Dave are halfway up the path. ‘Ffi sent you to do her dirty work, has she? Thinks I won’t say no to you, I suppose.’

‘You’re good, Mrs Morgan. I could use your powers of deduction in CID.’

‘How you put up with that girl, I don’t know.’

‘I’m hoping she’ll turn out like her mother.’

‘Fydd gweniaith yn mynd â ti i unman.’

‘Not a clue what that means, sorry.’ Leo hands Elen Dave’s lead. ‘Thanks for looking after him.’

‘I said flattery will get you nowhere,’ Elen calls after him as he makes his way back to his car. ‘And it’s about time you learned Cymraeg!’

Leo pretends not to hear, waving goodbye without turning around. He’d tried to speak Welsh once, when he and Ffion had gone out for a drink with some of her friends. Leo had been practising for the occasion, almost losing his nerve, and then finally getting it together and asking in faltering Welsh whether anyone would like another drink.

The table had fallen silent. Everyone stared at him.

‘What did you just say?’ Mia’s lips had twitched. Leo had wanted to die, but he mumbled it again, realising too late that he’d got two of the words in the wrong order and that the final bit wasn’t Welsh at all, but GCSE Spanish. Mia burst into laughter and the others joined her, and Leo had burned with awkwardness.

Ffion had laughed too. She’d leapt to her feet and pulled Leo’s arm aloft. ‘My boyfriend the linguist!’ Even hearing Ffion publicly acknowledge their relationship for the first time couldn’t take the sting out of Leo’s embarrassment. He hadn’t tried again.

Weekends on CID run with skeletal staff led by a duty DS, which today is Leo. As always, he’ll have a couple of detective constables with him, who will spend the day catching up on paperwork and praying nothing comes in to put the kibosh on their evening plans.

The second Leo walks into the office, he knows something’s happened. There’s an indefinable quality to the air, even though there are still only two detectives, even though both those detectives are sitting quietly at their desks.

‘What’s in?’ Leo puts his bag on his desk.

‘Burglary on The Hill.’ DC Dawn Chambers doesn’t look up. ‘Three-million-pound detached property.’

The Hill, a wide tree-lined street on a steep slope in Tattenbrook, West Cheshire, is populated by bankers, minor league footballers and bored housewives. At the foot of The Hill, the houses look relatively normal (albeit far larger than anything Leo could ever dream of owning) but, as the incline increases, the builds become bigger and more extravagant. The properties at the top of The Hill, with views across the entire county, are listed for sale for sums that always make Leo think there’s been a typo.

Dawn spins her chair around to face him. ‘Tidy search. Small items taken, no large electronics, no art.’ She pauses. ‘Entry via the kitchen window, and the alarm didn’t go off.’

Six months ago, a house on The Hill was broken into when the owners were away, and a number of small items were stolen. No large electronics, no art. Entry via the kitchen window, and the alarm didn’t go off.

‘Who called it in?’ Leo says.

‘The owners were away last night. Got back this morning to find the back door open and the wife’s jewellery missing. The dog unit was there within six minutes but couldn’t find a trail.’

‘CSI?’

‘On scene now.’

Cheshire borders seven other counties, making it an easy target for travelling criminals who can be in and out of the force area in a heartbeat. Burglaries are a relatively frequent occurrence in Cheshire, and two break-ins in six months – even within the same street – could simply be unlucky.

But two break-ins in the same street with the same MO?

That’s a series.
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Simona Macleod

Hey, I’ve just downloaded ep 1 of Season 4 and I’m wondering if I need to go back and listen to Season 3 or whether I’ll pick it up?

1h

All comments ▾

Kirsty Padden-Barr

You definitely need Season 3, it explains the murders and how Karl Munson was (wrongfully) convicted.

56m

James Goldsmith

There’s a summary in the pinned posts, but, basically, Peter and Stephanie Carmichael were stabbed with a steak knife during a Valentine’s dinner at their house (candles, flowers on the table, all that shit). The police nicked a homeless guy sleeping in a shed nearby, and the poor bloke got fifteen years. He died of liver failure about six years into his sentence.

54m

Kirsty Padden-Barr

Seven.

50m

James Goldsmith

I said about.

45m

Simona Macleod

Cool, thanks. How come Munson was pardoned?

44m

Kirsty Padden-Barr

This is literally all in Season 3.

42m

James Goldsmith

The witness who picked him out at the ID parade said she’d been put under pressure, and the DNA evidence should never have been allowed because the officer who arrested Munson had been at the house just before nicking him.

38m

Kirsty Padden-Barr

It’s called cross-contamination.

37m

James Goldsmith

Ignore DI Padden-Barr @Simona Macleod. Season 4 picks up from the posthumous pardoning. The police overlooked loads of evidence at the scene. Like, there was that hexagonal locket that went missing, remember – they covered it at the end of Season 3 – Munson didn’t have it anywhere and he hadn’t had time to flog it.

33m

Simona Macleod

Cheers for the catch-up. I’m going in!

21m






THREE

SUNDAY | FFION

It’s a peculiar contradiction to feel claustrophobic outdoors, but that is how Ffion always feels in Cwm Coed in August. Even on a Sunday morning, the high street is crammed with dawdling tourists who stop walking without warning, spill into the road and abandon litter within two metres of a bin.

Ffion drives down the narrow street with her windows down and the new season of the Without Conviction podcast playing through her earbuds. The presenters are called Joseph Flint and Gemma Lyrick, and they share the same rapid, almost breathless way of speaking.

… yet according to one of our listeners, Joseph is saying, who we’re calling ‘A’, Peter Carmichael didn’t even like steak.

Is ‘A’ a verified source, Joseph?

The Carmichaels were regulars at a restaurant A used to work at. Stephanie would always have the steak, and A claims Peter said on more than one occasion that he wasn’t a fan.

So what are we saying, Joseph? Because when the police found Peter and Stephanie dead in their kitchen, there were two rump steaks waiting to be cooked.

I guess, Gemma, we’re saying there’s a question mark over whether Stephanie had planned that dinner for her husband, or for someone else …

A man wearing a wetsuit pulled down around his waist steps out in front of Ffion’s car and she slams on the brakes, which shriek in protestation. Ffion throws up her hands in the universal sign for What the fuck are you doing? and the man mouths an apology and jogs to the other side. On the pavement, the news-agent, Haydn, is fixing a sheet of plywood across the broken window of his shop. He nods to Ffion, and she takes out her earbud. ‘What happened here?’

‘No idea,’ Haydn says. ‘It was like this when I came down this morning. Bloody pissheads.’

‘Have you made a police report?’

‘No point. No offence.’

‘None taken.’ From behind her, a car honks at Ffion to move, so she does. She takes out her other earbud. Anecdotal evidence of Peter Carmichael not liking steak is far from the ‘tea’ promised in Without Conviction’s explosive trailer, but the previous season had been gold, and Ffion has high hopes for Season 4.

There’s nowhere left to park at the lake, so Ffion leaves her car on the road, next to the ice cream van, and walks towards the jetty. She takes out her phone and dials as she picks her way through the campervans and sunshades.

‘Yes, it’s me again.’ Ffion steps over a lurid green inflatable watermelon. ‘You’ll miss me when we finally complete on this house, won’t you? That’s assuming we complete before one of us succumbs to old age and dies, which is looking increasingly unlikely. I’m sure you’ve got dozens of other clients leaving messages for you, and I’m sure those people are just as sick of living out of boxes as I am, but I have literally nowhere to go after the end of this month, so for the love of all that is holy can we please exchange this week?’

She ends the call. Her solicitor almost certainly won’t pick up the message till tomorrow morning, but Ffion feels better for doing something constructive. She once read that moving house is as stressful as bereavement and divorce. Having experienced all three, Ffion entirely concurs.

Llyn Drych – so quiet and serene for much of the year – is a migraine of noise and colour. Ffion walks past a man banging in the final post of a series of orange windbreaks encircling himself and his wife. The windbreaks (presumably brought to protect them from other people, since the air is stiflingly still) successfully block the view of the lake and its overlooking mountain, Pen y Ddraig. Ffion wonders why the couple bothered to come at all.

She could use a few screens herself, she thinks, as she draws closer to the yellow kayak on the shore by the jetty. A line of police tape is woefully inadequate at keeping curious eyes away. Preserving crime scenes in busy locations is always a challenge, and crime scenes by open water especially so. In the shallows of Llyn Drych, a police community support officer with his trousers hitched above his boots shouts at swimmers to keep their distance. He’s sweating, his peaked cap a poor substitute for shade.

‘Ti’n iawn, Ffion?’ he says, as she approaches.

‘Well na fo.’ She nods towards the kayak.

‘Better than her,’ the PCSO corrects. ‘The victim’s female.’

Ffion walks towards the other officers, her eyes fixed on the body slumped in the kayak – a body Ffion can indeed now see is a woman. She’s wearing a swimming costume with a plunging neckline, and the exposed skin is mottled and purple. The woman’s lower half is hidden beneath a waterproof skirt fastened around the opening of the kayak. The combination puts Ffion in mind of some macabre breed of mermaid.

‘Alright?’ Ffion recognises the female officer, Police Constable Lucy Doherty, but doesn’t know the guy she’s with. His dark wavy hair is gelled into a quiff, and on his police-issue tie is a silver pin. She shows him her ID. ‘DC Morgan. Bryndare CID.’

‘Sam Taylor,’ he says. He tilts his head forward in something that’s less of a nod and more of a bow. ‘A recent transferee from Cheshire. Hoping to apply for CID myself, actually, so I’ll be looking for advice.’ Sam smiles in a way that sets Ffion’s teeth on edge. It’s the smile of a man who doesn’t think he needs advice and has only said so to ingratiate himself with someone who might be useful to him. Ffion glances at Lucy and catches the tail end of an eye-roll.

‘Who found the kayak?’ Ffion says.

Lucy opens her mouth to speak, but Sam gets there first.

‘A man by the name of Steffan Edwards. He was opening up the boathouse when he saw what he thought was an abandoned kayak. Took a motorboat out to bring it in, and …’ He gestures to the woman at their feet. ‘Don’t worry, we haven’t touched it.’

‘You checked to see if she was breathing,’ Lucy says.

‘Well, yes.’ Sam flushes. ‘But preservation of life outweighs preservation of scene. There wasn’t a pulse,’ he adds unnecessarily.

Ffion looks at Sam, who holds her gaze unwaveringly, almost challengingly. He’s younger than her – maybe twenty-eight, at most. ‘Over to you, then,’ she says.

‘I’m sorry?’ Sam frowns.

‘Consider it a dress rehearsal for CID. What are our next steps?’

‘Oh. Right. Get CSI here.’

‘What for?’

‘To capture forensic evidence and photograph the body in situ.’

‘But this could have been an accident,’ Ffion says. ‘You’re going to use taxpayers’ money to photograph something that might not be the result of criminal activity?’

‘Absolutely.’ Sam isn’t thrown by Ffion’s role play. ‘By the time we know how the victim died, it’ll be too late to go back and secure evidence. It has to be done now.’

‘Okay, good. What other priorities do you have?’

‘The kayak,’ Sam says. ‘Removing the body here could result in evidence being lost. I’d request that it goes to the mortuary as it is – in the kayak.’

‘Not bad,’ Ffion says grudgingly. ‘Just one thing.’

‘What?’

‘This woman is someone’s daughter, possibly someone’s wife or sister. She’s not an “it”.’ Ffion reaches for her radio and calls in the request for CSI and transport, her gaze fixed on the scene. The woman in the kayak isn’t wearing a helmet or spray top. It’s not uncommon for holidaymakers to take to the lake in the wrong kit, but it’s less likely upriver, where the churning waters bring to their senses all but the most determined – or reckless. But reckless paddlers don’t wear cutaway bathing costumes more suited to strolling along Caribbean beaches – at least not in Ffion’s experience – and reckless paddlers who don’t return are almost always reported missing within a few hours. Something doesn’t add up, which usually means one thing.

Murder.




FOUR

SUNDAY | LEO

‘It must be on the other side.’ Leo spins the car around and drives slowly along the wide, tree-lined street. The houses are set back from the road, some behind imposing gates, others with wide gravel driveways. On the new-build development where Leo lives, all the houses look the same, but here on The Hill there’s no common style. Sixties brick, then Cotswold stone, then faux Tudor beams. They pass (for the second time) a striking glass building that looks like an office block, and Leo wonders how the owners got planning permission for something so extraordinary. Money talks, he supposes.

‘You just know these are the sort of people to put in a complaint about response times,’ Dawn says, as she looks for the names of each house. ‘If they had numbers like normal houses, it would be a million times easier to find them.’

‘Tell that to my ex-wife,’ Leo says. ‘When she moved here, she took the number off the front door and gave her new address as “The Willows”. She gets the right hump when the postman can’t find it.’

‘Your ex lives on The Hill?’ Dawn points at a large boulder by the side of the road, where carved letters spell out ‘Sunnyside’. ‘Here it is.’

‘She tells people she lives on The Hill.’ Leo turns through the open gates at the end of the drive. ‘Her new bloke inherited some money from his parents, and they bought a doer-upper at the bottom, around the corner.’

Stones crunch beneath the wheels of the car as Leo sweeps around the circular flower bed in the centre of the drive. The house is red brick, with floor-to-ceiling windows on the ground floor and stone pillars flanking the enormous front door.

Dawn pulls the bell, setting off a jangling inside which gradually fades away. There are several seconds of silence before they hear footsteps. The door opens.

‘You took your time.’

For one brief, awkward moment Leo thinks Mrs Lennox has opened the door naked, before realising she’s wearing a pair of flesh-coloured leggings with a matching crop top. Her dark hair is scraped into a severe ponytail which pulls the skin tight across her cheekbones.

‘Sorry about that,’ Dawn says. ‘We couldn’t find you.’

Mrs Lennox lets out a sharp sigh as she turns into the house. ‘I’d ask you to take your shoes off, only there’s no point: your colleagues have left fingerprint powder everywhere. Thank heavens they’re almost finished; the house looks like a bomb’s gone off in it.’

The hall at Sunnyside is bigger than Leo’s entire ground floor, and there’s no sign of the metaphorical bomb Mrs Lennox referred to. In fact, the place is immaculate. There’s a wide staircase in the centre of the room which leads to a mezzanine landing from which a huge glass ceiling floods the hall with light. The rest of the room is empty, which seems rather a waste of space, although the Lennoxes clearly aren’t short on that. There are several open doors off the hall and Leo catches a glimpse of a living room with four sofas arranged in a square.

Mrs Lennox leads them into the kitchen, where a man in straining shorts is leaning on the central island. There’s a smashed window behind him, and Leo can see a white-suited CSI in the garden, working on the exterior frame. ‘This is my husband, JP,’ Mrs Lennox says.

‘JP?’ Leo extends a hand, which Mr Lennox ignores.

‘John Paul Lennox. Everyone calls me JP. The wife’s Camilla.’ JP’s hair has been artfully – but not hugely successfully – arranged over a large central bald patch. It would be presumptuous, Leo thinks, to conclude that Camilla Lennox is only with her considerably older husband for his money, but, from where Leo’s standing, JP has little else going for him.

‘Have you caught them yet?’ JP says. He doesn’t pause for breath, let alone an answer. ‘Didn’t think so. They’ll be long gone by now. Do you know how long it took your lot to send a squad car?’ He opens his mouth to answer his own question, but Dawn saves him the trouble.

‘Six minutes,’ she says brightly. ‘Eight minutes under target.’

JP blinks. ‘Yes, well. It felt a damn sight longer.’

‘We’d like to ask a few questions, if that’s okay?’ Leo says.

‘I’m not sure what I can add to what I told your uniformed colleagues,’ JP says, but he gestures towards the table and pulls out an upholstered dining chair. ‘Coffee?’

‘If it’s not too much trouble,’ Dawn says.

‘No trouble at all.’ JP raises his voice. ‘Jade!’

From the corner of the kitchen, a young woman in an apron appears from what looks like a utility room. Her skin is pale and her face heart-shaped with wide blue eyes. Her loose blonde hair looks as though it could do with a wash.

‘Coffee,’ JP says. ‘Three cups. And a tea for Camilla. The detectives are here to ask some questions about the burglary.’

Jade stares at him, her mouth slightly open.

‘Wakey wakey!’ JP snaps his fingers in the air several times.

Jade blinks. ‘Alright, keep your hair on,’ she mutters, walking over to a cupboard.

‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.’ JP sits back down and gives a short, forced laugh. ‘You wonder how they get through the day, don’t you?’

Leo and Dawn exchange glances. What a charmer.

‘Getting decent staff around here is an absolute nightmare.’ Camilla Lennox joins them. ‘All the trades are the same – I had someone round to quote on a new kitchen and they literally ghosted me.’

‘Well, the end result is lovely,’ Dawn says. Leo has to admit, it’s a beautiful kitchen. Marble counters sit on top of solid wood cupboards hand-painted in a light sage green. Three glass lamps hang above the island.

Camilla is momentarily confused, then she bursts out laughing. ‘This? Christ, this is the old kitchen! The new one will be stunning.’

‘Waste of money, if you ask me,’ JP says.

‘The estate agent didn’t think so,’ Camilla retorts. ‘There’s a house for sale on The Hill called Ormindale,’ she explains to Leo and Dawn. ‘Warren and Emmy Irvine are going through a rather unpleasant divorce.’

Leo, who still feels the aftershocks of his split with Allie, wonders if there’s any other kind.

‘Anyway, I saw what their place was on for, and I had the same agency over to value ours,’ Camilla says. ‘All the houses are different, you see. The Makepeaces did a loft conversion earlier this year, and the Jeffersons have extended theirs so much it’s unrecognisable.’ Camilla gives a little headshake, before allowing a smug smile to creep on to her face. ‘Apparently ours will be worth a hundred grand more than Ormindale once we’ve had the new kitchen fitted.’

‘The new kitchen that will no doubt cost us a hundred grand,’ JP says under his breath. ‘This break-in’d better not affect property prices.’

Leo notices a dustpan containing pieces of porcelain on the island. ‘Was there much broken in the burglary?’

‘Just that figurine,’ Camilla says. ‘It wasn’t worth anything, fortunately.’

‘Did you point it out to the crime scene investigator?’ Leo pushes back his chair so he can take a look.

‘Yes, yes, that’s why it’s there. No prints, apparently. He swept up the bits and left them there in case I wanted to try and mend it.’

Leo picks up the largest piece of the ornament and looks through the bits in the dustpan. The figurine is – or was – a shepherdess. She’s holding a curved staff and has one lamb pressed against her porcelain skirt, and what looks like another under one arm. A bit twee for Leo’s tastes, not that he’d ever say that to Mrs Lennox. ‘It’s a pretty clean break; you could probably glue it.’

‘It was a silly present from a friend years ago – kitsch nonsense. I’ll stick it in the bin later.’

‘I understand you were in Abersoch when the break-in happened?’ Leo says.

‘We have a place there and some friends had invited us for supper. We couldn’t really say no, even though it’s a bit of a pain going just for one night. The traffic can be a nightmare, but we had to be back early this morning, because JP has a charity golf tournament.’

‘Had,’ JP says, looking at his watch. ‘I should be teeing off now. I told you we should have said no to dinner.’

‘Oh, right!’ Camilla gives a sharp laugh. ‘It’s okay to offend my friends, but heaven forbid we miss your golf—’

‘What time did you leave here yesterday?’ Dawn stops the marital bickering before it takes hold.

‘Around five,’ JP says.

‘And what time did you get home this morning?’

JP looks at his wife. ‘Seven-thirty?’

‘About that,’ Camilla says.

Dawn makes a note. ‘So the burglary could have happened at any point between five p.m. yesterday and this morning?’

‘I guess so,’ Camilla says.

Jade sets a tray on the table and begins laying out cups. Leo thanks her, trying to make up for her employers, who haven’t even acknowledged her, but she doesn’t look at him. She clatters his cup, spilling coffee into the saucer.

‘When did you hear about the burglary, Jade?’ Leo says.

‘Mrs Lennox texted me.’ She glances at him but continues to lay out the drinks. ‘I – I wasn’t here.’

‘Jade doesn’t work weekends,’ Camilla says. ‘I called her in today to sort out the mess.’

‘You don’t live in?’ Dawn asks.

‘I’m married. Got two little ones. We live on Stonebridge.’

Leo knows Stonebridge Gardens, a sprawling council estate a couple of miles east. ‘And were you home last night?’

‘I’m home every night – the baby still wakes a lot, and she won’t take a bottle.’

‘Would you be happy for us to confirm that with your partner?’ Leo smiles to reassure her. ‘It’s just routine.’

‘S’pose so.’

‘Thank you.’ Leo turns to JP and Camilla. ‘We’ll need details of anyone else who has access to the house, please. Do you have an alarm?’

‘Someone forgot to set it.’ JP glares at his wife.

‘I did set it; it must be broken.’

‘Well, either way, it didn’t go off, and it wasn’t set when we got home this morning.’

‘Who has the code?’ Dawn asks.

‘Just the three of us,’ Camilla says. ‘JP, me and—’, she looks accusingly at the cleaner, ‘—Jade.’

‘I didn’t – I never—’ Jade looks as though she might cry.

Outside, the crime scene investigator is packing up. Leo stands. ‘Excuse me while I have a quick chat with my colleague. Dawn, can you make a start on the statements?’

‘No prints, sorry.’ The CSI peels back his hood.

‘Not even on that broken ornament?’

‘Gloves.’ The CSI shrugs. ‘Looks like they knew what they were doing. Clean and tidy search, very little disturbed beyond what they took – and they didn’t take a lot.’

‘No vehicle, perhaps,’ Leo says. ‘Only took what they could carry.’

‘Maybe, although there’s a glass dish by the sink with several rings in it, and a few other bits which to my uneducated eye look like they might be worth a bob or two. Seems strange not to have taken them when they’d easily slip in a pocket.’

Leo nods to the grass around the broken window. ‘Did you find any footprints?’

‘None. It started raining in the early hours of this morning, which means the break-in probably happened before that.’

A six-or seven-hour window, then? Leo looks at the houses either side, but they’re so far apart – and the hedges separating each garden so high – that the chances of someone having seen an intruder are slim.

‘You take this side of the street,’ he tells Dawn, once the statements are done and they’ve left Mrs Lennox complaining she’ll never get the fingerprint dust off the paintwork. ‘I’ll do the other side.’ He loosens his tie and runs a finger between his neck and the collar of his pale blue shirt. ‘God, it’s hot.’

Dawn has her ear pressed to the phone, waiting for the results of the routine PNC check she’d requested on the occupants of Sunnyside. She’s wearing a knee-length cotton dress which looks infinitely more comfortable than Leo’s suit. She looks suddenly at Leo, her brows raised as she thanks the operator and ends the call.

‘Well?’ Leo says.

‘Camilla and JP Lennox are clean.’ Dawn pauses. ‘But no wonder Jade looked so nervous – she did six months in HMP Styal. For theft.’
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Duncan Murphy @duncanmurphy_16

Just finished episode 1 of @WithoutConviction and wondering how those police officers can sleep at night! Stephanie Carmichael had a SECOND PHONE hidden in her bedroom and the police literally ignored it #carmichaelmurders #defundthepolice
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Do we know what’s on it?

True Crime Fandom @truecrimefandom

@eastlondonSoph Call history shows multiple calls in and out to a single number. No texts, which is weird

Sophie Barnett @eastlondonSoph

Boomers don’t know how to text

Richard Sheldon @SheldonRichard1956

@eastlondonSoph that’s a very sweeping generalisation. Some of us are pretty tech savvy, actually, as evidenced by these tweets. Regards, Richard.
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@TrueCrimeFandom so who was she calling all the time?
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@eastlondonSoph the other number was a pay-as-you-go phone. Unlikely the police will be able to identify who it belonged to, given the time that’s elapsed
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@CLMeyer_PhD @duncanmurphy_16 @eastlondonSoph No! I’m saying whoever she was keeping secret is obviously the killer …






FIVE

SUNDAY | FFION

Once Ffion has overseen the transfer of the kayak and its cargo into a private ambulance, she returns to her car, which is stifling hot after an hour and a half in the blazing sun. Ffion wrenches back the roof and drives the mile and a half from Cwm Coed to the rafting centre, the sound of the engine now far too loud to enable any more podcast-listening.

At the rafting centre, her colleague DC George Kent is sitting in a job car with the engine running. Ffion pulls up alongside her and feels an icy blast of air-con as George opens her door.

‘Isn’t this weather glorious?’ George says. She’s wearing black linen trousers and a matching short-sleeved top, both of which are miraculously uncreased.

‘It’s fucking awful.’ The back of Ffion’s neck is damp, and she snaps a hair bobble off her gearstick to tie back her hair.

‘Makes a change from rain.’

‘I like the rain.’ Ffion gets out of her car. ‘It keeps people away.’

‘Bet Cwm Coed’s mobbed today,’ George says, as they walk towards the rafting centre.

‘Yup, the lake was ninety per cent paddleboard.’

‘And twenty per cent buoyancy aids, I’ll bet.’ George glances towards the riverbank, where a group of women are clipping each other into bright orange life jackets. ‘It’s all fun and games till somebody drowns.’

‘That’s a cheery slogan.’ Ffion grins. ‘Visit Wales should have you doing their adverts.’

‘They bloody well should – it might stop a few needless deaths. When will people learn that water kills?’

Ffion pushes open the door to the centre. ‘I don’t think a buoyancy aid would have stopped this one.’

‘Let’s see what the post-mortem says. Tenner says accidental drowning.’

‘You’re on,’ Ffion says. ‘I have to warn you, my reputation’s at stake on this one – I told a transferee it was murder, and I can’t be losing face in front of hot men.’

‘Hot?’ George stops walking.

‘Objectively speaking. But a dick with it, so …’ Ffion shrugs.

Fifteen-year-old Ed Clough doesn’t look up as Ffion and George enter the café. He’s sitting next to the centre manager, Donna, and has a pint of water clutched in both hands. Beneath the mop of blonde hair, the lad’s complexion is tinged with green.

‘How are you doing?’ Ffion says. Ed doesn’t answer.

‘He hasn’t been sick for a while,’ Donna offers.

George sits opposite them. ‘Well, it’s not every day you come across a dead body.’

‘Especially the morning after a big one, eh, Ed?’ Ffion says cheerfully. ‘I hear the Young Farmers were on form last night.’

Ed blanches. He takes a sip of water, closing his eyes as he forces it down. Ffion gets out her phone. She’s about to present him with a photo she took of the lakeside crime scene, but George coughs and takes the phone from her.

‘Hey, what are you—’ Ffion stops as she realises George is cropping the shot so the contents of the kayak can’t be seen. ‘Yeah, that’s a fair shout.’ She shows Ed the edited image. ‘Is this the kayak you found this morning?’

Ed’s eyes turn reluctantly to the phone, then quickly back to his glass of water. He nods.

‘Great,’ Ffion says. ‘I mean, not great great, obviously. But good to know we don’t have another one floating down the Awen.’ She turns to Donna. ‘Is it definitely one of yours?’

Donna nods. ‘May I?’ She reaches for Ffion’s phone, then uses her finger and thumb to zoom in on the back of the kayak, where the number 87 has been handwritten in black marker pen. ‘Seventy-five to ninety-five are kept in numbered racks at the back of the centre. When I opened up this morning, eighty-seven was missing, so I sent Ed to look for it.’

‘What’s this skirt around the opening of the kayak?’ George points to the photo.

‘That’s a waterproof spray deck. It fastens around your waist and seals around the cockpit to keep out the water. One of the first things we teach people here is the wet exit – how to pull off the skirt and get out of the kayak if it tips over.’

‘So a kayaker who couldn’t do that,’ George says, ‘for example if they’d hit their head and were unconscious—’

‘Would drown,’ Donna finishes.
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