
  
    [image: The Lost Children]
  


  
    
      THE LOST CHILDREN

    

    
      
        MICHAEL WOOD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: One More Chapter]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One More Chapter

        a division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

        1 London Bridge Street

        London SE1 9GF

        www.harpercollins.co.uk

      

        

      
        First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2022

      

        

      
        Copyright © Michael Wood 2022

      

        

      
        Cover design by Lucy Bennett © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2022

        Cover photograph © Shutterstock.com

      

        

      
        Michael Wood asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

      

        

      
        A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

      

        

      
        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

      

        

      
        Source ISBN: 9780008535575

        Ebook Edition © June 2022 ISBN: 9780008535568

        Version: 2023-09-21

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Notice

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Thank you for reading…

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Michael Wood

      

      
        One More Chapter...

      

      
        About the Publisher

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To ‘Mr Tidd’

      For his expert knowledge and always answering my persistent questions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Notice
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      Thursday 23rd January 1997 – South Yorkshire Police Headquarters, Sheffield

      ‘I’m here to see the Chief Constable. He’s expecting me,’ the Reverend Peter Ogilvy said in his most confident and forceful tone.

      He was told to take a seat while a call was made. Peter chose the middle seat in a row of five, sitting with his back straight, his head high and his legs crossed. His expression was stern. He was tired of being fobbed off. Something had to be done.

      Peter’s appointment was for ten o’clock and he’d arrived in plenty of time. He despised tardiness. At ten past ten, he was still waiting. By twenty past, he felt an ache in his lower back from maintaining his erect position. He started to slouch. At half past ten, he returned to the counter.

      ‘My appointment was for half an hour ago,’ Peter said, making a point of adjusting his dog collar to show he was a man of the cloth, and not a random member of the public who could be played mind games with.

      ‘The Chief Constable knows you’re here,’ the uniformed constable said, looking up briefly from the pad he was doodling on.

      It was five minutes to eleven before Peter Ogilvy was called, and no apology was given.

      Chief Constable Tony Bates sat behind his huge desk on the top floor of the building with a sprawling view of Sheffield behind him. It was a cold day and heavy clouds covered the city.

      Tony looked harassed. It was still early morning, yet his loose collar, his crooked tie and his unbuttoned jacket gave the impression of a man who’d already done a full day’s work.

      ‘Father Ogilvy, it’s lovely to see you. Please, take a seat. Can I get you a tea or coffee?’ he asked with an exaggerated smile.

      ‘No, thank you,’ Peter replied, irked by being kept waiting for almost an hour. The less time he spent in this smoke-hued room, the better. He stifled a cough.

      ‘What can I do for you?’ Tony asked, sitting down and leaning on his desk, his huge hands folded in front of him.

      ‘Chief Constable, I know you’re a busy man and are doing a very difficult job. However, I’ve reported a crime on three separate occasions, and nothing has been done about it.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that. What was the crime?’

      ‘Murder.’ He purposely refused to elaborate until pressed, to allow the enormity of the single word to sink in.

      ‘You’re aware of a murder?’

      ‘That’s correct.’

      ‘Do you know the name of the victim?’ Tony asked, picking up a silver-plated Parker.

      ‘Sean Evans. He was seven years old, and he was killed on Saturday the fourth of January this year. I’ve given all the details three times to three different members of your staff.’

      ‘Right. Where was Sean murdered?’

      ‘At Magnolia House Children’s Home.’

      ‘And where is the body now?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said, looking down, crestfallen.

      ‘You don’t know?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Right,’ Tony said, making another note.

      Peter fished into his inside pocket and took out an envelope. He looked at it. This was the point of no return. Reluctantly, he handed it over.

      ‘This is my statement telling you who is involved in Sean Evans’s death and everything else that has been going on at Magnolia House.’

      Tony, a deep frown on his face, took the envelope from him and held it by the corners as if there was something corrosive on it, burning his fingertips. He ran a steel letter opener under the flap, took out the folded sheets of paper inside and sat back as he cast his eye over the neatly written four-page statement.

      He looked up. ‘You’re not serious.’

      ‘I am deadly serious.’

      ‘Do you have any idea what damage this could do if it was released to the wider public?’

      ‘I’m aware,’ Peter Ogilvy said, his voice quivering with fear. ‘Look, Chief Constable, I know what I’ve said is an explosive allegation, but it’s all true. Every single word of that statement is gospel. I implore you, please, for the sake of Sean Evans, and everyone living at Magnolia House, you need to take this seriously and launch a full investigation.’

      Tony thought for a moment. A sheen of sweat appeared on his forehead which he wiped away with the back of his left hand. He fingered his collar despite it already being loose.

      ‘Leave it with me.’
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        * * *

      

      Peter Ogilvy gave up the house he was allocated by the Church of England when he moved to his parish in Sheffield as soon as Magnolia House Children’s Home was up and running. He decided it would be better for the boys if he lived on site, so he had two of the rooms on the ground floor converted into a bedroom and personal bathroom. It was small, but it was cosy, and he was on hand if any of the boys needed him, which they often did.

      Lying on his back in the dark, staring up at the ceiling, he had no idea if he could trust the Chief Constable to look into his allegations. He’d met him on two occasions and wasn’t impressed with his appearance. He didn’t have the air of a man who could be responsible for an entire county. He’d give him a week, and if he hadn’t heard anything from him, he’d go above him. But who was higher than a Chief Constable? He couldn’t go to his local MP. Who was in charge at the Home Office these days?

      There was a noise outside his room. It sounded like creaking on the stairs. It was probably one of the boys sneaking down to get a biscuit. Peter smiled to himself. He didn’t mind a bit of pilfering and purposely left an open packet of chocolate digestives in a cupboard, so they’d easily be found. The boys got pleasure out of stealing a snack and if it made them smile for five minutes, who was he to take that joy away from them?

      The knob on his door started to rattle. He sat up. He opened his mouth and was about to call out ‘Hello?’ when the door burst open. It all happened so fast, he didn’t have time to take in what was going on. Two, three, or was it four, huge figures dressed in black, with balaclavas covering their faces, charged into the room. One of them slammed him back down on the bed, pinning him to the mattress with a beefy arm across his chest. Something cold and wet was placed over his face. It smelled medicinal. He blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Reverend Peter Ogilvy opened his eyes. He was tied to a wooden chair in what he soon recognised as the shed in the grounds of Magnolia House. He was still wearing his blue-and-white-striped pyjamas. He was barefoot and freezing cold. He looked around him in the dark but couldn’t make out who was in there with him.

      Outside, wind was howling, and rain was hammering down on the roof. His pyjamas were wet. He wasn’t sure what was rain and what was sweat. Peter could feel every inch of himself physically shaking with fear. He had never known terror like this before in his life.

      ‘He’s awake,’ a voice whispered.

      ‘You visited the police station this morning, Peter,’ a voice from the shadows said.

      ‘I did,’ Peter said, defiantly.

      ‘Your fourth visit in a month. You’re persistent.’

      ‘A boy has died,’ he said. There was no strength to his words, and he almost had to force them out.

      ‘So?’

      ‘Is that all you can say?’ He found a modicum of anger from somewhere. His protection over the boys in his care was greater than his own need to survive. ‘A boy. A seven-year-old boy was murdered. It needs to be investigated. Someone needs to answer—’

      ‘You need to shut your mouth,’ the voice interrupted.

      It sounded mean and threatening – and it worked, shutting Peter up.

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Like I’m going to tell you.’

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘I want you to keep your mouth shut. Sean Evans is dead. Leave it.’

      Peter swallowed hard. ‘I can’t do that.’

      There was a sigh. ‘Do you think your dog collar gives you protection?’

      ‘Yes. I do. It means I’ll be listened to when I go to my MP, the newspapers, the BBC, and tell anyone who’ll put a microphone in front of me that a boy, an orphan, was murdered and people tried to shut me up.’

      A figure stepped forward. He had a dirty white cloth in his hand, no bigger than a handkerchief, that he wrapped around Peter’s mouth, tying it tightly at the back of his head. Peter choked and struggled, but he was no match against his restraints. He could taste dirt and oil. The cloth was putrid.

      A second figure stepped forward. He held up a heavy petrol can and slowly unscrewed the cap. He waved it under Peter’s nose so he could smell what was inside. Peter turned away. The figure tipped the contents over Peter’s head, soaking him, drenching him in the fuel. The liquid was cold. The shock of his plunging body temperature made him want to scream out, but it was hopeless. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut and struggled against the ropes that held him to the chair. He tried to scream but the gag was too tight, his cries were muffled. He choked on the smell and taste of the rancid petrol.

      Once the can was empty and the jeers had died down, he dared to open his eyes. All he saw in front of him was blackness.

      A third figure by the door flicked a lighter. The face was lit up, but behind the balaclava, all Peter could make out were two wide brown eyes.

      ‘This is a warning, Peter. Your first and your last. One more word to the police, and we’ll tie you to a chair again. Only next time, it won’t be you we pour petrol over, it will be every single boy living here in Magnolia House. We’ll line them up, douse them in petrol and set them alight right in front of you.’

      The figure who’d poured the petrol over him squatted down in front of Peter. ‘Keep your fucking mouth shut,’ he said, slapping him hard across the face with every word.

      One by one, the masked men left the shed, leaving Peter tied to the chair, soaked to the skin, chilled to the bone and frightened for his life and the lives of every single boy in his charge.
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      Wednesday 18th March 2020 – Nether Edge, Sheffield

      Detective Chief Inspector Matilda Darke was given clearance to enter the crime scene. She’d been told it was, in the words of DS Scott Andrews, ‘a fucking horror film up there’, and to prepare herself. She wasn’t prepared.

      Turn around. Go back home.

      She stood in the vast hallway of the grand detached property and squeezed herself into the white paper forensic suit. She looked up. A team of crime-scene investigators was going through the house, looking for clues on how the killer gained entry, dusting for prints, bagging and tagging anything that might give some kind of a hint as to the identity of the killer.

      In the kitchen, Matilda could hear the sound of wailing from the cleaner who had walked in on her employer and found him dead. It had been more than an hour since she made the initial 999 call, and she was still sobbing hard. There was talk of calling for a doctor.

      Matilda pulled up the hood and covered her short, dark hair. She put a mask over her mouth and nose, placed her feet into overshoes and headed for the staircase. The only visible part of her was her eyes, and they were what she wished she could cover up the most. Her eyes gave her away. They showed her fear. She swallowed hard and could taste this morning’s breakfast repeating on her. At the bottom of the stairs, she stopped, and looked up, taking a deep breath to compose herself. She stuck to the left and took care not to touch the banister, even though she was wearing latex gloves. With every step, her heart beat louder in her chest. She wondered who else would be able to hear it.

      On her way up, she glanced at the framed photographs on the walls. The occupier of the house – easy to spot, being six foot three and weighing close to twenty stone, shaking hands with the great and the good, the powerful and the influential. She stood at the top of the stairs and looked closely at a photograph that made her smile but brought a lump of emotion to her throat. There were four men and two women in the picture. Her eyes were drawn to the man on the far right – back straight, head high, designer stubble, twinkling ice-blue eyes, looking almost edible in his Ted Baker suit. Matilda’s late husband, James Darke. He looked happy and seemed to be enjoying himself, but she knew how much he hated dressing up for formal functions and would have been itching to get out of that suit. She tried to recall the event and if she’d been with him on that night. She probably had been. James would never have gone alone.

      The sound of vomiting brought Matilda out of her reverie. She turned and saw the master bedroom straight ahead.

      A man came out, hand over his mouth, bent double. He paused in the doorway, retched a few times, then vomited again, his regurgitated breakfast oozing out between his fingers.

      Go home, Matilda. Let someone else deal with this. Delegate.

      ‘Good morning, Finn,’ Matilda said.

      DC Finn Cotton wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He took a few deep breaths. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘I’ve been told it’s bad,’ she said, almost deadpan.

      ‘I’ve never—’ he didn’t finish. He ran straight into the bathroom next door and retched again.

      Matilda closed her eyes and inhaled. Even through the mask she could smell the vomit. She bypassed the pool of sick and entered the bedroom. Straight away, she understood why Finn had thrown up.

      The room was large and in the middle was a king-size bed with what seemed to be a bespoke oak bed-frame with ornate carvings on the headboard. The duvet had been pulled off and two scene-of-crime officers were struggling to put it into a large evidence bag. The duvet was saturated in blood.

      In the centre of the blood-soaked mattress, a man lay flat. He was tall and he was large, running to obese.

      ‘Richard Ashton,’ Matilda said, softly.

      ‘That’s right,’ DS Andrews confirmed. ‘He was found by his cleaning lady, Leslie Hicks. That’s her pool of vomit over there by the window.’

      Matilda glanced to the window in the far corner of the room. ‘Why did she go all the way over there to be sick?’

      ‘She came in and it was dark. She went over to the window to pull open the curtains, turned back, saw … well, saw what we can see, and obviously doesn’t have a strong stomach like we have.’

      ‘Is she any relation to Finn?’ Matilda asked, a nervous smile in her voice. ‘Morning, Adele,’ she said to the Home Office Pathologist who was squatting down next to the body.

      ‘You always think you’ve seen everything there is to see, then you come across something like this,’ she said.

      Matilda studied the body. Richard Ashton, stark naked, was covered in blood from the waist down. His huge, solid stomach, hairy and blotchy, did not show any signs of a stab wound or gunshot wound. His face was bloated, his jowls unshaven, broken capillaries on his nose and beneath his sunken eyes. There were old acne scars and blackheads on his cheeks. Covering his mouth was a large strip of duct tape.

      ‘Was he found in this exact position?’ Matilda asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Scott answered.

      ‘He wasn’t on his side, holding himself, just … lying back as if asleep?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Strange,’ she frowned.‘What killed him?’ she asked Adele.

      ‘What killed him was what made your DC vomit. Donal?’ She instructed her anatomical assistant to help her. Together, they leaned forward, placed their hands on Richard’s stomach and lifted the huge weight up. ‘Take a look.’

      Reluctantly, Matilda moved to the bottom end of the bed and looked at what was hiding beneath his stomach – or rather, what wasn’t beneath his stomach. All she could see was a gaping hole.

      ‘He’s been castrated,’ Adele said. ‘A single clean cut to remove his penis and testicles. He simply bled out.’

      ‘Oh, my God!’ Matilda exclaimed. She looked down, hid her eyes from her team so they couldn’t see the fear, the horror, the nerves, the pain.

      Breathe. Take slow, deep breaths.

      ‘I said something similar,’ Scott said. ‘But with a few more f-words.’

      Matilda looked up. ‘Is there no evidence of him struggling or writhing about?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Could his wrists and ankles have been tied?’

      ‘No evidence of glue from tape or burns from a rope,’ Adele said.

      ‘Was he drugged?’

      ‘I can’t find any trace of a needle mark, but I’ll let you know when I get him back to the lab. I’ll do a full tox screening, too.’

      ‘Why the tape around his mouth?’ Matilda asked, moving back to the body.

      ‘To stop him screaming, presumably,’ Scott said.

      ‘But this house is far back from the road. They wouldn’t have heard him, anyway.’

      ‘Perhaps the killer didn’t want to take any risk.’

      Matilda moved away from the body. The metallic smell of blood was making her feel faint. ‘Why do you castrate someone?’ she pondered.

      ‘Maybe he’s a rapist,’ Scott shrugged.

      ‘Maybe. I met him once. It was years ago at a function; something to do with the unveiling of a new housing development he was building. He’s actually got a photo of him with my James on the landing. I can’t say I know much about him.’ Matilda looked back to the body. She frowned.There was something the scene wasn’t telling her, and she couldn’t marshal her thoughts into any semblance of order. All she could take in was the horror of a man bleeding out, lying back and having to watch his life drain away. She had a dark feeling this was not going to be an open-and-shut case. This was going to haunt her. She could feel it already.

      ‘I’ve called Sian to run a check on him, but she didn’t answer,’ Scott said. ‘I’m guessing she’s still in with the ACC. It’s D-Day, after all.’

      ‘Ah, yes, I’d forgotten about that.’

      ‘I was trying to forget.’

      ‘Have we found his penis yet?’ Matilda asked, getting back to topic, trying to keep her mind focused.

      ‘SOCOs are looking through the house,’ Scott said, wrinkling his face up. ‘I hope we haven’t got one of those killers on our hands who collects body parts as trophies.’ He shuddered. ‘Is anyone else thinking of the film Seven, here?’

      ‘I’m guessing he’d be gluttony,’ Donal Youngblood said. His Irish accent was soft and smooth.

      Scott turned to look at him and smiled. All he could see were his brown eyes; the mask, hood and forensic suit covered up everything else. They maintained a lengthy eye contact before Scott turned away.

      Matilda’s frown deepened. ‘Castrating someone is a very personal crime. I think it’s safe to say whoever did this is showing a great deal of anger towards this man. The killer will most likely have destroyed them, maybe put them in the waste disposal or fed them to a dog.’

      Finn Cotton walked back into the room. He’d changed into a clean set of forensic overalls.

      ‘I’m sorry about that. I feel better now.’

      ‘We’re all done here, Matilda. If you’ve seen enough, we’re ready to move him,’ Adele said. ‘PM won’t be until tomorrow morning, though. We’ve got them stacked up at the moment.’

      ‘I’ve more than seen enough,’ Scott said.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Matilda mused, folding her arms across her chest. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from his face. She was getting into her stride now. She’d calmed down. Her mind had got used to the horror in front of her and her nerves were settling. Her thinking was clearing. ‘There’s something about that tape that’s bothering me.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Adele, can you remove it?’

      ‘Sure. Donal, pass me the tweezers.’

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Scott asked.

      ‘He didn’t thrash about. There’s no evidence of him being tied up, so it’s more than likely he was drugged. If that’s the case, he’s not going to have screamed when he was castrated, so why tape his mouth shut unless it’s symbolic.’

      ‘Oh, my God, you don’t think he’s removed his tongue as well, do you?’ Finn asked, one hand on his stomach, the other hovering in front of his mouth.

      Matilda hesitated to reply. ‘That was my first thought.’

      Matilda stepped back while Adele set about removing the tape carefully from the victim’s mouth. Donal held out an evidence bag for her to place the tape in. She looked at the underside of the tape and showed it to Matilda.

      ‘Blood,’ she said.

      ‘I don’t like the look of this.’

      ‘Pass me a torch,’ Adele asked.

      She turned on the small pen torch and prised open the jaw.

      ‘Well, I think it’s safe to say I wasn’t expecting that,’ she said.

      ‘Oh, my God, I don’t think I can look,’ Finn said, half-turning.

      ‘You can call off the search for his penis and testicles. They’ve been rammed down his throat.’

      Finn ran back out onto the landing, his hand clasped over his mouth again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Matilda and Scott were sitting in the study on the ground floor of the six-bedroom house. The room had a leathery smell emanating from the chairs they were sitting on, and there was also the odour of newly applied inlay in the oak desk. The walls were adorned with shelves which held trophies, awards and framed photographs featuring Richard Ashton and the important people he’d met over the years.

      ‘This doesn’t feel like a home, does it?’ Matilda asked. She’d been in the bathroom on the ground floor, washed her hands, splashed her face, looked at her pale face in the mirror, and had a harsh word with her reflection. She felt better. ‘Where are the photos of holidays and parties? They’re all of Richard meeting figures of industry. Surely, you’d have pictures like this in the office to impress clients.’

      ‘Maybe he liked to impress his guests.’

      ‘Maybe. So, go on, then, tell me about Richard Ashton,’ she said, leaning back in the high-backed chair, enjoying the luxury.

      ‘Richard Ashton, OBE, aged sixty-one—’

      ‘Huh. He looked older,’ Matilda interrupted.

      ‘… Sheffield born and bred. A working-class lad made good. He owns Ashton Developments, which—’

      ‘I know who Ashton Developments are. My husband was an architect, remember?’

      ‘Did he know Richard Ashton?’

      ‘I don’t think so. We used to go to some swanky parties, development unveilings, that kind of thing. We didn’t go to many, as James hated having to dress smart.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Everyone commented, saying how sexy he looked in his fitted suits, but to him, they were restrictive. He was much happier in dirty jeans and a torn jumper. I remember meeting Richard. His handshake was like a vice. I didn’t like him.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Have you ever been to a party where one person has stood out for being so loud and obnoxious? You’re in a room crammed full of people, everyone talking, music blaring, yet you can still hear that one person? That was him.’

      ‘I can’t stand people like that.’

      ‘Me neither.’

      ‘Anything on the computer?’ Scott nodded at the desk.

      ‘No. It’s password protected. We’ll need to get Forensics in.’

      ‘Strange Bob,’ Scott said with a smile.

      ‘He’s not strange. He’s … unique.’

      ‘That’s one word for it. It might be worth trying to hack our way into it ourselves. They’re as short-staffed as we are.’

      ‘Not my problem.’

      ‘They also found an iPad under his bed.’

      ‘Why would it be under his bed?’ Matilda frowned.

      ‘I keep mine under my bed when I’m out, just in case the flat gets burgled.’

      ‘I’d think of a new hiding place, if I were you. It seems to be an obvious choice.’ She opened the drawers in the desk and had a rifle around. ‘There’s no old-fashioned diary in here. I’m guessing it’s all on there,’ she nodded to the computer. ‘How did the killer get in? Any sign of forced entry?’

      ‘No. The cleaner came in through the back door in the kitchen. When uniform arrived, they came through the same way, then opened up the front door.’

      ‘Hmm,’ Matilda thought. ‘So, he knew his killer.’

      ‘It looks like he knew a lot of people.’

      Scott stood up and went over to the shelves. He picked up a framed photograph of Richard Ashton shaking hands with James Dyson, grinning maniacally to the camera. None of the pictures were personal. They were all taken at functions and events. It wasn’t difficult to spot Richard; he was a heavy man, an imposing figure who filled three-quarters of the frame.

      ‘Is that Boris Johnson?’ Scott asked, pointing to a picture.

      ‘Yes. That would be our venereal leader.’

      ‘Don’t you mean venerable?’

      ‘I know what I mean,’ she said with a smirk. ‘I doubt this is connected to his business. If he’s done some kind of dodgy dealing, then surely they’ll shoot him or stab him,’ Matilda said. ‘Cutting off his balls and stuffing them down his throat is more personal.’

      ‘Unless the killer is being clever and wants us to think it’s personal when in fact it’s all about money.’

      ‘You’ve been spending too long with Finn.’

      ‘Speak of the devil,’ Scott said as Finn entered the study.

      ‘I’m really sorry for throwing up,’ he said, looking pale and peaky.

      ‘Twice,’ Scott added.

      ‘I’m normally fine at the crime scene. I don’t know what came over me.’

      ‘You haven’t got this Coronavirus that’s going around, have you?’ Scott asked.

      ‘No. I was fine when I woke up this morning. It was just seeing … well, you know.’

      ‘His balls—’

      ‘That’ll do, Scott,’ Matilda warned. ‘Finn, you’ve no need to apologise. It’s perfectly understandable. Now, I want you to pop along to Ashton Developments. They’ve got an office down Attercliffe way, I think. Talk to his secretary and business partners, have a look at his diary and find out who his rivals are. When was the last time he popped into the office, last known sightings, anything troubling him, the usual.’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘Perhaps pop home and have a quick shower first, though.’

      Finn looked down at his vomit-splattered shirt. ‘Right.’

      ‘What do you want me to do?’ Scott asked.

      ‘Have a word with the cleaner. We need to establish when he was last seen and his last known whereabouts. Find out how the door-to-door is going. I know the houses aren’t exactly on top of each other around here, but someone might have seen something strange lately, and I’m guessing you’re going to scream a bit if someone takes a pair of secateurs to your privates.’

      ‘Do you want me to give you a lift back to the station?’

      ‘No. I’ll cadge a lift from one of the uniforms,’ she looked at her watch. ‘Is Christian here?’

      ‘I haven’t seen him. Maybe he stayed at the station. He said last night that he was going to have a final chat with Sian.’

      Matilda sank into the chair. ‘I hope she’s not going to do something she’s going to regret.’

      ‘Do you think she will?’

      ‘She’s only thinking in the present. She’s not looking at what’s going to happen a month, a year, five years down the line.’

      Finn popped his head around the door frame. ‘Scott, are you going to be talking to the cleaner?’

      ‘Yes. Why?’

      ‘Forensics have asked me to find out if Richard Ashton had a dog. There’s no sign of one but they’ve found dog hairs in the bedroom.’

      ‘I’ll ask her.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Matilda frowned. ‘I’ve never known a killer bring a dog with them to commit murder.’

      ‘Maybe he couldn’t find someone to sit with it. It could have been worse; he could have brought his old gran with him.’

      Matilda laughed. She stood up to leave the room and glanced at more photo frames on the wall. She saw another picture featuring her dead husband, a group shot, everyone grinning to the camera, James on the end, looking awkward, but still so sexy. Her heart felt heavy, and not just because she missed him. She didn’t like the thought of a random stranger having a photograph of her husband in their house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      There had been a case that haunted HMCU – the Homicide and Major Crime Unit – for years: the killing of sex workers in Sheffield. Last September, the killer was identified as Stuart Mills, the husband of Detective Sergeant Sian Mills. She had no knowledge of the secret life her husband had been leading, and through him asking her how her day had been and seeming to be the perfect husband, she had, inadvertently, informed him how to commit his crimes without appearing on the team’s radar.

      Sian had been placed on leave while an independent enquiry looked into the case and any involvement Sian may have had. After three months, they ruled Sian out as an accomplice and allowed her to return to active duty and assume her role in HMCU. However, she was a changed woman. The self-appointed mother-figure of the group who always nurtured new members and was a shoulder to cry on for everyone in the team, was gone. Sian was more reserved, quieter, and admitted to being ashamed of not knowing sooner what her husband was up to.

      Last night, while she was sitting in the living room watching a mind-numbing game show on television, her phone had rung. Gone were the days she was frightened of answering the phone in case it was a journalist wanting an interview. Her husband had long since disappeared from the front pages and the fickle media had moved on to the next “crisis”. She’d picked up her phone and swiped to answer. It was the assistant chief constable, asking her to come in early tomorrow for a private consult. She’d been waiting for this. She knew exactly what he was going to say, and she was worried she might end up agreeing with his pleas.

      Now, Sian refused his offer of tea and coffee. She shook her head when he offered a small bottle of sparkling water, and she didn’t want a mint imperial from the bowl on his desk either. What she did want was for him to bloody get on with it.

      ACC Benjamin Ridley cleared his throat several times and adjusted his position on the high-back chair. He looked fresh in his crisp uniform and gave off a heady scent of whatever he had liberally sprayed over himself this morning.

      ‘Sian, as you know, I haven’t been here long; I’m still seeing new faces in the canteen,’ he said, smiling. ‘However, in that time, I’ve learned of who the dedicated officers are, the ones I know I’ll be able to rely on as my predecessor did. There’s Matilda, obviously, and there’s you, too. You’re an exceptional detective, your record speaks for itself. You’re a well-respected and highly regarded person within the force.’

      Sian didn’t smile. She could tell a placatory statement a mile off and if he tried to butter her up anymore, she’d need treatment for high cholesterol. She looked down and played with her fingers.

      ‘It’s been three weeks since we had our last little chat. You promised you’d think it over and today would be the final day – the point of no return, as it were. Have you changed your mind?’

      Sian looked up. There were tears in her eyes. ‘I’m afraid not,’ she eventually said. ‘I can’t stay working as a detective when the man I was married to for more than twenty-five years is in prison for murder. Nobody’s said anything, and I don’t expect them to, but I can see it in their eyes. How can I not have known what he’d been doing for all those years? It’s a question I ask myself on an almost nightly basis. Why didn’t I see it? I’m sorry, sir. I love my job, I love working in HMCU, but that bastard has ruined it.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’d like you to formally accept my resignation as of today.’
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        * * *

      

      Sian walked slowly down the corridor towards the HMCU suite of offices. She’d worked in this building for more than twenty years. It seemed strange that her time here was coming to an abrupt end. She passed a couple of uniformed officers and a member of the civilian staff, all of whom gave her a friendly smile. In the past, Sian would have smiled back, said hello, engaged them in conversation, but she couldn’t even make eye contact with them anymore. Their lips may have been smiling, but their eyes weren’t. They were looking at her with pity, some even with suspicion. Despite Matilda and the team telling her nobody suspected her of knowing her husband was a killer, she couldn’t help, at the back of her mind, thinking the gossips were castigating her behind her back.

      She pushed open the glass door to the suite and walked in. The Homicide and Major Crime Unit at South Yorkshire Police Headquarters had moved about in the past year. Following the shooting in January 2019 in which several of their number were killed, the team relocated to less salubrious offices, which were too small and had an unpleasant odour emanating from beneath the carpet. The attack on DC Zofia Nowak last September that had left her confined to a wheelchair meant a more accessible suite was required. So, the team now called home a luxurious open-plan affair on the ground floor that was bright and airy, and made use of new technology, so Zofia would be able to manoeuvre herself with ease through the well-planned desk and seating area when she was ready to return. Sian breathed in the scent of new carpet and went over to her desk, plonking herself down on the ergonomic chair. She had four more weeks left.

      To take her mind off her own worries, she picked up the remote and pointed it at the wide-screen TV on the wall. It went straight to the BBC News channel.

      ‘The death toll from Coronavirus in the UK has passed one hundred and now stands at 104. Prime Minister Boris Johnson will be giving a press conference later, where he is expected to confirm that all schools and colleges will close from this Friday until further notice, to stop the spread of the virus.’

      ‘They’re closing the schools?’ DCI Matilda Darke said.

      Sian jumped. She hadn’t seen her come in.

      ‘It looks like it.’

      ‘But what are the kids going to do?’

      Sian muted the TV. ‘Well, Gregory’s teachers are setting up classes via Zoom. I’ve had to buy him his own laptop, as he’s always used Belinda’s for his homework.’

      ‘Doesn’t Belinda have exams this summer?’

      ‘They’ve already been cancelled.’

      ‘How can they cancel exams? What’s going to happen? Surely they can’t just hold back a whole year?’

      Sian shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows what’s going to happen. It’s worrying, isn’t it?’

      Matilda studied Sian, pulled a chair over and sat by her desk. ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ she gave a fake smile. ‘Tough as old boots, me.’

      ‘Except you’re not, are you? Have you been for your appointment with the ACC?’

      She nodded.

      ‘And?’

      ‘You’ve got me for another four weeks. That’s it.’

      ‘Sian, don’t. You can’t leave.’

      ‘I can’t stay,’ she said, a catch in her throat.

      ‘We can’t lose you, Sian. You’re far too important to this team. We need you. And you need us.’

      She shrugged, not daring to speak in case she started crying.

      ‘I’ve got four weeks to make you change your mind. I don’t quit. You should know that by now.’

      Sian stifled a smile.

      ‘Look, I need to make a phone call. Will you do me a favour and try and find everything you can about a bloke called Richard Ashton. He was found dead this morning.’

      ‘Name sounds familiar,’ Sian said, pulling her wireless keyboard towards her.

      ‘He owns Ashton Developments. They throw up ugly box houses and apartment blocks all over the county … Speaking of throwing up, Finn almost ruined the crime scene, twice.’

      ‘That bad?’

      ‘He’d been castrated and force-fed his cock and balls. Blood everywhere.’

      ‘Oh, my God,’ Sian put a hand over her mouth. ‘I’ve brought meatballs for my lunch, as well.’

      Matilda burst out laughing and headed for her office.
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      DCI Matilda Darke, herself a casualty of the shooting fifteen months ago, had a brand-new office in the corner of the suite that was much larger than she was used to. She liked it, and, egotistically, felt at home behind the oak-veneer desk and high-backed chair. She couldn’t wait to bark orders at someone and feel like a commander. It wasn’t anywhere near as posh and elegant as the study in Richard Ashton’s home, but she liked it.

      As she entered, she closed the door behind her. Matilda usually maintained an open-door policy, but everyone knew that when the door was closed, she was not to be disturbed. The truth was, she had lied about her state of mind on her return to work. She knew exactly what kind of questions she would be asked at the assessment and answered accordingly. She failed to mention the nightmares, the flashbacks, the post-traumatic stress disorder, and the lack of self-confidence. She assumed she knew her state of mind more than anyone else and hoped surrounding herself with a strong team would help give her the boost she needed. It had. In a way. But there were times, like now, when even she doubted she had made the correct decision in returning to work at all. She let out a heavy sigh. Since the shooting, she was constantly questioning her abilities, despite having evidence to the contrary that she was an exceptional DCI.

      She scrolled through her mobile. Her finger hovered over the number, and she released a deep sigh. She knew what she was doing was wrong.

      Put the phone away. Get on with your work.

      She ignored herself and made the call.

      ‘Good morning, Matilda,’ the greeting came.

      She softened at the familiar Scottish accent she had grown to like over the months. ‘Good morning, Grey, are you well?’

      ‘I am, actually. My youngest son passed his driving test at the first attempt on Monday and last night my youngest daughter came to tell us she’s pregnant. Glasses of sparkling fizz all round.’

      ‘That’s … good,’ Matilda hesitated. It had been so long since she had heard good news, she had forgotten how to react. She tucked her short hair behind her ears.

      ‘However, I’m guessing you didn’t call for a simple chit-chat and a catch-up.’

      ‘No. I’m sorry. I really am pleased things are going well for your family.’

      He sighed. ‘Matilda, does anyone know you keep calling me?’

      It was a while before she answered. ‘No.’

      ‘Are you sure you should? I’m not going to be telling you anything different from the last time you called.’

      ‘I know. It’s just … I need to know. For my own state of mind.’

      ‘And how is your state of mind when you end the call?’

      ‘You sound like my therapist.’

      ‘Do you dodge her questions, too?’

      ‘No. She doesn’t let me.’

      ‘I’m not going to win this one, am I?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Okay.’ The Chief Officer of the Supermax wing at Wakefield Prison sighed. ‘Let me give you the lowdown. Steve Harrison is confined to a maximum-security cell twenty-four hours a day. For one of those hours, he gets to leave his cell to have a shower and a bit of fresh air in a small rectangle of a prison yard that is surrounded on all sides by a ten-foot wall topped with razor wire. Since he was moved here in January 2019, he has had no visitors, his mail is read before it’s sent out and incoming mail is read before it’s given to him. Happy?’

      ‘Maybe not happy. Satisfied,’ she admitted.

      Steve Harrison was a former PC at South Yorkshire Police who, in 2017, turned serial killer, and blamed Matilda for his lifestyle change. Although he didn’t pull the trigger in the shootings in January 2019, he was the mastermind behind the whole rampage. There was no chance he would leave prison alive, but while he was still breathing, for Matilda, there was always the distinct possibility he could concoct another atrocity and this time, she might not survive. And that thought scared her more than anything else.

      ‘Can I give you a word of advice, Matilda?’ Grey Saunders asked.

      ‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

      ‘Well, I’m going to anyway. Stop calling me. I enjoy chatting with you. I think you’re a wonderful woman and I’d happily chat the night away with you over a pint, or whatever your tipple is, but this is not healthy for you. We both know that.’

      Matilda chewed hard on her bottom lip to stave off the emotions she could feel rising up inside her. ‘I know.’

      A silence developed between them.

      ‘So …?’ he asked.

      ‘I’ll call you in a few weeks,’ she said, ending the call before he could say anything else.

      Matilda Darke liked to be in control of her life. Getting shot in the head and the aftermath and recovery was not something she had any say over. She was at the mercy of doctors, physiotherapists, psychotherapists and nurses, and she hated it. Now, physically, she was back to her pre-shooting best. And she intended to stay that way. If only her mental health would hurry up and recover, too.

      Someone cleared their throat. Matilda turned around to see DI Christian Brady standing in the doorway. He had a surprised expression on his face.

      ‘How much of that did you hear?’ she asked.

      ‘Enough.’

      ‘You should have knocked.’

      ‘You hadn’t closed the door properly.’

      ‘Oh. I thought I had,’ she said, looking dejected, almost guilty, a child being caught with her hand in her mother’s purse.

      ‘You’re checking up on Steve Harrison?’

      ‘No,’ she said, getting up off her desk and going over to the window. She missed her view of the sprawling steel city from her old office. On the ground floor all she could see was the back of the custody suite and the bins. ‘Yes,’ she admitted.

      ‘Why? You know he’s on the never-never list. The only way he’ll be leaving Wakefield Prison is in a wooden box, feet first.’

      ‘I just … I need to keep reminding myself. I don’t …’ She struggled to find the right words. She turned to looked at Christian, who was unmoved. ‘Don’t judge me.’

      ‘I’m not,’ he held his hands up in submission. ‘I promise, I’m not. If it helps you, then keep calling. It could be worse; you could be driving out to Wakefield once a month to visit him.’

      Matilda gave him a crafty smile. ‘It’s probably best not to put ideas in my head.’

      He laughed. ‘Sorry. Anyway, there’s something I need to tell you about the murder of Richard Ashton.’

      Matilda sat down at her desk and beckoned to Christian to do the same. He closed the door to the office. This did not go unnoticed with Matilda. She suddenly saw the grave look of sadness on her DI’s face. She was dreading what he was going to tell her and hoped it was fixable.

      ‘Does the name Richard Ashton ring any bells with you?’ Christian asked. He’d sat with his legs firmly together, his hands clasped between them. He looked fragile.

      ‘Sort of, but only because he was in a similar business with James.’

      ‘No. I mean away from the business side of things.’

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘Remember last September, when we were investigating the murders of the sex workers, and Paul Chattle killed himself in front of me?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Before he pulled the trigger, Paul talked about why he’d turned to drink and drugs. He told me how he’d been abandoned as a child, fostered, abused, abandoned again and ended up in care, where, once again, he was abused. He named his abuser as—’

      ‘Richard Ashton,’ Matilda finished his sentence for him. ‘I remember. You wanted to investigate him and I …’ She stopped when the memory fully returned.

      Matilda had only recently returned to work following the shooting, and she wasn’t fully recovered. Her mental health was still damaged, and she wanted to prove herself capable of the demands the role of DCI gave her. She was determined to uncover the killer who had been targeting sex workers for years and would let nothing get in her way, including an investigation into child abuse. She’d lambasted Christian in front of the whole team, something she’d never done before, and which added weight to the claim that she was in no way fit for work.

      Christian cleared his throat. ‘I went to Paul’s funeral. It was paid for by the council. A pauper’s funeral. It was the saddest service I’ve ever attended. It was so impersonal. Apart from me, there was one other person there. I chatted to him when it was all over, asked how he knew Paul, and he said they’d met when they were kids. I asked if they were in care together, he said yes. When he asked who I was and I told him I was a DI with the police, he did a runner.

      ‘The thing is, I’ve been trying to investigate Richard Ashton since last September. I’ve read everything I can find about him online. Apart from a few dodgy dealings in his business, there’s nothing remotely personal about him. I spoke to someone who used to work for him. He said Ashton was a heart attack waiting to happen and not just because of his size. The bloke was a workaholic. He had no personal life whatsoever. I hit a brick wall straight away, and I’ve been banging my head against it ever since.’

      Matilda chewed her bottom lip. ‘Is it possible Paul could be wrong, or you misheard?’

      ‘I didn’t mishear. Paul definitely said, “Richard Ashton, OBE.” And he’s the only Richard Ashton I’ve been able to find with an OBE. And he wasn’t wrong. And he wasn’t lying,’ Christian stated. ‘He killed himself, Matilda. He put a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger in front of me. Why lie when you’re going to do that?’

      Matilda leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. ‘Okay. Well, we’ve now got access to his mobile phone, home computer and tablets. Fingers crossed, that will provide us with evidence of abuse. If so, we’ll go from there.’

      ‘But what if it doesn’t? He seems to have played everything so closely to his chest. What if there’s nothing on his computer?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘This is a personal murder, Mat. Whoever did it, cut off his balls. That, to me, sounds like one of his victims seeking revenge. The abuse definitely happened.’ Christian was obviously taking this case to heart. He was deeply affected by Paul Chattle taking his own life and wanted Ashton to face justice for what he’d put him, and possibly others, through.

      Matilda nodded. ‘I know. Like I said, let’s see what Forensics discover, and we’ll go from there. Look, Christian, do you want to go home?’

      ‘No. I’m fine. You’re right. Ashton probably thought he’d cleared his hard drive, but they never do, do they? We can always find something.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      There was a tap on the glass door. Matilda looked up and saw Sian on the other side. Matilda waved her in.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, but I thought you’d want to know: Ashton Developments have released a statement about Richard Ashton being found dead,’ she said, handing over her iPad.

      
        
        It is with deepest regret that we announce the sudden death of the founder of Ashton Developments, Richard Ashton, OBE, who was discovered dead at his home earlier this morning. All staff at Ashton Developments are in shock, as Richard was more than an employer, he was a friend, and will be sadly missed. Today, our offices will be closed, but Richard would not have wanted us to mourn his passing for too long, and work will resume tomorrow. Please join us, wherever you are in the world, at six o’clock this evening to raise a glass of your favourite drink in honouring Richard Ashton and the immense impression he has had on our lives. RIP Richard. You’ll be forever missed.

        

      

      ‘Bloody hell! They’re not wasting any time,’ Matilda said.

      ‘Probably thinking of their share prices,’ Sian said with a smile.

      ‘So cynical.’

      ‘A smokescreen,’ Christian said, standing up. ‘They’re painting him out to be a saint.’

      ‘Finn called just before the statement came out. He’s spoken to some of the staff, and they’re all gutted about it. They’ve said he was the perfect employer. He pays well, gives them plenty of holiday entitlement, bonuses at Christmas. It’s a shame he wasn’t in charge of the police force,’ Sian laughed.

      ‘The bloke was a bastard and people are going to be mourning him, saying how wonderful he was. I’m not going to let that happen,’ Christian said, standing up and storming out of Matilda’s office, almost knocking Sian out of the way.

      ‘What’s that all about?’

      Matilda frowned. ‘I’m not entirely sure. Yet.’
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      Teas were made and handed around and Sian’s snack drawer had been pilfered; all signs that the morning briefing was about to begin. Matilda left her office and went to make herself a coffee. While the kettle boiled again for Matilda, she stooped down to Sian’s drawer and rifled through it.

      ‘Who took the last Topic?’

      ‘I had that yesterday,’ Sian said.

      ‘I see the dark-chocolate Bountys have gone, too.’

      ‘Yes. That was me as well.’

      Matilda picked up a packet of Maltesers then went over to the kettle to make her drink.

      ‘Scott …’ Sian said, leaning over towards her fellow DS and lowered her voice. ‘I’ve put on a bit of weight recently – comfort eating, for obvious reasons. You’re into fitness and exercise. Can you give me some tips on how to lose it?’

      ‘Well, I’d start by not opening that Snickers and giving it to me,’ he said with a cheeky grin.

      Reluctantly, she handed it to him.

      ‘Thank you.’ He smiled. ‘What kind of thing do you like doing?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, if you going to slog at losing weight, you may as well choose something you like doing. Swimming is an excellent form of exercise, but I hate it, so I don’t do it.’

      ‘Oh. I see. That makes sense. Well, I used to like jogging when I was younger. That was before I had four kids. Me and …’ she baulked at merely mentioning his name. ‘We enjoyed going walking, hiking in Derbyshire, that kind of thing.’

      ‘That’s good. Why not take that up again?’

      ‘I’ve nobody to go with,’ she said, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘If I go on my own, my mind will go into overdrive, and I’ll start thinking all sorts of things.’

      ‘Okay. Well, I go out running into Derbyshire. Why not come with me? I can always turn to hiking a couple of times a week.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes. It’ll be fun to have someone to go out with again. It’s not been the same since Chris died.’

      Sian gave a genuine smile that lit up her face. ‘Okay. Thanks, Scott. I appreciate it. I’ll go and buy some new walking shoes tonight.’

      ‘Right, then, is everyone ready?’ Matilda said. She made her way to the top of the room, mug of tea in one hand and a couple of packets of Maltesers in the other.

      ‘Everyone is here,’ Scott said, overstating the word ‘everyone’. ‘We’re packed to the rafters.’

      ‘Yes. I’m aware that we are a small team at the moment. We have funding for two new officers, and I have a number of applications to go through. Interviews will begin in May. Also, DC Nowak will be coming back at some point. In the meantime, we’ll just have to band together and take up the slack. Now, what do we know about Richard Ashton?’

      Scott tapped on his laptop and the large Victorian property Richard Ashton called home popped up on the electronic whiteboard at the top of the room. ‘Richard lived here on his own for the past thirty years, according to one of his neighbours, who has lived in her house since the dawn of time. She said he was the perfect neighbour. He always helped her out, and others, when they needed it. He managed to get the road re-tarmacked when the council ran out of money to do it and, when the council dug up all the trees, he paid for new ones to be planted in the sidings out of his own money.’

      ‘Has he ever been married?’ Matilda asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘Why does he live in a big six-bedroom house on his own?’

      ‘The same reason you live in a five-bedroom house on your own,’ Sian said with a smirk.

      ‘Touché,’ Matilda replied. ‘Although now Adele’s living with me, it feels like I’ve got a full house. Let’s have his back story, Scott.’

      Scott quickly chewed his mouthful of Snickers and swallowed. ‘Leslie Hicks is Richard’s cleaner. Oh, by the way, in answer to the dog question, Richard didn’t have one, but Leslie does, and he occasionally allowed her to bring it with her when she cleaned. She worked for him three times a week – Monday, Wednesday and Friday – and had done for the past seven years. She says, apart from him being untidy, he was a good employer. He paid well and gave her presents for Christmas and on her birthday. He even visited her in hospital with flowers when she had a hysterectomy a couple of years back. According to her, he’d never been married and had no kids. He didn’t have any brothers and sisters and she mentioned that his parents died when he was young. I’ve had a look online and there’s a Daily Mail interview with him from 2013, when he was given his OBE, where he states how he got into the property development business. I’ve downloaded a copy for you all to read if you want to, but basically, it states that he was on holiday with his parents when he was seventeen in France. They both died in a climbing accident. He inherited the family home and his father’s life insurance paid off the mortgage. He decided to sell and, rather than spend a couple of months getting pissed and shagging his way around Ayia Napa, like any other seventeen-year-old, he invested the money. He bought a rundown house at auction, made it habitable and sold it for profit. So begins the Ashton Developments empire.’

      ‘Is it an empire?’ Matilda asked.

      Finn waved his hand to indicate he wanted to answer the question. He had a mouthful of KitKat that he quickly chewed and swallowed. ‘I’ve been on to Ashton’s solicitor, and he gave me a ballpark figure, saying Richard’s personal fortune was well into seven figures. He’s going to dig out all the bumph and give me a call with the details.’

      ‘Never been married, no kids and a huge business empire – that sounds like he was a workaholic to me,’ Sian said, dipping a plain Rich Tea biscuit into her tea. ‘If he’s strong-minded and dedicated, is it possible he’s made enemies along the way?’

      ‘I’ve only skimmed,’ Scott continued. ‘But he’s not been without controversy over the years. He’s bought land for knock-down prices. There’s been rumours of backhanders to councils and planning committees, and there was even a question-mark over his potential involvement in the Jackson Murphy fire in 2003 which led to Jackson Murphy calling in the receivers when they couldn’t build that apartment block in town.’

      ‘I remember that,’ Matilda said. ‘Didn’t one of them go to prison?’

      ‘Leon Jackson served four years for fraud.’

      ‘Was it definitely arson?’ Sian asked.

      ‘Absolutely. It wasn’t even covered up. It was a twelve-storey block and the first five had been built. The fire was intense, and the structure was rendered unsafe. It had to be demolished and rebuilt. Jackson Murphy couldn’t afford to do that once the insurance company refused to pay out.’

      ‘What was the cause of the fire?’ Matilda asked.

      ‘Hang on,’ Scott scrolled through his laptop. ‘Faulty wiring in a fuse box, which just happened to be next to a storage unit containing cladding, which, since Grenfell, has been deemed to be unsafe for use. Fire investigators stated that the wiring was so faulty, a child would have known it should never have been installed.’

      ‘So, where does Richard Ashton’s name come into this?’ Matilda asked.

      ‘There had been a rivalry of sorts between Ashton Developments and Jackson Murphy. This apartment block was a big deal and we’re talking millions of profit. Jackson Murphy pipped Ashton Developments to the post in gaining the contract, and Richard Ashton is on record as saying the apartment block, and this is an official quote, “will be a dangerous eyesore on the Sheffield skyline and won’t last twenty years, given their reputation among those in the know.”’

      ‘Ouch.’

      ‘Can he say something like that? Isn’t it slanderous?’ Finn asked.

      ‘It would have been if he hadn’t been proven correct by the fire.’

      ‘So, where is Leon Jackson now?’

      ‘He’s teaching architecture at the University of Dundee.’

      ‘Check he’s still there,’ Matilda said.

      ‘I already have done, and he is. He hasn’t left the city since Christmas, when he went to visit family in Cockermouth.’

      ‘And where is the Murphy from Jackson Murphy?’ Matilda asked.

      ‘Well, he would have gone to prison for fraud along with Jackson, but he hanged himself instead.’

      Matilda sat back in her chair and opened a second packet of Maltesers. This was what she liked the most about her job. She was surrounded by her team. Although small, it was filled with people she could trust. The back and forth as a case began, exchanging ideas and theories, and deciding what path to take, was where she could concentrate her energies. And it silenced everything else screaming for attention in her mind.

      ‘While all this is interesting,’ Matilda began, ‘castrating someone isn’t the work of a business feud, is it? It’s more of a personal crime. So, he’s never been married and has no children, but there’s bound to be a couple of failed relationships in the background.’

      ‘I spoke to his secretary, Dolly Caine,’ Finn said. ‘She was in a bit of a mess, but I managed to get something out of her about him. Dolly’s worked for him for close to twenty years, and in all that time she’s never seen him with a woman. He’s never had a holiday abroad, had a weekend away, talked about going for dinner with a partner, nothing. He lives for his work.’

      Christian audibly tutted and shook his head.

      ‘We all work a great deal, but we have down time. We all have hobbies and things we enjoy outside of work. Anything mentioned there?’ Matilda asked.

      ‘Nothing. Dolly said all he spoke about was work. He often asked her if she’d had a good weekend or how her holiday was when she returned to the office, and when she fired the question back and asked him what he’d been up
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-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/omc-logo-bw.jpg






OEBPS/images/the-lost-children-cover.jpg
Chlldren





