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1

Russell Fewell’s white van skirted the raised area of green that fronted the old stone church. A middle-aged woman was waiting for her Jack Russell to finish sniffing around the base of the metal pole that bore the heraldic village crest. The woman looked up and watched as his van turned left into the long, meandering High Street. Russell wondered if she, like him, was spending Christmas Day alone and, if so, how she felt about that.

Several of the front doors of the crooked old Essex houses had been decorated with evergreen wreaths brightened with red berries or chevroned ribbons, and lights shone from many of the casement windows. As he cruised along the narrow street, he could see Christmas tree lights twinkling in one or two of them. He thought the houses themselves, painted pink, yellow, pale green or white and packed tightly under their overhanging gables, looked like wrapped presents. The gifts he’d chosen and carefully wrapped for his two kids were in the back of the van. On top of the rifle.

Russell lowered his window. He’d imagined that he’d almost be able to smell the aroma of roasting turkey, but all he got was the biting metallic tang of impending snow. The news programme on the radio this morning had banged on about the bookies’ odds on it being a white Christmas, and already a few stray flakes were drifting down and melting on his windscreen. He had a vivid mental flash of jolly Santa Claus colours, fresh scarlet against unblemished white.

At the end of the High Street he passed the turning to the lane where his grandparents had once lived. That’s where he always used to go for Christmas dinner when he was a kid, much the same age as his son Davey; all the family together, uncles, aunts, cousins packed in around two small tables pushed together even though they were of different heights, everyone flushed and laughing and waiting for his grandmother – the only one able to get in and out of the room unless people climbed over one another – to bring in the plum pudding, eerily alight with a flickering blue flame of poured brandy. Every year the same. Family. Family didn’t change. At least not until people got old and died. That was the whole point of family, wasn’t it?

The chill air stung his cheeks and made his eyes smart. No wonder so few people were out and about. He brushed away the tears and closed the window.

Last year, even with the divorce, he and Donna had managed to spend Christmas together. That’s the one thing they’d firmly agreed upon: they might no longer be married, but they’d always be family. That’s how they’d treat one another. Not only for the kids’ sake but because it was true.

Not any more.

He speeded up. Then slowed down again: no rush. Important to do this right, just as he’d planned. He passed the primary school on his left. It was deserted, closed up for the holidays, but it was the school he’d attended and where he’d taken each of his kids in turn. This was his home town. His mum had been able to trace her kith and kin back through generations of local agricultural labourers; his dad’s family, from the neighbouring county of Suffolk, were much the same, impoverished and probably illiterate workers. This was the soil to which he belonged. To which he’d return. He didn’t mind. Better to lie in the new burial ground than allow himself to be cast out, tormented, humiliated in the eyes of his own children. That was a life not worth living.

His was the only vehicle on the road, but nonetheless he indicated before turning right into Fairfield Close. Neat houses built of brick with white woodwork and picture windows. Driveways for two cars. Front gardens that weren’t enclosed by hedges or fences, leaving space for kids to kick a ball about or circulate on bikes. Here the front windows had fairy lights looped across them and it was possible to glimpse more of the rooms inside, to see animated television screens, Christmas trees, colourful decorations, people sitting together. It wasn’t that he was jealous of the people in these houses or envious of what they had and he didn’t: it wasn’t that. It was the injustice of it all. It burned like acid, ate away at him, shrank him until he could bear it no more.

Fairfield Close capillaried into three cul-de-sacs. Russell drove to the end of one of them and turned the van round. He was aware that he might be drawing attention to himself, but he wanted to be pointing in the right direction. He wasn’t sure what would happen afterwards, whether he’d get back in the van or would simply walk away. That bit wasn’t so important. Besides, whether he walked or drove, he didn’t foresee anyone making a serious attempt to stop him, not when they’d be all slowed up from booze and second helpings of turkey and stuffing and roast potatoes and he had a rifle in his hands.

He parked outside the house, positioning himself so he’d be able to cover the front door from the back of the van, and got out. He could see them all indoors, sitting around the festive table. He opened both rear doors and lifted out the presents he’d wrapped with such love. As he placed them on the ground beside him, a couple of snowflakes landed gently on his bare hands. He glanced up at the sky, which looked pulpy and malignant, before reaching in to pull the rifle into position. He closed one of the doors so that he could turn smoothly, take hold of it, raise it to his shoulder and fire, just the way he’d practised out on that deserted country lane. Then he leaned back against the closed door, pulled up the hood of his black anorak, stuck his hands in his pockets and waited.


2

The dogs – black Labradors, mother and son – were threshing around, wagging their tails and scenting fresh air. The heat of the Aga, which had been on full blast all day, had warmed even the quarry-tiled lobby where Robyn Ingold and her parents hung their coats and cleaned their boots. None of them had dressed up for the day; it was enough to put on the silly paper hats that came out of the crackers, and she was wearing her everyday jeans and a warm sweater. There would be enough roast goose to keep the three of them going all week. Just as well really. Her mum and dad would be busy tomorrow with the Boxing Day shoot. With the wildfowling season finishing at the end of January, the sportsmen would be wanting to make the most of the holidays; among them would be some of her dad’s best clients, the City types who’d spend tens of thousands on a single gun and then bring it to him for hand-crafted alterations. And meanwhile she’d be stuck into her revision, preparing for the mock exams she had to sit as soon as term started in the New Year. The minimum fuss of cold meat and leftovers would suit them all fine.

The moment Robyn opened the back door the dogs were through it and off, lolloping down towards the line of poplar trees at the end of the garden where they could sniff around for rabbits or other creatures in the long grass beside the fence. She grabbed a jacket and followed them out. It was beginning to get dark, but she could see the snow swirling in over the fields from the marshes beyond the sea wall a quarter of a mile away. She’d already fed the hens and made sure the two donkeys had water and fresh hay, but she made her usual circuit, checking they were all safely locked up for the night. The grass was speckled white and, though it was mushy underfoot, she hoped it would settle. It certainly felt cold enough. She loved waking up to the deep snow-clad silence which always seemed so mysterious and full of promise.

She whistled to the dogs and, when they came immediately, let them know they were released: it was important with gun dogs never to slack on enforcing their obedience, even when it didn’t seem to matter. Martha was getting old, maybe a little deaf too, and didn’t always come as quickly as she should. That wouldn’t do in the field; there was no room for sentiment, not when the guns had paid a lot of money for their day out. But Bounder was a good dog, trained partly by Robyn’s father and partly by his own mother, Martha.

She looked east towards the estuary but the gathering snow obliterated the view. The Ingolds had no immediate neighbours and the only visible lights were at least half a mile away. She caught the muffled cry of a curlew carried on the wind. The sound rose, repeating, questioning, wild and lonely like the cry of the wind itself. She loved it, had always loved hearing it, especially at night when she was all tucked up warm in bed. She wondered again what it would be like to leave this place, to go away to university and be constantly with other people, to lose that unconscious absorption with the cast of the sky, the shivering leaves of the poplar trees, the morning’s dewy animal tracks in the grass, all the accumulating details that defined the little kingdom of her childhood. The thought was strange but also exhilarating.

She turned to look back at the house, a rather lumpy extended bungalow at right angles to two solid brick-built Victorian barns, one the garage, the other where her dad had his workshop. Her mum hadn’t yet drawn the curtains and Robyn could look right into the living room, aware that, as darkness fell, her parents wouldn’t notice her watching them. The red candles on the dining table still shone amid the remains of their traditional dinner. Burning logs smoked on the open fire. Coloured lights on the Christmas tree went on and off in pattering sequence. Her parents stood with their backs to her, watching the television, the news probably, or maybe the Queen’s speech. Her dad, in worn jeans and a soft Viyella shirt, was stocky, still with a full head of resilient sandy-brown hair. Her mum was about the same height, round and comfortable in a denim skirt and striped blouse, with a practical bob of blonde-highlighted hair. Robyn felt a wave of deep affection. An only child, she’d never been tempted to indulge in teenage angst: every day she saw how hard her parents worked and knew how ready they were to share the rewards with her, so why should she give them any grief?

The dogs brushed against her legs, and she felt a cold dribble of melting snowflakes run down the side of her neck. Time to go in. As she started to move towards the house, something about the way her parents stood within the cosy frame of the window – leaning forward, intent on the TV screen, her mum’s hand clasping her dad’s arm – made her stop and look again. Somewhere in the world the news could not be good. A dreadful road accident? Some awful terrorist act? Whatever it was, it didn’t really affect her. She knew she ought to feel more pain, more empathy, more involvement with what went on in the wider world, but the honest truth was that she didn’t. She leaned down to pat the two dogs. They needed no urging now to run back indoors, and she followed them across the whitening grass.

They stopped optimistically in the kitchen to check their empty bowls, so Robyn entered the living room before their boisterous presence alerted her parents to her return. Although Nicola immediately switched to a more neutral expression, Robyn had just enough time to catch the troubled look in her eyes. Leonard, as always, appeared imperturbable.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

‘Some madman over Sudbury way has gone on a killing spree,’ he said. ‘I suppose all the pressures of Christmas are too much for some people.’

Still alert to some vestige of concealed tension between her parents, Robyn picked up the remote control and flicked through to a twenty-four-hour news channel, which cut from a studio newscaster to library stock shots of sunny summer streets and an ancient church.


It’s reported that five people have been shot dead and three more have been taken to hospital with what are described as life-threatening injuries. No motive has yet been established for the killings, but unconfirmed sources suggest that the gunman, who has yet to be identified, has turned the gun on himself. The nightmare in the historic Essex village of Dunholt began shortly after half past two this afternoon when . . .



Robyn let the newscaster’s voice wash over her.

‘Dunholt?’ she asked in alarm.

‘Yes,’ said Nicola. ‘But it’s all right. I mean, we don’t know anyone there, do we? Thank goodness.’

It was clear from her mother’s question that Nicola hadn’t remembered the casual conversation a week or so earlier with Robyn’s best friend at school. ‘But that’s where Angie and her family were spending Christmas,’ Robyn told them. ‘With her grandmother. She’s got one of those quaint old houses in the High Street.’


3

The call from HQ to say that the Major Investigation Team was urgently required thirty miles away in Dunholt, followed by a look at the breaking news story, gave Grace Fisher the kind of heart-sinking moment that made her wish she had a different job. She and Lance Cooper had no choice but to sober up and drink black coffee until a driver came to pick them up. She had never been even peripherally involved in an incident of such tragic scale before, and realized how very glad she was that Lance was here with her so she did not have psych herself up to face it alone. She knew it would be easier to deal with the potentially overwhelming human cost once she was able to start concentrating on the details, making lists and accomplishing straightforward achievable tasks, but the waiting was unbearable, especially when only minutes earlier they’d been laughing over a chaotic game of Scrabble and finishing a second bottle of wine.

Plus she felt terrible for Lance’s boyfriend, Peter Burnley, who, as they got ready to go, was decent enough to accept their apologies and make light of his abandoned Christmas. Grace assured him he was welcome to stay for as long as he liked and should make himself at home, even though she knew it would be the middle of the night before she got back – if then.

She and Lance had become good friends over the past few months. She was well aware that he’d been with the Colchester Major Investigation Team longer than her, yet he had been genuinely pleased for her when she’d been made back up to detective inspector after the successful conclusion of the Polly Sinclair case. At work he remained discreet about his sexuality, and she was touched to be one of the very few in whom he confided, and been delighted when he and Peter had accepted her invitation to Christmas lunch in her new home. If they were all now technically over the drink-drive limit, it was thanks to the delicious wine that Peter had brought. She’d only met him one or twice before, and, despite an inbuilt prejudice against financial advisers, had liked him instantly: he was self-deprecating and observant, and also kind and considerate towards Lance, which was all that really mattered. She disappeared upstairs to change into warmer, more practical clothes – offering Lance the chance to express his own more tender regrets for a ruined afternoon – cheered by today’s revelation of how truly happy and in love they seemed.

Pulling on a warm jumper, she thought how unbelievable it was that, this time last year, she had still been married to Trev and living in Kent. Last Christmas she and Trev had gone to stay a couple of nights with her sister and her rowdy young family, and Grace was well aware that this year Alison had been rather offended that she’d turned down the annual invitation. But Grace had longed to create a holiday tradition of her own, and wanted to mark her first winter in Wivenhoe by planning and cooking a full Christmas dinner, which, if she said so herself, had been a success.

Her mobile buzzed with a message to say that the car had arrived and was waiting for them in the street outside, so she went downstairs to fetch Lance.

They spoke little on the forty-minute drive, conserving their energy for what was to come. The Dunholt church clock was already striking five as they arrived at the compact modern vicarage that would serve as an emergency meeting point until the village hall could be set up as a temporary incident room. The falling snow muffled much of the noise of other cars arriving and doors slamming. The police driver opened her car door. As she stepped out, she noticed several faces at windows, neighbours staring out at the commotion as if, by missing nothing, they could come to terms with their brutally altered world. She and Lance walked up a longish garden path from where, through shadows of thick shrubbery, she could make out a row of elegant windows belonging to the original eight-bedroom Georgian rectory next door. She thought wistfully how useful such facilities would be at a time like this.

Even though she suspected that quite a few of the team squashed in around a teak dining table that appeared to double as the vicar’s desk had partaken of a good measure of Christmas cheer, there was none of the usual banter and catching-up gossip. Everyone was relieved when Detective Superintendent Colin Pitman, looking as spry as ever, quickly and efficiently got down to business.

‘We are awaiting verification,’ he began, ‘but two eyewitnesses have identified the gunman as a local man, thirty-one-year-old Russell Fewell. In addition, a body has been found in the churchyard, the victim of an apparently self-inflicted gunshot. Death has been confirmed, and we believe the body to be that of Russell Fewell. All the witnesses so far have described only one shooter and one weapon, so it’s probably safe to assume there’s no further immediate danger.’

‘How many dead, sir?’ asked Grace. ‘The news reports say five.’

‘So far we have six confirmed fatalities, including the suicide, three people in hospital and eight separate crime scenes,’ said Colin grimly.

‘Has the weapon been recovered?’ asked Lance.

‘Yes, from beside the body,’ said Colin. ‘A Heckler & Koch G3 rifle. Russell Fewell did not hold and had not applied for a Section 1 firearms certificate, and the weapon appears to be unlisted.’

‘Isn’t that the same type of gun that police marksmen use?’ asked Grace.

‘Yes,’ said Colin. ‘Although it, or a variant, has also been military issue in Iraq and Afghanistan, so there’s likely to be plenty of them knocking about. And let’s not forget that Colchester – a garrison town – is not that far away.’

‘Was Russell Fewell ex-military?’ asked DC Duncan Gregg.

‘Not as far as we know,’ said Colin.

Duncan looked relieved, and Grace remembered that he was himself ex-army.

‘Our first objective,’ Colin resumed, ‘is to formally identify all the victims and inform next of kin. Then, while it appears that we have our perpetrator, we still need to build up as detailed a picture as possible of the day’s events ready for the coroner’s inquest. So we want formal statements from all the witnesses who’ve already come forward, and we’ll need to identify any other potential witnesses. Uniform have already begun house-to-house. And we must find out all we can about the shooter.’

‘Sick bastard!’ Grace caught the whispered curse from the other end of the table.

Colin did his best to ignore the accompanying murmur of revulsion that passed through the packed vicarage dining room and carried on. ‘First task is to secure his home and any related properties. We’ve already recovered his van, which he used for his work apparently. We think he repaired washing machines, dishwashers and the like.’

‘Was he self-employed?’ asked Grace.

Colin consulted his notes and shook his head. ‘No. On short-term contract to one of the big appliance companies. No criminal record, but I want to know everything there is to know about who he is, why he’s done this and what, if any, relationship he has to each of the victims. Any other questions?’

‘Do we know anything else about his mental state?’ asked Lance. ‘I mean, he can’t have been normal. Who’d do a thing like this? And on Christmas Day?’

Several people muttered and nodded in agreement. ‘We’re waiting for access to his medical records,’ said Colin. He held up his hand to halt the fresh wave of disgust. ‘Listen up. As if things aren’t already bad enough, you need to know that the first victim, Mark Kirkby, was a serving police officer. One of our own.’

Colin allowed time for the outrage and hurt felt at the killing of a fellow officer to ebb away, then looked at Grace. ‘DI Fisher, I want you to deal with the family.’

Grace nodded, aware of the general feeling that sending an officer of senior rank would show proper respect. ‘I understand, sir,’ she said. ‘One question, though: the fact that Mark Kirkby was the first victim, does that suggest he was top of Fewell’s list in some way?’

‘Yes, very much so, unfortunately. The gunman’s ex-wife, Donna, and her two kids were spending Christmas with Mark Kirkby. They were all inside when Fewell shot and killed Kirkby outside his house.’

‘Bastard!’ This time the curse wasn’t whispered. Grace swallowed down her repugnance. Fewell was already one of the damned, consigned to the hell that history reserved for mass murderers, but he could have her hatred to top it off, and welcome.

‘His wife and children weren’t among the victims?’ she asked.

‘No, thank goodness. They were unharmed.’

Grace let out a sigh of relief: at least the investigating officers were spared the horror of a family annihilation. However pitiful the physical carnage when children were involved, it was the sheer vindictive futility of such violence that proved hardest to bear. ‘But they saw what happened?’ she asked. ‘They’re witnesses?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Colin. He remained silent for a moment as the team absorbed this new aspect to the day’s reality. ‘It’s possible that Fewell could have set out intending to shoot them all, but either missed the opportunity or lost his nerve. Donna Fewell and her two children have been taken back to her house and we’ve got a family liaison officer with them now. DI Fisher, I want you to be the one to talk to them too. Find out what history there is of domestic violence, the circumstances of the divorce, anything she can tell you. This hasn’t just come out of nowhere.’

‘Do we know if Fewell deliberately targeted any of the other victims?’ she asked. ‘Or was it only Mark Kirkby?’

‘From what we’ve got so far, which isn’t much, it appears his only direct connection was with his ex-wife’s new partner. But we can’t rule out grudges against the others.’

‘So otherwise he might just have been shooting at random?’ asked Lance, the bafflement clear in his voice.

‘It’s starting to look that way,’ said Colin. ‘But it could have been very much worse. In experienced hands the G3 can fire several hundred rounds a minute, so I suppose you could say we’ve got off lightly. Two Home Office pathologists are attending and a third is on her way from London. All leave for scene-of-crime officers has been cancelled, although, with the continuing snowfall, there’s probably very little they can usefully do now until daylight, which won’t be until eight o’clock tomorrow morning. Ten centimetres of snow is predicted by then, and overnight temperatures will be below freezing, so wrap up warm.’

‘Has a refreshment van been organized?’ asked Duncan. ‘Hot drinks and bacon butties are not going to be a luxury on a night like this.’

‘As long as traffic isn’t held up by the snow,’ Colin said with a smile, ‘then Teapot One’s ETA is half an hour.’

The team laughed, relieved to break the tension.

‘Even though it’s not yet official, we know the perpetrator is dead,’ Colin continued. ‘We’re not looking for anyone else in connection with these crimes. So our investigation has to be a how and a why, especially the why. And, I promise you, we are going to get answers. However, I cannot emphasize enough that the chief constable intends Essex Police to control the flow of all intelligence about the shooter. All information is to be passed to me, every scrap, and no one speaks to the media, on or off the record, for any reason. We give them information as and when we decide to, not the other way round.’

‘It may be that some people will choose to approach the press rather than us,’ said Grace hesitantly. ‘The media are bound to dig up information we’ll miss.’

‘Very possibly,’ agreed Colin. ‘But I don’t want to be ambushed by any vital details we don’t already have. I want you all to make sure there are no loose ends for the media to unravel before we’ve got the full picture. Got that?’

Everyone nodded, their faces sombre, all well aware that, for a police officer, aiding and abetting the press was a hanging offence. Grace sighed, envisaging how quickly the world’s media would engulf this rural backwater. The intrusion would be not only physical – satellite vans, camera crews, journalists scavenging for ‘colour’ – but also emotional, with raw grief filmed and served up on an endlessly rolling loop and with talking heads repeatedly asking stunned friends and neighbours how they felt about what had happened. How did anyone feel? How did anyone even begin to make sense of such pointless and random horror? Except, she reflected, the causes of human evil all too often turned out to be banal and rooted in the most unspectacular of resentments and woes. She’d seen her share of wives and girlfriends savagely beaten or even murdered for allegedly undercooking the bacon or forgetting to record a TV programme. The worst tragedies often had the most paltry motives.

‘And finally’ — Colin once again held up a hand as the team sensed the end of the briefing and began to shift around and murmur to one another — ‘I’ve been informed that the chief constable has already had Number Ten on the phone, and that the prime minister wants to put in an appearance here tomorrow on behalf of the nation.’

‘No pressure then,’ said Duncan wryly.

‘It is Christmas,’ said Colin, deadpan. ‘We should also expect a message of condolence from Sandringham. And with that in mind I want you all to remember that, with the gunman dead, the media will be rooting around to find someone more newsworthy to blame. Our job is very simple: to make quite sure they don’t pick on us. So if Fewell does have any prior history of domestic violence or any other unsavoury practices, I want us to be the first to know about them.’
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